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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    A large pebble rattling inside a glass vase. That’s what the darkness sounded like. It refused to fucking stop in the hours or fortnights I dwelled within my insensible mind. No prolonged thought or external din could break through the clatter. Since no multi-syllable word could formulate, I randomly shouted a horde of single syllable ones until two in the right order inspired the desired effect—Wake up! 
 
    “Ahh!” yelped Clarissa when I sat up. 
 
    I breathed hard while a layer of warm sweat under my armor dribbled down my chest. 
 
    “Mercer! Are you all right? How do you feel?” 
 
    The hooded Clarissa sat by the wide bed I lied on, a thin red blanket covering my legs. A lack of drapes allowed the bright sunshine to infiltrate the large bedroom by way of a triangular window behind the vampire. Thick shards of glass lined the internal edge of the window frame. A deep wooden tub in the corner of the chamber told me we must have occupied a well-to-do home. 
 
    As to Clarissa’s fretful question, I needed a moment to slow my stiff breathing and settle the sloshing of my lopsided insides to gain an answer. My hand and eyes impulsively searched for my sword’s hilt, but that’s when I recalled its recent martyrdom. More than that, I remembered why my top-heavy torso now felt so vacant, so small. Deprived of my link to Aranath, my corrupted prana, and the holy power that had formed its cage, I got the sense that my body was as desolate as a dungeon without any prisoners. Not since leaving the fighting pit had I felt so unlike my true self. 
 
    “Mercer?” 
 
    Looking down at my hands, I asked, “Where’s everyone else? Are they all right?” 
 
    “Yes, everyone is fine. Now answer me. How are you? Do you want me to get a healer? Or Ghevont?” 
 
    “No, he can’t help me. What happened after I passed out?” 
 
    “We finished off the nismerdon, though your terrifying attack seemed to do the trick on its own. I might have even felt sorry for the giant if it wasn’t so wrathful in its last moments. What was that attack, Mercer?” 
 
    “My corruption. All of it. Aranath told me to pour it into the sword, so I did.” 
 
    “Your corruption? So you, uh, you’re not corrupted anymore?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Oh, that must be why…” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just you smell better than you used to. No more corruption must mean you’re ripe for a vampire to infect you. This is great news! Oh, uh, not the vampire thing. I meant about everything else. A nismerdon is dead and you don’t have to worry about your corruption spreading!” She noted my unenthused reaction. “What’s wrong? Isn’t it great news?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure. The corruption was still a part of me, a part of my soul, which means I have less of me now. Less prana to work with.” How many years did I shave off my life? Despite Clarissa not mentioning any physical change, I had a sneaking suspicion that looking into a mirror would reveal a battered, wrinkled visage gazing back at me. I sighed. “Not to mention my sword needed to be sacrificed.” 
 
    “But you can still summon Aranath, can’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I have enough prana left…” I reached under the armor’s neck hole to pull out the two crystals. As I suspected, their prana had been completely drained in the battle. The trauma of it all even appeared to erode them by a fourth of their former size. All vlimphite crystals wore away over regular use, but forcing prana out too quickly resulted in bigger chunks crumbling off at once. Regardless, now that I owned a smaller soul, I doubted I could use a filled dragon crystal of any size without shaking my nerves out of my pores as a consequence. “Shit. Well, we’ll see how bad it is later. How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Half a day. Oh!” She bent over to pick up a metal pitcher. She poured its clear contents in a large mug and dipped a finger below the cup’s rim. A gentle spell of frost cooled the water before she handed it to me. As I drank the invigorating liquid, she said, “After putting you in Furubiro’s comfiest bed, Ghevont went over to study the dead giant. While he’s doing that, Odet and Eu-Sook have done their best to get General Teng to see our side of things, though the general is apparently kinda stubborn.” 
 
    After gulping down every drop that willingly fell, I said, “Or perhaps ‘distressed’ is a better word. Trusting us means admitting he was being manipulated by the Advent. That goes for his kingdom’s leadership as well. Can’t be easy to think that your masters are readily sacrificing their people to beings that absorb life to recover their own power.” 
 
    “Something I’m certain Odet has tacitly mentioned to him. Anyway, I think he wants to speak with the dragon knight before deciding his next move.” 
 
    I laid back down. “Let’s hope that title still applies. Give me a few minutes longer to just lie here.” 
 
    “Lie here for the whole day if you want.” 
 
    “That’s far too long a time to be alone with my own thoughts right now.” 
 
    “Are you really okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Is there any food nearby?” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” She picked up a small pouch from the floor. “Here’s your food sack. Or do you want more than seeds and nuts?” 
 
    “This will do for now, thanks… By the way, do you mind looking for an extra sword I can use? I don’t want to go outside with only an empty scabbard by my hip.” 
 
    “No problem.” She bolted up. “I shall return!” 
 
    I regretted not going with the vampire the second she shut the bedroom door behind her. Now I really experienced the sense of rejection and abandonment intensifying within me. I would probably let myself shed a tear or two if I didn’t expect Clarissa to come back soon. Gods, I needed a pipe. 
 
    Clarissa returned a few minutes later carrying a long scimitar encased in a bronzed scabbard, though the curve on this single-edged weapon wasn’t as pronounced as others of its ilk. Including the small, rounded crossguard, the plain hilt was an ash gray color. A princess followed the vampire into the room. She carried a tired, tense expression as she examined the state of my own aspect. I didn’t like that the strain around her eyes did not diminish when she concluded her evaluation. 
 
    “Will this do?” asked Clarissa, handing me the sword. 
 
    Trying to liven up the girls’ dour concern for me, I asked, “Does it at least link with a magic toad or something?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, a very powerful toad. Its croaking can deafen men a mile away.” 
 
    I dragged myself off the bed and thumped my boots on the creaky wooden floor to stop my legs from feeling like hollow threads of yarn. Then, with a sigh, I detached my familiar scabbard and attached the new foreign one. Along with Clarissa, who glanced between me and Odet, I waited for the princess to say one of the statements or questions whirling in her mind, but she remained tight-lipped. I presumed she didn’t know how to phrase what she wished to say, an incident I also presumed only occurred a handful of times throughout her well-versed life. 
 
    Odet must have forwent saying her jumbled thoughts and instead said, “In case you were wondering, the nismerdon is quite dead this time. Most of it became nothing more than a shriveled black husk by daybreak. Our scholar friend is finding much amusement dissecting every piece he severs.” 
 
    “And how amused is the general?” 
 
    “I’m certain he’s never simpered in his life.” 
 
    “What does he say about the nismerdon? The Advent?” 
 
    “Not much. Several of his men have been more forthcoming, however. Their orders were to protect and restore the power of a newly discovered eidolon using the prana of traitors. Many seem to truly believe these villagers were traitors, though I still find it troubling they carried out their orders on children and the elderly. Seeing a dragon knight kill a monster that had been indiscriminately slaughtering everyone in its way has them glad they failed in their mission.” 
 
    “Then they won’t cause trouble if we find their general aligned with the Advent?” 
 
    “That’s tough to say. One reason I can’t press the general now is due to the throng of staunch soldiers always surrounding him. I didn’t want to accuse anyone and incite another battle with you still unconscious, so I’ve been busy helping the villagers and keeping everyone from exasperating anyone’s tempers. Captain Shao has been the hardest to rein in, but so far so good. Still, I don’t want the general’s men in town anymore. The more the villagers recover, the angrier they become that no one is doing anything about them. Do you have any idea how you want to approach the issue?” 
 
    “I want to speak with the general alone, if possible.” 
 
    “Uh, it won’t be. He doesn’t speak or understand the shared tongue. You’ll need Eu-Sook to translate, which means he’ll demand that some of his own men accompany him.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’ll have to do.” 
 
    “You should also have me or Clarissa with you. It doesn’t sound like you’ve fully recovered your strength.” 
 
    “As long as the general believes I can summon a dragon, I should be fine.” 
 
    One of her disapproving little frowns spread on her lips, the lowest of which she bit. However, understanding that our only other option would be me yelling everything over a large group of soldiers compelled her to agree with me. The three of us stepped out of the house to see Eu-Sook’s unit mingling with their griffins nearby. Odet waved over Eu-Sook, who did not have her whiptail in our realm. 
 
    The dainty griffin rider, who had yet to lower her mouth mask in front of me, jogged up to us and bowed. “I hope you are well, sir,” she said in her overly formal manner. 
 
    “Well enough. I’m glad to see you made it out all right.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Where’s the general now?” She looked behind her and pointed at a large barn of tanned brick sitting on a low hill. “Please go tell him the dragon knight is ready to speak with him. You’ll be my translator. I also request that he only bring two of his men and to order everyone else to stay out of earshot. He also needs to agree to let me say my piece first. He’ll want to hear it. I’ll be waiting by the giant’s corpse.” 
 
    She nodded and sprinted toward the barn. After getting a direction from Odet, I made my way to the dead nismerdon a hundred yards behind the house. 
 
    Captain Shao’s division encircled the area the nismerdon’s carcass degraded in. For sixty steps my trio followed the five foot deep ditch my attack created until it led us to Gerard watching over a hunched Ghevont. The once rugged, all-consuming nismerdon looked like a scorched pile of twigs a precocious tyke made to resemble the shape of an anemic human. Appearing more solid than the bark-skin were the hunks of iron-colored bone exposed underneath the parts of outer crust that had crumbled off its legs and lower torso. 
 
    “You look like shit,” said Gerard. 
 
    “At least I have an excuse, knight,” I countered. 
 
    “Men greet each other in the oddest ways,” said Clarissa. 
 
    Louder, I said, “Learn of a weakness yet, Ghevont?” 
 
    With aid from his staff, the scholar stood up and answered, “Ah, Mercer. It should please you to know that the membrane of this specimen becomes more malleable after being soaked in water, giving piercing weapons a higher chance at penetration. The saturation should also give electric based attacks a stronger grip, so to speak. A hot flame does an admirable job as well, though it takes a moment to cling on.” 
 
    “So the brute itself isn’t as invulnerable as its wards.” 
 
    “It makes sense that a being still vulnerable to damage concentrates its formidable power on prana recovery and a defensive strategy. That said, a small group should never attempt earthen attacks in a nismerdon’s vicinity. It also strikes me that this nismerdon might be a younger, unhealthy specimen.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “The end casings of the largest bones are surprisingly pliable, signifying that its form of cartilage had yet to harden wholly into unbendable bone. It could be that an adult nismerdon might be more resistant to harm than my experiments have shown.” 
 
    “And the unhealthy part?” 
 
    “Also manifested in the bone. Despite the skeleton’s great durability, portions of its lower legs and upper shoulders exhibit signs of abrasion not found in hardier areas. I’ve concluded your unique attack could not account for this incongruity. It more likely came about due to a disease or a much older bout of violence. This sickness or old injury could explain why this nismerdon was left behind. Perhaps it’s even a symptom of being sedentary for so long. My hope is that other nismerdons are also somewhat weakened by this effect.” 
 
    “One can always hope,” I said. 
 
    “Incidentally, if you can attack every nismerdon in the same way as this one, I don’t believe we should fear them so much.” 
 
    “Guess whether or not I can.” 
 
    “Oh, uhh, not?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “I see… What was that attack, exactly?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. The general should arrive soon. Finish what you’re doing and leave with the others when he gets here. We may have to fight our way out of here, so keep your guard up.” 
 
    “I’ll make a mental note to do so.” 
 
    “How’s the nismerdon crystal, anyway? Did the runes absorb any of its prana?” 
 
    “A touch, but I was able to preserve most of it within the crystal after recognizing the spell’s effects.” 
 
    “Well, good work.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree.” 
 
    With a few moments to spare, I decided to evaluate my prana reserve’s condition. I crouched and placed my right hand on the ground. Summoning the three dragon stones already brought home just how small my reserve felt. I heard that rattling pebble in the far back of my mind. The glass vase shook harder when I triggered a stone. Fortunately, my control of the flame did not feel faded. My stamina was apparently going to be the biggest problem. 
 
    Pocketing the remaining two stones, I rose to my full height when I picked up the clomping of hooves. Riding a black horse and wearing his nearly white scaled armor and red mantle was General Teng, his heavy black beard looking smooth and trimmed at the fringes. Much of his salt-and-pepper hair hung by his cheeks, but part of it had been tied into a small bun on the top of his head. His bulky armor made the man appear as broad-shouldered as my father, but his true body couldn’t have been much bigger than mine. Two other horsemen trailed him. 
 
    The general’s native tongue barked some orders that had Captain Shao and his wary underlings retreat thirty yards farther back. Odet’s orders moved Gerard, Ghevont, and Clarissa toward the captain’s line. As the horsemen stopped their trot to line up ten feet in front of me, a whiptail carrying Eu-Sook dropped from the air to join my side. 
 
    Giving the tiniest bow possible, I said, “General Teng, forgive me, but I’m in a sour mood today. I sacrificed much to kill this big bastard here, a bastard that would have sucked us all dry if I didn’t do so. That should leave you feeling somewhat indebted to me, but I can’t count on that to sway your next move, or mine. What will sway your next move, as it does for most mortals, is your own sense of self-preservation.” 
 
    In the background, Eu-Sook’s tongue flapped more freely and harmonically in her principal language. In the foreground, the general, his men, and horses did nothing more than blink and breathe with stern inflexibility. 
 
    “I could have commanded the griffin units to apprehend you, but it seems that order might start a second battle here. My side would win, but I don’t think either of us want to fill this village with the smell of burning flesh. For all I know, maybe you honestly believed sacrificing the villagers would help Jegeru in the long term. It was a good decision to not speak in depth with the princess, for she would have pressed you on the matter of the villagers’ innocence. 
 
    “I, on the other hand, don’t care enough to start a fight over it. Just like I don’t care about the mercenaries, spies, and political pawns the Advent have used on this continent and others for however long they’ve been active. Dragons don’t hunt rabbits, general, so what I do care about are the puppet masters behind this mess. I don’t know how much you know about the Advent, and anything you say can’t be trusted, but I can take a few good guesses. 
 
    “For starters, the fact that no Advent have shown themselves means they did not think it worthwhile to defend this giant with their best cultists. My scholar theorizes that this giant was young, meaning there are more mature examples out there, doubtlessly absorbing the lives of people, whether here or in another kingdom. I predict there’s more in Jegeru. If this giant was the only one, then your entire army would be here. This tells me your leadership wanted the bulk of your men somewhere else. 
 
    “If I recall my maps correctly, there’s not much of a threat to Jegeru’s northern border, so a northern army could be moved south without alarming Wregor. Do you see where I’m going with this? My next move is south. Your next move should be to march northeast, to wait out your fate in whatever town or fort you came from. You can’t stay here, not with the villagers you’ve wronged seething nearby, and I can’t trust you to help my cause. 
 
    “I want you and your men beyond the horizon by sunset. Some griffin riders will trail you for a day or two. I’ll allow you to keep your weapons, supplies, and a few horses, but any hint that you’re ignoring my wishes and I will use force. I wonder how many of your men would support you with dragon fire raining down on them? You’re also welcome to try your luck now, of course. I guarantee you’ll never find me at a weaker state. So what say you, general?” 
 
    I was going all in on my bluff, predicting that the near future would be full of them. Eu-Sook finished translating for me a few seconds after I stopped talking. Five seconds after that and the general’s trimmed eyebrows dropped a few hairs as they relaxed. His jaw dropped next. 
 
    Speaking for the general, Eu-Sook said, “Whatever you believe, dragon knight, I am thankful for your intrusion. If I knew the giant’s madness, I would have never have put my men here. I’ve made mistakes before. Why do you think my king put me in the empty north? My want for esteem is why I followed King Tokkosho’s order to take this village. I will not make a new mistake by denying a dragon knight’s demands.” He coaxed his horse forward. As he and his sentinels passed my left side, he said, “Last I heard, the rest of my men are in Uratama. Zhelan Liang leads them now. Take that as you will.” 
 
    With Captain Shao’s circle of men making way for the trio of horsemen, my companions made their way up to me. Ghevont came within earshot, but his attention went back to his specimen. 
 
    “That was fast,” said Clarissa. “What happened?” 
 
    “He and his men will be gone by sunset.” 
 
    “And that’s it?” asked Odet. 
 
    “What more did you want?” 
 
    “People died here, Mercer.” 
 
    “I’m aware, but we don’t have the time, authority, or luxury to worry about doling out punishments. If we can cleanse Jegeru’s leadership of Advent influence, then we’ll let them decide how to handle the matter. Speaking of which, the general claims the king gave him the order to take the village. He also says the rest of his army is in Uratama. Eu-Sook, what do you know of the city?” 
 
    Stroking her restive griffin’s neck, she answered, “It’s a large port by Hohn Bay in the southeast, close to Pukam Forest. Many of our best young warriors train in its academy. They learn there with scholars and sages.” 
 
    “And so you think there’s another nismerdon there?” Gerard asked me. 
 
    “We’re going to have to check settlements near Pukam, anyway. Might as well start there.” 
 
    “But a city?” said a doubtful Clarissa. “Hiding a nismerdon in a lonesome village is one thing, but do the Advent really think they can get away with keeping a soul sucking giant in a big port city?” 
 
    “Don’t forget that a clan of vampires hid in a big city not so long ago.” 
 
    “And our actions might be pushing them to take more drastic measures,” said Odet. 
 
    “On top of that,” began Gerard, “a city can provide prana to more than one nismerdon. If they felt they needed to gain as much prana as quickly as possible, then a city is the only place they can turn to.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Clarissa, “let’s say there are nismerdon in a city protected by Jegeru armies being ordered around by a king in league with the Advent. What do we do about it?” 
 
    “Gerard,” said Odet. “Please put the proper emphasis on Clarissa’s question for me.” 
 
    “Hm? Ah, of course, Your Highness. What the fuck will we do about it?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What we do is dependent on what we can’t do,” I said. “We can’t fight the Advent and their pawns with only a couple of griffin units, and we can’t go to the king for help. But our griffin riders can spread the word of what happened here. Stirring the pot in Jegeru should force soldiers, generals, and nobles to take some kind of action we can better react to.” 
 
    “That might only compel the Advent to hasten their plans further,” said Odet. 
 
    “Maybe, but we can’t stop their plans at all otherwise, and that’s if their plans aren’t already being rushed.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean we have to rush our own decisions. We aren’t stirring a mere pot, Mercer. An entire nation will have to choose between fighting with a foreign dragon knight or against their king. That confusion will only benefit the cult.” 
 
    I soberly stared at the dead nismerdon. “Yet confusion is all we have if I can’t…” Looking back at Odet, I said, “We don’t have good options left. The Advent are the ones who have brought betrayal and death here, not us. We can use the rest of this day to come up with the least divisive message to send out, but once the Advent learn of this giant’s death, they’ll counter with their own plan. I’d rather they react to the chaos we create, not the other way around. I realize it’s not ideal, but short of summoning ten dragons, we’re never going to find an upper hand here.” 
 
    “I realize it as well, I do. It’s simply difficult to accept. I’ll try wording our message as best I can. We can send out Captain Shao’s riders to several forts as soon as I conceive of the appropriate memorandum.” 
 
    “Well then,” said Gerard, “while our message spreads, we need to confirm whether Uratama even has Advent activity.” 
 
    “Eu-Sook,” I said. “Inform the riders to get as much rest as possible once the general departs. I’ve wasted a lot of energy killing this thing, so my group will have to use your griffins if we’re to reach Uratama as quickly as possible. We’ll hopefully still have the time to infiltrate the city before the point of no return.” 
 
    “I think we’re already at that point,” said Clarissa.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I told everyone I still needed rest, so I went back into the house to lie in bed for a while longer. Despite removing my armor, my tottering mind only succeeded in getting erratic minutes of light naps. Any little noise woke me right back up. Sleep wasn’t really my goal, but neither was staying awake. My limbo of consciousness ended two or so hours later when I heard a knight’s heavy leather boots thudding toward the room. Sitting up, I told the knocker to come in. 
 
    Shutting the door behind him, Gerard said, “The general’s men are dots on the horizon now.” 
 
    Crossing my arms, I asked, “Did the girls send you to check on me?” 
 
    Moving to sit on the chair beside the bed, he answered, “They were talking amongst themselves about you. I had to intervene to stop them from bothering you. I figured you needed a different kind of company.” Extending his right arm, he showed me a short clay pipe in his hand. “Borrowed it from a whiptail rider. I still have a bit of tobacco left over from the Chance Inn if you want to split it.” 
 
    Snatching the pipe, I said, “Gods yes.” 
 
    A couple of minutes later and Gerard and I were patting the planked ceiling with curls of exhaled smoke. The soothing effect engrossed me sooner than before. 
 
    Gerard let me enjoy the tart heat for a few minutes in silence, but he eventually had to ask, “Is it true you can’t summon Aranath?” 
 
    “I haven’t tried, but I doubt it. Even if I could get the crystals filled, I’m certain my very bones would shake during the summoning.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Gerard leaned back and placed his boots on the foot of the bed, continuing to smoke without changing his placid visage. 
 
    “Now that I think about it, I’ve never seen you unnerved, knight. Not in the Hadarii, not when the bald Advent nearly kidnapped Elisa, and not when a dragon knight just told you he can no longer summon his dragon.” 
 
    “I can say the same of you.” 
 
    “Aye, but I don’t consider myself ordinary when it comes to my reactions to near-death experiences.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, and perhaps I’ve merely become adept at concealing my unease. It’d annoy Odet quite a bit if she observed the anxiety in my face every time she stepped outside the palace. She sees plenty of it from her family and advisors, she doesn’t need me to heap on the distress. Trust me when I say that this moment has me feeling as though my entrails want to come out from my mouth and ass at the same time.” 
 
    “Damn, sorry I said anything.” 
 
    “Hmph. In truth, you not being able to summon Aranath has not affected me as much as the simple fact we’re planning to go deeper into enemy territory. Whether you can summon Aranath or not, fighting entrenched Advent and their nismerdon was always going to be an uphill struggle.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true enough. It’s not like I mastered my link with the dragon. I’d only put Aranath in an impossible situation by summoning him in a place teeming with powerful enemies. Not even an adult dragon stands much of a chance prevailing against such odds. Not that I don’t feel any less shitty knowing that.” 
 
    “Feel as shitty as you want, Mercer. I don’t think the gods mind if we sulk every once in a while.” 
 
    “It might be longer than ‘a while.’” 
 
    “As long as it ends right before our next battle, the extent of your sulking doesn’t concern me.” Standing up, he asked, “What do I tell the girls?” 
 
    “To get their rest. We leave at dawn. I may or may not show myself before then.” 
 
    Finishing my bowl half an hour later finally allowed me to keep my eyes shut longer than five minutes. 
 
    My eyes next opened to a nighttime darkness devoid of moonlight. The window’s view showed an unbroken layer of bloated clouds had rolled over the sky, though I smelled or heard no rain in the area. Hungry for the first time since losing half of myself, I put on my gear and stepped out of the bedroom to search for food. 
 
    With his staff tucked under an arm, a sleeping Ghevont sat slumped on an upholstered chair by the door. Farther down the hall, I peeked into an open door to see Odet and Clarissa sleeping on two separate beds meant for children, giving them an endearingly larger-than-life presence. I discovered Gerard standing guard near the home with four griffin riders on their watch. I sent the knight inside to get his own slumber. 
 
    Hoping one of them understood me, I asked and gestured the riders for food. Two of them reached in their satchels and pulled out pieces of bread, an apple, and one roundish peach thing. The woman who handed me the possible peach also let me drink from her waterskin. Wanting something heartier, I asked if anyone had meat once I finished with the hard bread and not-so-fresh apple. 
 
    Pointing toward the center of town, the peach rider said, “Food. Temple gives food.” 
 
    I nodded and walked to the pagoda temple. A few steps into the journey had me observing that a surprising amount of villagers remained up and about. Most seemed to be cleaning their homes or talking with their neighbors. No one paid much attention to the hooded figure as I strolled past them as inconspicuously as possible. A concentration of villagers and several riders surrounded the temple. They were making piles of debris larger by tossing in broken fragments of wood and objects from in and around the temple. 
 
    The group of griffin riders safeguarded big barrels filled with vegetables, water, and wine as they handed out small helpings of nourishment to the villagers that came up applying for it. Managing everything was a thickset youngish man in a long, loose robe with wide sleeves and tinted gray. His beady, gleaming eyes spotted me stepping up behind the fourth villager in line requesting a meal. 
 
    Walking up to me, the smooth-shaven man asked, “You are the dragon knight, yes?” 
 
    “For the time being.” 
 
    He offered a quick bow and stretched his right arm toward the barrels. With a voice sounding both hoarse and quiet, he said, “No one here will mind if you cut to the front of the line. Do you want anything in particular?” 
 
    “Meat.” 
 
    “Ah, we have a little pork left. Our farm animals were the first sacrificed when they came to feed their giant. We sent out hunters earlier, but the battle appears to have scared away many of the region’s animals. I have yet to hear the hoot of an owl or the chirp of a cricket.” 
 
    “I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    We came up to a table with two large pots, one empty and the other half filled with shredded pork. The robed man spoke a few words in his native tongue, which compelled a nearby rider to bring a loaf of bread split lengthwise. The halves became stuffed with pork before he handed it to me. 
 
    After I swallowed a big bite, he asked, “Good?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. You speak the shared tongue well for someone so isolated from it.” 
 
    “It’s tradition for the priesthood to learn the shared tongue. It’s supposed to retain the invisible link between our foreign congregations. Waste of time as far as I’m concerned, but hey, now I get to talk and thank the dragon knight who saved me and my new flock.” 
 
    “New?” 
 
    “Aye,” he answered, the word spoken faster than I was used to hearing it. “The head priestess didn’t make it. Many of our elders couldn’t handle that giant’s spell. Several very young children suffered the same fate.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “I fear things will only get worse for your kingdom.” 
 
    “Ahh, a blunt answer for once. Not many of those in my vocation. Too many times it’s a vague response an old fart got from an even older book.” 
 
    “Is it me, or do you not sound as devout as someone in your line of work should be?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I have good days and bad ones. This is one of the bad ones. You see, blunders in my youth forced me to choose between the priesthood and a dungeon to correct my ways. I don’t mind the memorizing and writing part, but the preaching part is not strong in me, and that’s all everyone wants now. People actually expect me to make them feel better.” 
 
    “A priest who’s bad at preaching and a dragon knight who can’t summon a dragon. We might be in the same boat.” 
 
    “What? You can’t summon your dragon?” 
 
    “Killing the giant took more than prana from me. Maybe preaching to mortals isn’t your strong point, but how good are you at beseeching the gods? I need someone to plea a few things for me.” 
 
    “Can’t find the words yourself?” 
 
    “As dumb as it sounds, I’d feel too self-conscious kneeling in a temple. Don’t know why.” 
 
    “You don’t have to kneel or enter a temple to beseech the gods. In fact, no one here wants to go back inside a building they feel has been cursed by their jailors. I imagine we’ll have to tear down this temple and build another one.” 
 
    “No wonder I don’t see anyone inside. Why are so many villagers still up at this hour?” 
 
    “Oh, that. As far as I know, unless you’re a soldier, most peoples in Efios time their funerals to take place at midnight. The idea is to let mourners grieve without having to worry about how they look in the daylight. I’ll have to go to our graveyard and begin the service in an hour. It’s going to be a long night… Anyway, if you wish, I’ll put in a few words for you. If the gods are going to help anyone, it’s a dragon knight.” 
 
    “If they still consider me as such. All the same, I’d prefer if you mentioned the welfare of my companions over that of my own.” 
 
    “Priestess Yonezu would have liked hearing that. She says prayers for others are always louder than prayers for yourself. Gods, I hate that I’m going to miss her mawkish wisdom. She’d give you something worthwhile to mull over. Let’s see… She’d tell you something like… To never… No, that’s not it…” 
 
    “It’s fine. The pork is all I needed this time.” 
 
    “Eh, very well. However, going back to your awkwardness with a temple, I will say to not worry so much about where or how you pray. An earnest parent will listen to their child wherever they are. That’s one of those old fart answers.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks again.” 
 
    I ate my sandwich and pear as I moved away from the soldiers and townspeople, and then from the village itself. The more I finished my food, the more I gained the impetus to practice with my new sword and prana reserve. Thus, after taking my last bite and making certain no one could see me behind a line of trees, I unsheathed the blade and tested its balance, weight, and slicing song. 
 
    The blade started thicker on its blunt end and tapered to a much sharper edge. Other than needing a good polish, the steel itself appeared well forged. Regardless, I couldn’t get rid of the impression that it would shatter on impact with a wooden replica. A symptom of its lack of enchantment. I understood finding another dragon-forged sword was a remote possibility, but I still hoped to someday procure another enchanted weapon of some type. A butter knife charmed with an insignificant weight shaving spell would have been comforting at this point. 
 
    As for my reserve, I practiced with my illusion spell rather than taking the chance of attracting attention with my flame. Mirroring the effect when summoning and igniting dragon stones, I found that the quality of my copies did not suffer from my debilitation, only the quantity and duration I could cast. All in all, it felt as though I was restarting my training. 
 
    The idea of starting over dejected what little spirit I had, at least until I noticed the beginning of the funeral service, reminding me things could always be worse. Torches carried by cloaked men outlined a procession of mourners marching a hundred yards northeast of the village. I kept a respectable distance from the sacramental service by moving farther west. 
 
    For the next couple of hours I discreetly trained with apathetic effort, stopping when the wind picked up. It brought with it a scent of green moisture. Seconds after the rugged breeze bumped into me, an aloof thundercloud somewhere in the horizon quibbled with its neighbors, one of which responded with its own grousing. Not depressed enough to train in a storm, I ambled back into the village to seek shelter. 
 
    On my way to my short-term residence, I saw riders leading the steeds they couldn’t unsummon into stables and barns. I reached my lodging seconds before the first emissary raindrops hit the ground. Heavier rain followed a minute later, but wind gusts and thunderclaps remained too irregular and feeble to convince me to close the double doors of the home. I thus stood against the doorframe and aimed my vacuous stare outside as I listened to my blood pumping inside my ears. 
 
    Ghevont woke up an hour after the rainstorm began, his shuffling feet passing me and presumably taking him to his prized nismerdon specimen. Sensing the incoming dawn, the faint-hearted storm had broken apart by the time one of the girls sneezed a short while later. That must have awoken the other girl, for both came out of their room soon after. Clarissa joined me and Odet as we went to the temple grounds to find a bite to eat. Odet ate solid fruits and a handful of seeds and nuts while I drank from a cup filled with a pulpy mix of sweet fruit juice. 
 
    “Did you send out your message yet?” I asked Odet. 
 
    “No. I believe it’s best to send out Shao’s men during our journey, not before it. I don’t want to send the message out too early and give Advent supporters time to hear of it and prepare their own retort. With any luck, this will give us a day or more to explore Uratama before our enemy can organize against us.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I drank from my mug. 
 
    “What? Something wrong with my plan?” 
 
    “I’d rather the message have gone out earlier, but it’s fine. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t it matter, pray tell?” 
 
    I put my empty mug on the table. “The Advent might not have been protecting this nismerdon, but I’m certain they have some kind of link with it. One way or another, they already know it’s dead, which means they’ll plan for the worst. They’ll assume our next stop is their main refuge.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagined such a scenario, but if it’s at all possible to gain an advantage without producing immediate confusion throughout this kingdom, I’m taking it.” 
 
    “Fair enough. What does your message say?” 
 
    “That the corpse of an ancient, death-dealing giant lies in Furubiro after a dragon knight burned its life away. If more of our enemy is found in these lands, then the dragon knight and the gods themselves will expect for Jegeru’s royalty, nobility, and warriors to answer the call for aid.” 
 
    “I see. You want to put the king on the spot.” 
 
    “Yes. This message should be heard by thousands of people before the king receives it. One hopes his fealty to the Advent is not so strong as to defy the expectations of his people and his responsibility to them. Even if it is, I anticipate he’ll lose support among the nobility and his generals.” 
 
    “I doubt it will be such a clean break. Still, if your message can remove even one unwitting Advent supporter, then it’s better than nothing. Clarissa, go wake Gerard. We’ll leave once he eats something. I’ll get Ghevont to finish what he’s doing and tell Eu-Sook to make sure everyone else is ready to leave.” 
 
    Clarissa left to do her task and I mine. Odet chose to follow me. 
 
    After consuming what remained of her pear, the princess used a heedful undertone to ask, “Mercer, how are you feeling?” 
 
    Giving myself a similar tone, I asked, “Do you think I’d be aggravated by the question?” 
 
    “My hunch is that you won’t know how to answer it.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not far off… I just need time to adjust to my new situation. In the meantime, we need to refocus our training sessions on you. Summoning Mytariss might be our only hope against another nismerdon if we can’t gain more allies. When could your mother someone her?” 
 
    “A week before her twenty-fifth birthday, though she could have accomplished the feat years earlier if she dedicated herself to training.” 
 
    “Then you can’t be too far from the same feat.” 
 
    “Maybe, but despite Mother’s lack of interest in refining her skill, she always had a propensity in prana greater than myself. Before masquerade balls and palace life diverted her attention away from training, her prana was said to be quite blessed. She cast shields a year younger than I did, for instance.” 
 
    “But no matter your mother’s natural talent for casting, her shields didn’t have dragon fire to contend with. Until I can rediscover my own path, I’ll content myself on smoothing out your own. In fact, here…” I removed my prana crystals and presented them to Odet. “They’ll probably end up being more useful to you than to me once you get your prana pure enough.” 
 
    The princess plucked one from my palm and closed my hand over the other. “Two crystals for two paths, Mercer.” 
 
    I nodded. “Now let’s just hope neither path ends in Uratama.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I rode on the back of Eu-Sook’s griffin to start a demanding journey that would last four days in good weather. Not wanting to attract too much attention, I instructed the riders to avoid bigger towns and military encampments as we made our way down the map. According to such maps, much of the land we would cross consisted of grassy hills high and wide and short and tall. Winding streams and rivers filled the spaces between the smooth slopes during the wet season. A good place for griffins to get their rest and find some food. 
 
    As for the group of humans, our “rest” periods were occupied with training regimens that impacted Odet’s shield more often than not. My bolides, Clarissa’s water, Gerard’s sword, Ghevont’s lightning, and even a few spears thrusted by our allies contributed to the cause. I elected to focus on my heart meditations when I drained my reserve, foregoing the Draceran training on the grounds that its benefits had been muted by my smaller soul. Regardless, I realized I couldn’t make headway in a mere four days in whatever training regimen I chose. 
 
    Part of Gerard’s free time was spent speaking at length with Eu-Sook. After one of their discussions, I went up to the green knight and asked what they had been talking about. 
 
    “I’ve recently become interested in linking with a realm.” He twirled the large yellow griffin feather he held. “If Odet is going to keep traveling to lands far and near, then I think it best to have the option to summon a steed. Our new friend is teaching me what is required to lure a griffin and what it takes to care for the beast.” 
 
    “Makes sense, though now I’m wondering why you haven’t linked with any realm yet.” 
 
    “I’ve never enjoyed the idea of thinning my prana before or during a fight with a summoning spell. I also don’t consider myself much of a devotee to animals. Nor do animals endear themselves to me. My mother has owned dogs, parrots, and cats all my life and not one has ever been glad to see me when I visit. One bird even enjoyed aiming his crap at me. Anyway, I won’t be committed to summoning anything until we find ourselves with more free time.” 
 
    “It must be the smell.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Animals must not like your smell. Check with Clarissa. She’ll know.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I’ll do that.” 
 
    The middle of our second travel day was when Odet gave the okay for her message to be sent. A nightfall later had most of Captain Shao’s men and a few of Eu-Sook’s unit going in different directions to deliver Odet’s prudently picked words, putting our faction at fifteen humans strong. I wanted the captain to join them, but he stayed with us. It’s not that I didn’t trust him, it’s that I didn’t trust him to listen to me if he found out I could no longer summon Aranath. Killing the nismerdon bought me time, but Shao would eventually wonder why I hadn’t called upon the dragon to convey my comrades. 
 
    That concern aside, I paid close attention to Ghevont’s reaction every time he checked his staff’s crystal on our fourth day. The fourth day also brought us to flatter lands populated by too many people to circumvent all the villages and towns crisscrossing the landscape. The density of roads and buildings only increased soon after Eu-Sook pointed forward to a flickering line of bay water thirty or forty miles away. A hint of sea breeze tickled my nostrils minutes later. 
 
    The traces of oceanic aroma became supplanted by earthy farmland when our griffins needed to take their evening respite. So that we didn’t have to account for them when we moved on the ground, we purposely rode griffins that could be unsummoned. Seeing as Uratama lied no farther than twenty miles away, we decided to make our way to the city by foot, doing our best to keep out of sight from those using the roads. I preferred sneaking into the city without attracting the attention of aerial and ground patrols, something a flock of griffins could not do. 
 
    Of course, going on foot did not eliminate the chances of detection. If we were stopped by a patrol, I told Captain Shao to tell his compatriots that he was escorting northern foreigners involved in a trade deal with Uratama merchants. I didn’t want to use my dragon knight status in a place where that news could cause the Advent to turn every soldier in the area against us. Naturally, that was assuming the cultists had a foothold in the region. 
 
    Several hours into our swift trek, the first clue to our enemy’s presence forced the scholar to stop all forward momentum. 
 
    As Ghevont studied the top of his walking stick, Clarissa asked, “See anything?” 
 
    “No, but I can now surmise that the crystal has been reacting to a very faint nismerdon aura these last few minutes. We need to get closer to its source for me to draw more conclusive conclusions.” 
 
    “Then let’s pick up the pace,” I said. 
 
    While Pukam Forest grew less than thirty miles southwest of Uratama, most trees to its northern vicinity had been toppled long ago, giving us little cover during our early hour jog. We ultimately had to take to a road and slow our legs to prevent our silhouettes from looking like fleeing fugitives. The nearer we came to the city, the more patrols we passed. Lucky for us, most only took a cursory glance at their fellow soldiers, not really taking notice of the hooded figures their ushering circle bounded. 
 
    Around an hour out from the city, Gerard asked Ghevont, “Is the nismerdon aura getting stronger?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    “That’s not helpful, Ghevont,” I said. 
 
    “It’s difficult to be so. The aura does not precisely parallel Furubiro’s pattern. This one seems to be… dormant. At the same time, I do sense occasional bursts of activity that persist for a moment or two, though still nowhere as strong as what I detected in Furubiro.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s good news,” said Odet. “It should mean the Advent have not yet commenced a full-scale attack.” 
 
    “If there is a giant here,” began the captain, “then we need to evacuate my people from the city.” 
 
    “But that will necessitate the aid of the army here,” said Gerard. “An army we cannot trust.” 
 
    “My comrades are being deceived by a few. The many will stand against the few once the truth of the giants and their cult is exposed.” 
 
    “I fear the truth can only be exposed until they cast their spells, and by then it’ll be too late.” 
 
    “If I have to convince one soldier at a time of their folly, I will.” 
 
    “Patience, noble captain,” said Odet. “Soon every Jegeru soldier will hear of the Furubiro incident and of the dragon knight’s part in it. Please refrain from spreading the word until we infiltrate the city and gather what information we can. Then we will better recognize the best way to reveal ourselves.” 
 
    The captain grumbled in his throat. “Very well, Princess of Alslana. I will give us until sunset to uncover what we can before reexamining my stance.” 
 
    The light of day remained absent, but the denser cluster of settlements and intersecting roads in the area provided ambient torchlight to guide our way. A patchwork of low clouds and a congealing fog otherwise limited how much light from the sky brightened the land. We therefore had to get pretty close to Uratama to see its delineation. 
 
    Dotting Uratama’s outskirts were pagoda watchtowers and temples. Taverns, little shops, blacksmiths, and knots of peasant homes sprang up around them. The city proper sprouted behind a squat wall of black stone that had not appeared to be maintained in the last three centuries. Indeed, one twenty yard section of wall was merely made from a steep pile of rubble and shriveled wood. I figured this part of Jegeru wasn’t so concerned with enemy invasion. 
 
    Despite its ramshackle aspect, numerous soldiers patrolled the battlements and guarded its gates. Getting a little closer showed that several guardsmen wore the gold-colored vambraces that implied their former affiliation with General Teng’s army. 
 
    “Just like the general said,” said Clarissa. “His men are here… Okay, now what? Where do we find a giant in a city? Where do you even hide a giant in a city?” 
 
    “Underground,” said Gerard. “Or maybe in a building the Advent have secured.” 
 
    “Or a secure building underground,” I said. 
 
    “Or on a ship,” said Ghevont. “We should acquire a vessel and investigate the bay once we’ve finished inspecting the land.” 
 
    “I also suggest seeking out assemblies of soldiers where they shouldn’t be,” said the captain. “Teng’s men aren’t here to sightsee.” 
 
    Our group marched to the first open gate in view. We paused for a moment when one of the guardsmen spoke up in Jegeru’s tongue, but Shao’s own terse sentences had us crossing into the city without a problem. 
 
    The barrier might have been neglected ever since its creation, but many of the constructions it shoddily protected looked better off. Quite a few roofs flaunted a bluish tinge on their rounded tiles while the wooden or brick walls emitted red hues. A surprising number of flat-topped trees with white flowers lined many of the wider cobblestone roads. Their unfettered petals formed thin cushions on any level surface that didn’t have a continual stream of wind, feet, hooves, and wheels passing through. 
 
    Our arrival almost seemed to elicit the city’s awakening. Early risers started preparing and cleaning their shops, and taverns and inns saw hungry patrons coming in to buy a meal. Clanging metal told of blacksmiths at work somewhere in a nearby district, and enthusiastic pigs and chickens oinked and clucked when their owners came out with their food. Couriers delivered messages to and fro, sometimes having to skip over a vagrant lying on the softest patch of stone they could find. A vibrant town overall. 
 
    We took a serpentine route through Uratama to give Ghevont a better chance at finding the origin of the nismerdon pulses. Our promenade looked less conspicuous every time a rejuvenated resident joined us on the streets. I generally allowed Ghevont to follow his instincts, but sometimes we took a circuitous path to skirt a band of guardsmen or avoid passing through districts partitioned from the rest of the city by signposts or gates. 
 
    By midmorning, with the low clouds and mist cleared away by a strong sun, the scholar led us closer to the southeastern coastline. South of the main docks rose three circular pagodas. The eighty foot tall edifices stood in the center of a courtyard over two hundred yards long. Most of the area was surrounded by a low red wall of brick and a dozen rows of stone steps. Through one of the wide, rounded entryways, we saw that several one and two-story buildings dotted the raised courtyard. My group stood beneath one of the well-ordered groves of twenty-foot palm trees planted a hundred feet in front of the southern entrance. 
 
    “Can we go in there?” asked Ghevont. “The pulses I sense are originating near its vicinity.” 
 
    “The Shuren Academy,” said Shao. “I believe anyone can enter if they have a valid reason to do so.” 
 
    “I think ours is pretty valid,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “If there’s Advent here,” I began, “then whoever is in charge of this place is in league with them. Going inside now will probably start a battle.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said the captain. “I say we inform the guard of the dragon knight’s presence and of the academy’s treachery. We need not wait for word of the Advent to reach the city if we can spread it ourselves.” 
 
    “But it’s not merely the word we’re waiting for,” said Odet. “We need to know how the king and his generals respond to it. We can’t risk announcing ourselves if it turns out the Advent’s hold is more prevalent than we thought. Give us the day you promised to wait for the message to reach Uratama. Assuming linked Unburdened are used to spread the message further, we won’t have to wait much longer before this city hears what we need them to.” 
 
    The captain relented with a sigh. 
 
    “Let’s find a place to eat something,” I said. “Then we can do the rest of our waiting sleeping at an inn.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Gerard. “Tavern docks are usually a place where foreigners won’t stick out so much.” 
 
    A short walk took us within a stone’s throw away from the dark waters of Hohn Bay. We skipped several smaller taverns and inns to get to a larger, better-quality establishment. If we were going to die soon, then it wasn’t going to be with shitty food from a stinking scrapheap in our stomachs. 
 
    Despite wanting to blend in with other outsiders, the inside of this inn did not have anyone from northern or central Iazali. If these patrons were outsiders, then they came from other parts of southern Efios, and I did not have the eye to tell apart one race from the other. It wasn’t until we sat down did I spot a pair of tawny-skinned older fellows in a corner only lit by a crack in the wall. I couldn’t pin down where they hailed from, but it must have been far enough for the sheepish elders to seek a shaded corner to quail in. 
 
    A discussion of our immediate plans took place as I ate a hot plate of scrambled eggs mixed in with chunks of half crushed potato and pepper. Too much pepper for my tastes, but life moved on. The plan we came up with had us renting several of the small single-bed chambers the second story of our inn offered. As some of us slept, the others would keep an eye on the academy to watch out for anything suspicious. I elected to be among the first group to find repose in the cramped, unembellished rooms. 
 
    Once again, my dreams did not form an image. I did get the sense that I stood paralyzed inside a vast cave filled with water up to my waist, and that somewhere in this stagnant cavern, the occasional echo of dripping water met the part of my brain that unraveled sound. My blindness and the inability to move would have normally put this in the nightmare category, but my current disposition, the tepid water, and predictable dripping simply made me indifferent to the whole thing. 
 
    I woke up feeling as though I had been floating in a flooded, icy cave for several hours—numb and neither rested nor exhausted. A two inch wide window slit informed me of a dwindling light outside. After taking my sweet time getting up and putting on my gear, I headed downstairs to find Clarissa and Ghevont sitting in a crowded table with Eu-Sook. The whole place was packed with patrons, though the noise level never rose above a loud murmur, not including the random bouts of laughter. 
 
    I bought a small bag of tobacco shavings from the woman behind the counter before joining the trio. With my room free, Ghevont left the staff with Clarissa and went upstairs to get his rest. The vampire and rider awoke less than an hour ago, so we had the energy to do more than sit. I pulled out my borrowed pipe and filled it with the shavings a step after leaving the inn. 
 
    Once I exhaled a puff of smoke, the vampire asked me, “When did this happen?” 
 
    “Chance Inn. Does the smell bother you?” 
 
    “Not when we’re outside… Strange, I just remembered that I used to like the smell of smoked tobacco when I was little.” 
 
    “I enjoy it still,” said Eu-Sook. “Reminds me of Grandfather.” 
 
    “Where does your family live?” 
 
    “Munghirano Chon. A big name for a little village. It is south of Riko, near the Iunt.” 
 
    “So that puts it on the other side of the kingdom. I suppose that’s good.” 
 
    To the rider, I said, “If you like them, you should send them a message.” 
 
    “What message, sir?” 
 
    “If they can, tell them to escape to Wregor if we fail to stop the Advent. If we can’t stop them here, then I fear they won’t face real resistance again until we finally sort out who’s our ally and who’s not.” 
 
    “You really think that’s a possibility?” asked Clarissa. “It should be easy to gather the support we need to stop giants that want to suck the life out of everything. They do it for vampires.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe the full support of this city’s army won’t be enough. You saw what it took to stop a weak giant the Advent left behind. In fact, go, Eu-Sook. I insist you deliver a message to your family. Tell them to always keep an ear out for the latest news. Tell them to run if Uratama falls. Here. I’ll even pay for the missive.” I pulled out a gold standard and handed it to her. “This shouldn’t be something you end up regretting. Meet us back at the academy when you’re done.” 
 
    She nodded and left me with Clarissa. Watching the rider glide under the multitude of human shadows, I said, “Incidentally, I need to ask you a favor.” 
 
    “Sure. What is it?” 
 
    “If this place is doomed, I’ll need your help in getting Odet to retreat. Unless you need convincing as well.” 
 
    “Me? No, no convincing. If we can’t win, then I don’t want to sacrifice myself for nothing, especially if I have to face down another giant. Gods, I really don’t want to get my blood that cold again… Odet won’t like it, but I’ll help drag her out of the city if that’s what it takes. Anyway, do me a favor and stop thinking so many gloomy thoughts. I realize not being able to summon Aranath is a big blow, but you’re still a great warrior. You can still rally allies to this cause. A blind slave should be able to rally allies against this enemy of Orda.” 
 
    “Does he have to be blind?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Sure, blind. Deaf too.” 
 
    “Can’t be a very good slave if he’s blind and deaf.” 
 
    “He’s very good at foot rubs. That’s why they keep him around… And sex! The lady of the manor sleeps with him behind the lord’s back… And she gets pregnant with the slave’s child, but he doesn’t know it because he’s blind and deaf! He just thinks she’s getting fat.” She glanced into my hood to check how well her attempt to cheer me up was going. I blew a breath of smoke onto her inquisitive face, compelling her to straighten back up with an exhaling chuckle. 
 
    “By the way, there’s something else I picked up at the Chance Inn. It’s a training technique that might be better suited for you than me.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Your heart can handle mistakes better than a human’s, though you still have to be careful. It’s not a technique you should use when you can’t sense your heartbeats. If all goes well, your attacks should have the strength of a vampire who preys on humans. We can start practicing as soon as we get to a quiet spot overlooking the academy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    For two hours Clarissa did her best to sense her heartbeats. At the same time, she also used her superior night vision to keep an eye on the western and southern entrances of the academy. Eu-Sook returned within that time. She informed us that one of her scouts and two of Captain Shao’s men were watching the northern entrance. They reported seeing only one older woman enter the academy during their watch, but none had come out. It thus piqued my interest when the vampire said she spotted someone coming out of the western entrance. 
 
    With my sight only seeing a misshapen splotch in the weak moonlight, I asked, “Can you see how they look like?” 
 
    Squinting, she answered, “Uh, it’s a he. Big guy, but seems pretty young looking. Early or middle twenties. Long hair.” 
 
    The splotch moved down the stairs and kept a western direction. “Is he wearing armor?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Or maybe? He’s wearing a red caster’s robe, but his chest and forearms are covered by something black. Might be leather.” 
 
    “We follow?” asked Eu-Sook. 
 
    “No one appears to be with him,” I said. “If this turns into a fight, then I suppose three against one are good odds. Let’s see where he goes, but only Clarissa should get close enough to see him clearly. We don’t want to spook him.” 
 
    Using Clarissa’s vampiric gift, the three of us trailed our target with a wider berth than most humans could get away with, at least not without a spell aiding them. Our mark’s brisk pace stayed consistent for the most part, and as he never turned his head or looked back, he didn’t appear to be concerned with the possibility that someone might be following him. It helped that there must have been a law against too many lit torches, for only a few provided an aura of light for us to get caught in. Regardless, we kept our distance, since he would surely hear the echo of our steps on streets no longer traversed by that many people. 
 
    We ended up walking through half the town before the human blotch slowed his walk. He next turned into an alley and stooped halfway down the passage to examine something on the ground. 
 
    Going into our own alley on the other side of the street, I asked, “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “He’s looking into a… a small cage or animal trap… Nothing’s inside. He’s going farther down the alley. Let’s go!” 
 
    We hurried to the alleyway when the vampire lost sight of the target when he turned a corner. His form once again came in Clarissa’s view when we came out the other side. This time he headed northward. Within five minutes he checked a snare tucked away in a large public garden and another under a cluster of trees nearby. Nothing but flies on the strips of raw bait. 
 
    “No animal in any trap, huh?” I said, my tone easily low enough for our perambulating mark not to overhear us. 
 
    “And that sounds odd, right?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “Aye. Think about it, how many raccoons, birds, or stray dogs have you seen since we got here?” 
 
    “Not many. So you’re thinking that has something to do with the nismerdon?” 
 
    “Perhaps they sense something is wrong,” said Eu-Sook. 
 
    “Or they’re being captured to feed the giants,” I said. 
 
    “Then you believe he’s trying to gather life energy for the giants?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “Eh, I doubt it. I imagine three small cages wouldn’t be an efficient way to gather animals. Still, it’s a possibility. I think it’s time we find out where his allegiance lies. We’ll catch up to him when he stops by another cage or if we can find a place to cut him off. Whichever comes first.” 
 
    The latter arrived a couple of minutes later. Our northbound target avoided four guardsmen managing a group of unruly drunks by regressing a few steps and turning around to head for an alley he could use to bypass the commotion. I told Clarissa to stick with the target while Eu-Sook and I sprinted through a parallel alley to get ahead of him. Then we slowed down and turned the corner to his narrow byway. 
 
    The young man’s darkened outline stopped twenty feet away from us when he noticed Eu-Sook and I heading toward him. Doing what I ordered, Eu-Sook used her country’s tongue to ask him whether he spoke or understood the shared tongue. He responded after some reluctance by saying a foreign word. 
 
    “He said he does.” 
 
    I stopped my forward progression when I came within ten feet of the presumed academy student. From here I could see he stood as tall as I, but with a hardier girth in his limbs and torso that seemed to come from equal parts fat and muscle. Except for shaggy eyebrows, his fresh-faced head remained lean. Dark eyes set well within their sockets frantically and timidly studied the pair of living hindrances. No observable weapon hung by his hips. 
 
    I asked him, “You’re from the academy, are you not? What’s your name?” 
 
    A shy voice answered, “H-Hanying Okazaki. Can I… Who are you?” 
 
    “That depends. Why have you set up traps around the city?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve seen you check three animal traps so far, and since you’re not yet heading back for the academy, I can guess there are more set up nearby. I’m wondering why.” 
 
    “You been, you’ve been following me?” He had a hard time keeping eye contact for long. 
 
    “Aye, since you’ve stepped down the steps of the academy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Answering that question depends on how you answer my own.” 
 
    Hanying finally had the presence of mind to check his rear. He saw Clarissa standing five yards behind him. She lifted her free hand, waved it twice, and greeted him with her nicest “Hello.” Her amiability did not change the fact that she was blocking an easy escape in a dark alley. 
 
    Turning back to me, a wary Hanying asked, “What is this?” 
 
    “A conversation, Master Okazaki. Now then, the traps.” 
 
    Cocking his head, he said, “The traps are for a study.” 
 
    “What kind of study?” 
 
    Hanying glanced at Eu-Sook, who nodded in response. “Well, I’ve seen fewer and fewer animals in the city. I want to know the reason.” 
 
    “Have others in the academy noticed?” 
 
    “I’ve told them what I noticed. Few are troubled.” 
 
    My mind expected to hear a stutter at almost every syllable he spoke, but he didn’t quite get there. “And are you troubled that they are not more so?” He nodded. “Or perhaps it’s only one of your many troubles. Have you noticed odd occurrences in the academy?” 
 
    “Odd occurrences? Why does an outsider care? Who are you?” 
 
    Trusting that his evasive eyes came from lack of social graces rather than from dishonest intentions, I decided to satiate his curiosity. “My name is Mercer Eberwolf. My companions and I are seeking a cult who have spent a long time infiltrating any society useful to them. I believe your academy to have been subverted by these cultists.” 
 
    “Wait. You speak of the Advent, correct? Those who attacked Alslana with corrupted valkrean?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you think they are… Do you believe I belong to them?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to believe yet. All I know about Hanying Okazaki is that you came out of a place that has Advent magic emanating from it. My guess is that some animals here can sense this foul magic and are fleeing its power. It’s also possible the Advent are taking animals for their own purposes. Have you noticed anything unusual in the academy these past few months?” 
 
    Hanying lowered his head and shoulders. He said something under his breath. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Outsiders.” He rose his head back up, but kept his shoulders slouched. “I’ve seen outsiders in the academy. They were invited by the headmistress to help the master scholars with their work.” 
 
    “What kind of work?” 
 
    “They’ve become secretive as of late. Most of us think it has to be about Wregor. Some spell or weapon to help us fight them.” 
 
    “How many outsiders have you seen? What do they look like?” 
 
    “I’ve only seen a little of them. Mostly they stay in the under chambers. The only one I’ve seen for certain is a fair-skinned woman with golden hair of short length. Her blue, unkind eyes smiled at me. I turned away. She talked with someone a little taller and with longer yellow hair, but I did not see their face.” 
 
    Tired of keeping quiet, Clarissa came closer and asked, “How deep do your chambers go? Are the rooms big enough to fit creatures as big as mountain trolls?” 
 
    Hanying turned his body so that his right shoulder pointed at Clarissa. “Trolls? Our lowest room can fit large creatures, yes. In fact, it’s rare when we don’t have a large specimen or two down below. Oh, and, uh, there are three under levels.” 
 
    “Let me guess, those rooms are now forbidden.” The pensive academy student took two steps backward so his back found support against the rippled wall of a wooden house. “Is there a way to sneak in and out of the academy?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” Looking at the ground, he asked, “Are they here to attack Uratama?” 
 
    “They already attacked a small town to the north,” I answered. “We kept it from getting worse, but if they do attack Uratama, we’ll need more than a couple of griffin squads to stop them. Word of what happened will soon spread here, if it’s not spreading already. Once it takes a foothold, we’ll make our move.” 
 
    “But why here? What do they want?” 
 
    “To steal your soul, one way or another.” I could tell he did not know how literally to take my answer. “How many are working with the outsiders?” 
 
    “How many? Most of the master scholars, so twelve or thirteen of them. Their apprentices and some sage warriors also help them.” 
 
    “We’ll have to include the headmistress as well.” 
 
    “Gods, Lady Nomura. I can’t imagine she and the others know who they’re really assisting. They are good people. I-I’ve known many of them for years. They are kind. They welcomed me. They helped me b-be less bothered around people.” 
 
    “Maybe not all of them realize who they’re abetting, but it’s too dangerous for you to bring up what you’ve learned to anyone involved with the secret venture. In fact, if you truly believe us, I recommend you leave the city as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What? I c-can’t do that. I need to tell others of the danger. Every friend and mentor I have is inside those walls.” 
 
    I glared into his fidgety face for a flicker of time, concluding him to be no Advent adherent. Not that I planned on lowering my guard, of course. “Well, if you can convince them to leave the city, then I won’t stop you from taking the risk. As long as you understand that you can’t tell your friends why they’re leaving. Telling them will only have them telling their own friends, which the cult will ultimately overhear. Then all you’ve done is put them in danger. How many people can you trust to listen to you without question?” 
 
    “Without question? I don’t… My nervousness comes out easy. They will know something is wrong when they hear me speak. They will want to know what is wrong.” 
 
    “Then lie,” said Clarissa. “Oh! Tell them you need help with your animal traps.” 
 
    “That is… That might not explain my nervousness.” 
 
    “Then calm yourself,” I said. “I have a pipe you can borrow if you want it.” 
 
    “Um, no, thank you. Smoke of any type makes me nauseous.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised to hear that. We have to get back to watching the academy. Do you wish to follow us?” 
 
    “I still have two traps to check. If there are any beasts trapped within them, then I want to free them.” 
 
    “Will you head back to the academy afterward?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then we’ll follow you. In the meantime, I’d like to learn as much as possible about your peers and the academy’s layout.” I moved aside to give him an opening. 
 
    Taking a diffident step toward the opening, Hanying said, “Very well.” 
 
    I stayed a foot behind Hanying’s left shoulder as we walked through the forsaken streets. Clarissa acquired a mirrored spot on the right. Eu-Sook roamed around us depending on whether she favored watching our flanks or taking point to draw a patrol’s attention away from the foreigners. 
 
    Sensing my social lethargy, Clarissa took it upon herself to ask the academy pupil many of the questions I wanted answered. From this arrangement we learned that Hanying admired Mio Nomura for her spry elegance and solicitous wisdom. The stern yet compassionate woman had been in her leadership position for the last eight years, guiding scholars and warrior sages alike. She was a warrior sage herself, but as she did not train in front of others, Hanying did not know what spells the chary woman could best cast. 
 
    According to our informer, warrior sages such as himself and the headmistress did not learn to fight with daft blades and spears. They instead focused on the multifarious art of spell casting, which the academy considered a divine endeavor compared to brandishing sharpened sticks of steel. Hanying claimed to be more scholar than caster, but claimed he could pour his prana into his muscles to accent the natural strength behind his bulk. His fascination and love for animals channeled his mental efforts toward learning as much as he could about them. 
 
    Those who studied and trained in the academy came from all walks of life. Hanying’s path led back to a minor noble family in Watawara. Most students also hailed from well-to-do families, but a handful had been accepted from humbler abodes. As long as someone showed talent, dedication, and contributed to knowledge, they could live and work at the academy for as long as they wished, or until the Jegeru kingdom offered standouts positions in the military or as advisors to a noble family. The academy was where Hanying refined his understanding of the shared tongue. 
 
    We soon came upon the fourth trap huddled within a crack of the inner city wall. This contained a hissing brown cat that bolted into the darkness as soon as the bars lifted. The last trap had been set outside the city wall, so I let him go on his own in order to avoid the guards at the gate. A few minutes later and Hanying returned with a gait similar to that of a pleased Ghevont, if more reserved. He told us he freed a creature called a lesser red panda, an animal not usually seen this close to civilization. 
 
    “Sounds delectable,” said a teasing Clarissa. 
 
    Hanying’s step lost its recently gained prance. “I wound not know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It was only a jest.” 
 
    “More or less,” I said. 
 
    Still to Hanying, Clarissa said, “I’m getting the impression you don’t eat many animals.” 
 
    “None since I left home. My family finds my attachment to simpleminded beasts baffling. I humored them by eating a bit of pork or fish, but the guilt overwhelms me as soon as I see a mortal creature doing their hardest to survive. Many in the academy respect my view on the matter. I even inspired…” The warrior sage’s head sagged in contemplation. 
 
    “Hanying? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Pardon me. An idea crossed my mind. Tetsu’s father is niece to the city’s high lord. Oh, uh, Tetsu is a friend at the academy. Maybe he can help us speak with him.” 
 
    “Nephew,” said Eu-Sook. “‘Niece’ is for a woman.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    “Whatever he is,” I began, “we have to assume that the high lord or someone in his court is aligned with the Advent, so we can’t go to him or anyone else just yet. However, once we hear word of the northern incident, then perhaps we’ll seek out a lord’s aid. Is the high lord a strong warrior?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so,” answered Hanying. “He is quite old.” 
 
    “Then he might be a better option than speaking with the general. I’d rather not have to speak directly with soldiers I can’t trust.” 
 
    “Tetsu will want to hear about the Advent. Can I bring him to you? He is not involved with the unknown work below.” 
 
    “If you can bring him without alerting the rest of the academy, then I suppose we can talk for a short while. Still, if I believe you to be followed, I won’t expose my position.” 
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
    Clarissa continued asking Hanying the infrequent question, but the four of us mostly stayed quiet as we strolled through the town. I noticed our new academy friend liked to rub his hands together every few minutes when he wasn’t involved in a conversation. We were in no great hurry, but Hanying’s legs didn’t seem capable of going slower than a relaxed trot, so our group came within sight of the academy twice as fast as my own mellow speed would have taken us. 
 
    “Uh, Mercer,” said Clarissa. “There are soldiers blocking the entrance.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Ten? A dozen? There are some by the southern entrance, too.” 
 
    “Great. Hanying, are soldiers a common sight at the academy?” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “I see one of your riders, Eu-Sook,” said Clarissa. “Sechen, I think. She’s the shortest one, right?” 
 
    “Yes, madam.” 
 
    We headed for the rider’s spot behind a tree that budded closer to the southern entrance than not. To ensure none of the soldiers grew suspicious of a group of five people mingling within their sights, we retreated several yards deeper into the darkness. 
 
    After conversing with her comrade for a moment, Eu-Sook said, “They are General Liang’s men. The general and his private guard came here less than ten minutes before.” 
 
    “It looks like word of the nismerdon incident has reached the city,” I said. “The general must be worried enough to seek a direct meeting with the Advent.” 
 
    “What do we do?” asked the vampire. 
 
    “Prepare. Eu-Sook, have Sechen find everyone spying on the academy and bring them here. Clarissa, go back to the inn and do the same once a couple riders can escort you back. Captain Shao will finally get his chance to talk his mouth off.” 
 
    “To who?” 
 
    “We’ll start with guardsmen on the street and their commanders. Once we get a few on our side, we’ll head for the town’s hall of lords and call upon Uratama’s nobles to lend us their support. We’ll hopefully have the entire town’s impetus surrounding the academy before morning.” 
 
    As Eu-Sook gave the order to Sechen, Hanying asked, “You want to attack the academy? What of the people within?” 
 
    “There’s still time to get out a few of your friends. I doubt the soldiers will impede you if you’re part of the academy.” 
 
    “And if th-they do?” 
 
    “Then come back and wait with us. I’m sorry, but our options are limited if the Advent don’t choose to surrender peacefully.” 
 
    “As opposed to surrendering violently,” said Clarissa. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Anyway, Hanying, once you find your nerve, do what a scholar does best and first investigate whether the soldiers will let you through or not. Then go from there.” 
 
    Hanying indeed decided to gather his nerve for a while. 
 
    A few minutes later had Sechen returning with two more of her comrades, Captain Shao, and two of his men. 
 
    “Have you slept at all, captain?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “A few minutes every now and again is all I need when trouble is afoot, young lady. Now, dragon knight, I hope you’ve elected to stop tarrying.” 
 
    “I have. I want you to take your men and head for Uratama’s hall of lords, or whatever they call it here. Gather what guardsmen and soldiers you can on your way there. I’ll follow you once I get my group together. Eu-Sook, please have your riders escort Clarissa to the inn.” 
 
    As my allies left me and Eu-Sook alone, Hanying asked, “Did I… Did the c-captain just call you… Are you the Alslana dragon knight?” 
 
    “Aye.” He retorted with a blank stare. “Hanying, it’s time you go get your friends. I’m not going to stand here waiting once my companions arrive.” 
 
    “Oh, um, right…” 
 
    He took a few steps forward, looked back at me with the same nonplussed expression, and then started off again. I watched him become a black smudge going up to meet the shinier smudges by the western entrance. It stood there for about half a minute before it crossed through. 
 
    “What if the Advent discover his purpose?” asked Eu-Sook. 
 
    “It’s his risk. Either way, those in the academy will soon have to make a choice between helping us or helping the Advent. Lives will be lost no matter what… You still have a chance to fly away from here, Eu-Sook. I certainly won’t blame you.” 
 
    “The gods will blame me.” 
 
    “There are worse things to imagine. Still, if you’re going to stay, will you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “If you have to choose between me and yourself, choose yourself. If you have to choose between me and my friends, choose my friends. Can you do that?” 
 
    I gazed into her sunless eyes with what I hoped was my best mix of sincerity and severity. She flinched and blinked on seeing my grim manner, but recovered quickly to accept my appeal with two nods. 
 
    Not including the garrulous breeze swishing the leaves above us and the cries of a distant infant bouncing off rock and wood, we waited in silence for someone to return. I stayed motionless long enough to notice a clotting patch of clouds moving in, making the night a hue dimmer. My mind started wandering. It wondered what the name of that wailing babe was. Was it a boy or girl? It sounded like a boy to me. Was he hungry? I wondered how much of a chance he had of surviving the next few hours. 
 
    Movement to my left brought my nomadic mind back home. Slowing down from their near sprint, Clarissa and the riders returned with the rest of my group, the last rider, and a pair of the captain’s men. 
 
    “Where’s Hanying?” asked Clarissa, her chest not at all heaving from the run. 
 
    “Inside the academy, and I told him I wasn’t going to wait for him to come out. We need to find out where Uratama’s hall of lords is.” 
 
    “Who’s Hanying?” asked Ghevont, now in possession of the staff. 
 
    “The student we followed!” answered an annoyed Clarissa. “I said his name like ten times on our way here!” 
 
    In the middle of the vampire’s frustrated statement, I waved for Eu-Sook to get ahead of us and told her, “Ask the next person we see for directions to the city’s hall of lords.” 
 
    “Are you certain we shouldn’t wait for this Hanying person?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “Well, I suppose not everyone has to go with us. Eu-Sook, order two of your riders to stay put and keep an eye on things here. If Hanying comes back out, make sure he doesn’t leave their sights. No matter how innocent Clarissa made him out to be, he might still be part of the Advent.” After Eu-Sook confirmed the order, I said, “Hurry, let’s get a move on.” 
 
    They heeded my words. 
 
    A few minutes later and we gained a similar set of directions when Eu-Sook spoke with two older men socializing outside a tavern. We followed them to streets devoid of patrols, telling me Captain Shao must have been succeeding at gaining their backing. To make sure we received good instructions, I had the head rider ask for more directions from a young woman smoking a pipe outside her home. Talking like she was dreaming, the woman obliged us with guidelines that pretty much matched the previous accounts. 
 
    The vampire, of course, spotted the outline of our destination first. Built between the center of town and the sea was the hall of lords. The red structure of timber rose twice as tall as the cluster of two-story buildings near it, though it only displayed two levels of glassless windows. Our jogging slowed when we noticed several dozen armed guards standing aimlessly by the tall doorway. 
 
    When we came close, several of the guards strode up to us and the oldest of them asked Eu-Sook something in her language. She reciprocated. The guard’s face, which sported little in the way of eyebrows, looked up and down at my group, then asked something else. In response to her reply, his eyes studied mine. I nodded. He bowed and shouted an order to the others behind him. They made way for my group as the eyebrow-deficient guard took the lead. 
 
    Going through the entry revealed a room partly lit by candlesticks on narrow tables pushed against the sides of the one hundred foot wide room. Three small but bright chandeliers hung from the twenty-five foot high ceilings. Two rows of spiraled yellow columns led up to the space at the back of the hall. It was here where eleven large chairs had been placed alongside each other in a semi-circle formation. Three men and one woman sat on various seats in this alignment. A different guard holding up a lance had their back to each column. 
 
    Captain Shao conversed with the four lords in his native tongue until he heard a multitude of footfalls behind him. The guard who directed us stopped alongside the captain, announced something, bowed, and turned around to take a spot by a column guard. 
 
    The lord farthest to my right, who wore a dark blue robe that covered everything but his fingers and his purple footwear, asked, “Who claims to be the dragon knight of Alslana?” His white hair grew thin, but the voice was clear and commanding. 
 
    I stepped up and bowed. “I claim it. My name is Mercer Eberwolf, and as I’m sure Captain Shao has been imparting to you, I come to your lands seeking a treacherous cult known as the Advent. I have been successful.” 
 
    The little fat man sitting closest to the center coughed before saying something in Jegeru’s tongue. He sounded like the jolly sort, though he could have been a little drunk. Every word uttered fluttered the loose threads of his light blue robe. I couldn’t tell if the old man’s eyes were open under his sagging wrinkles. 
 
    Translating for the crumpled lord, the middle-aged woman in a snugger yellow robe said, “Yes, not two hours ago the high lord was awoken and informed of the distressing news that a colossus of lore was killed by a dragon knight in the north. And now the captain arrives to tell us the dragon knight accuses the Shuren Academy of harboring more villains and their monsters. How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Dragon sages in the Dragon Spire Temple crafted a staff my scholar companion now wields. Its vlimphite crystal was given to me by Iterra, a dragon summoned by the sages. This crystal contains ancient nismerdon prana that only reacts to a related aura. It reacted in Furubiro, and now it reacts near your academy.” 
 
    “Impossible!” declared the man in the darker blue robe. “Lady Nomura would not allow such an enemy to dwell under her very nose!” 
 
    Taking a spot beside me, Odet said, “Pardon me, lords of Uratama. I am Odet Astor, first princess of Alslana and bearer of Mytariss’ shield. I have borne witness to how well the Advent are able to add to their list of allies. They flaunt ancient magic to entice the selfish and fearful to join them. They have worked for years to position themselves within our societies. It has allowed them to murder my mother and begin a war. It allowed them to corrupt valkrean and children alike so they could add to their army. And it most recently allowed them to subjugate an entire village to gratify a single giant’s appetite. 
 
    “I no longer question what is possible with them, my lords. Nothing in my heart and soul wishes for our suspicions to be true, but my mind has learned through much heartbreak not to ignore any indications of Advent activity. The consequences to this beautiful city and its generous people are too great if even a single Advent resides here.” She bowed. “Please, as a humble guest in your kingdom and city, I beg you to heed our words.” 
 
    After a long second of being able to hear a flea’s dream, the pudgy high lord’s chuckle echoed in the room. His next verbose sounds were translated by the woman. 
 
    “High Lord Kagemori apologizes for his laughter, Princess Astor. Eloquence and respect from the young is amusing when one hears it so sparingly.” 
 
    The woman peeked over at the youngest lord on the seats. The young man seemed content with the adults handling a situation that threatened his sense of comfort. All I noted from him was the red and gold embroidery of a phoenix sewn on his white robe. 
 
    Continuing, the translator said, “The fraught words of a dragon knight and a valkrean princess will not go unheeded. What would you have us do?” 
 
    “We request for every available warrior under your command to aid us in resisting our common enemy,” I said. “I warn you not to seek approval from General Liang to command his men. His personal guard was last seen in the academy. We cannot trust his word until this matter is settled. I do not want to instigate a battle until there is a contingent of at least a thousand warriors encircling the academy, so their initial orders should be to secure the area, not breach its walls.” 
 
    “If a battle does begin,” added Odet, “then there should be a plan to evacuate the city. If we cannot defeat the Advent, then any living being in their path will only serve to strengthen their giants. I recommend guiding residents to the northwest, so as far opposite the academy as possible. It’s likely the Advent will cast a powerful ward around sections of the city, if not the city itself. If they do, physical attacks should be avoided at all costs. Only long-range attacks on a focused area should be attempted.” 
 
    “We’ll be sure to repeat the information to the messengers,” said the woman, using a hand to brush back loose strands of her short black hair. “As you can see, not all lords on this council could be reached on such short notice. As soon as they are stirred we can gain their vote to overrule any general’s command over our guardsmen if it comes to that.” 
 
    “I still find it incredible that a mere cult could sway both the headmistress and a general,” said the man in the dark blue cloak. “Indeed, I wonder what the con-” 
 
    “Just say it, Ghevont!” Clarissa blurted out. 
 
    Along with everyone else in the room, I turned to look at the speaker and the person she named. 
 
    The scholar said, “Ah, excuse me, but I didn’t want to be impolite.” He pointed at the staff’s crystal. “It’s awoken.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    A garish red glow and thick white smoke swelled above the city’s southeastern rooftops as my companions and an assembly of fifty-something guardsmen headed in that direction. The whole group stopped about a minute away from the academy when Ghevont came to a halt. 
 
    “What is it, scholar?” asked Gerard. 
 
    Ghevont waved his staff in every direction. He faced his original bearing when he said, “Hmm, the nismerdon aura appears to be on the move… and it’s splitting into more auras.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “They’re still farther ahead.” 
 
    So we ran for another two thousand feet before coming upon the grove of palm trees. I worried they might burn along with the institution if a stray ember nibbled on a leaf. A combined eighty or so students stood near the lowest steps of the western and southern exits as several more descended them. They watched with mouths agape as an unnaturally powerful inferno engulfed every building within the walls. Someone somewhere kept banging on a bell to warn the neighborhood of the menace, but that sound was nearly drowned out by the crackling grumble of the chortling flames. 
 
    Eu-Sook’s riders came up to us. The one with a white cloth over her nose and mouth—a Yawen something—explained that the blaze started soon after the general and his guard marched away from the academy grounds. The fire then spread so quickly that the normally capable students were forced to flee rather than battle the already rampant danger. 
 
    “Do you feel that, Ghevont?” asked Odet. 
 
    “The nismerdon magic? I still sense it. At least three different auras are moving farther from the academy.” 
 
    “No, not that. The ground is trembling, is it not?” 
 
    Like everyone else who overheard the princess’ claim, I became motionless and focused on “hearing” through my feet. Nothing came to me in the first couple of seconds, but that changed once a vibrating drumbeat bounced off the soles of my boots. Another beat reached me at the same time Clarissa asked, “Is it the fire?” 
 
    “No,” said Ghevont, whose eyelids were closed in concentration. “Odet is correct. This differs from a consistent grumble. It’s coming in pulses.” 
 
    “And it has to be coming from below us,” said Gerard. 
 
    “The giants!” said Odet. “Ghevont, you said the nismerdon auras are moving away from the academy, right? Then where are they?” 
 
    “They’re tunneling under the city!” said Clarissa. 
 
    To Captain Shao, Odet ordered, “Gather every earth specialist who can detect the tremors. We must track them and prepare for a possible emergence. Do not try to impede their progress. If they wish to escape the city, let them. If they do emerge, it will likely be at the center of Uratama or near the city gates. Either way, invite as many warriors as possible to support the earth specialists.” 
 
    As the captain obeyed the princess, the vampire pointed at the group of students and asked, “Do you think we can get their help?” 
 
    “Depends if the headmistress is with them,” answered Gerard. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I said, beginning a sprint. 
 
    Most of the students and scholars took no notice of the crowd of guardsmen until a few nearest the western entry caught sight of my group running up to them. Most of the academics had obviously been freshly awoken, since simple nightclothes and bare feet were on prominent display. The few that wore something more substantial donned attire analogous to Hanying’s black and red caster’s outfit. 
 
    I told Eu-Sook to find out whether anyone knew the whereabouts of their headmistress. This started a ripple of murmuring among them. It was apparently the headmistress who sparked the evacuation of the barracks, but no one had yet seen her leave the academy grounds. An upsurge of discussion occurred between my group and the students about what to do next and who we even were. I wanted to go to the southern entrance to check if anyone there knew what happened to the headmistress, but someone tapping my shoulder interrupted the endeavor. 
 
    I turned around to see Ghevont, who said, “Mercer, there’s still a faint nismerdon aura coming from the academy.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Then, as Ghevont and I made my way up through the jumbled throng, I heard Clarissa say, “Look! Hanying and a couple other people just turned the corner! Mercer!? Where are you going? Mercer!” 
 
    I jogged up the thirty foot wide entry, bracing against the violent heat that engrossed everything within the walls. The long, two-story structure ten yards to my left was popping and cracking as its roof sank closer to the ground. The two still upright towers three hundred feet away looked like inert twisters of fire. In the five seconds I stood watching, the western pagoda tilted much more sharply than it had been. It only stopped collapsing when its top two floors crashed into its southern neighbor. A temporary support, of course. 
 
    “Where do you sense the aura?” I asked. 
 
    “Straight ahead.” 
 
    A dozen strides later and ten guardsmen, the riders, a huffing Hanying, and an unknown number of curious students—who may or may not have heard of my title—joined my companions in search for this trace of nismerdon magic. Some of the students tried getting answers and our life stories, so I asked Clarissa to quiet them and keep an eye out for danger if they wanted to continue having their own life story. That got them quieter, though they still made the bashful Hanying explain what he knew. 
 
    Thirty yards from the disintegrating towers, Ghevont said, “The aura must be underground.” 
 
    I looked back and called for Hanying. When he came up to me, I asked, “What’s the best way to get to the lower levels?” 
 
    “Oh, uhh, over there.” He pointed at the ground in the center of the three large piles of sweltering rubble. “Part of the floor is a large lift that can stop at every main level.” 
 
    “Let’s see if it still works.” 
 
    We went around the tilted tower to cross into the domain it and its partners surrounded. With the eastern tower already little more than a pile of embers, and the other pagodas dropping their rubble away from the center, the indented outline of the lift largely remained free of debris. Given that the square lift extended forty feet at every side, there was plenty of room to fit our entire group. Eight metal posts as tall as a human and sporting gears and a handle were planted on the lift’s corners and just outside of them. According to Hanying, the more that were cranked, the faster the lift dropped or rose. 
 
    Captain Shao ordered a pair of guardsmen to take two outer cranks while Odet requested for Hanying and three other students to turn the cranks on the lift. However, even with six of the eight cranks being applied, the lift did not go much faster than a foot every two seconds. It thus took a laborious minute to pass the first two deserted levels. Seconds after the lift started its descent into the lowermost tier, I and others not casting protective wards crouched to get a peek into the chamber, which stretched to the north. 
 
    Despite not being too far away from the heated light on the surface, every turn of the handle darkened our pit ever more, so I could therefore distinguish a different kind of light emitting from the third chamber. This befouled glow was spoiled by an all too familiar veil that revealed itself after a drop of a few more feet. The nismerdon barrier blocked a space fifty feet wide by twenty feet high. Extending two hundred feet behind the barrier was a huge lab filled with academic apparatuses, tomes, scrolls, and smaller details the meager candlelight could not expose. 
 
    What their flickers did divulge was the overturned condition most tables, shelves, and the objects they once bore now lied in. At the end of the room, a trio of crudely fashioned tunnels began at the end of the room. A full-grown troll could fit through each one. Slithered over much of the floor and walls were greenish-brown, root-like tendrils, which gathered and coiled over the withered bodies of humans and animals, including a pair of midsized trolls that shared the rawboned appearance of the other victims. Going by their clothing, at least half of the humans must have been academy scholars. 
 
    Livelier than the corpses were the six silhouettes near the nismerdon barrier. At each end of the barrier stood the twin-like blondes of the Alslana attack, though this time they wore the academy’s red and black caster robes. The woman’s once short hair had also grown to be twice as long, though her counterpart’s golden curls still looked more girlish. Every spasm of a candle’s flame changed the number I guessed their ages to be. Something between a mature looking twenty-something to a youthful forty-something. 
 
    I couldn’t spot my brother among them, but the armor-plated man that accompanied him in Dulcet made himself known. Rather than wielding two battle-axes as before, he held one giant double headed battle-axe. Without his helmet on, I could tell that the color of his skin was an abnormally dark shade of black, more than hinting at the barely contained corruption raiding his soul. Scruffy stubble and shallow wrinkles helped define his face. Maybe it was how the candlelight struck his eyes, but they gave off a yellowish shine as they peered through a ward of translucent blackness. 
 
    I could only assume the tall, lean woman with long ashen hair and wearing a robe of white and gold was the headmistress. With a shoulder turned to us, she spoke with the killer of Odet’s mother. The princess must have recognized him as such, but she remained composed. He only listened to Mio as he stared at a figure sitting on a chair that looked far too small for it. When this figure wearily rose from its seat, I realized no human-sized chair could properly accommodate its size. While not much broader than the average man, the eight foot tall being certainly loomed above him. 
 
    Its tattered mantle of gray blanketed much of its wasted form in its earliest steps. However, as the hunched presence hobbled its way toward us, more of its distinct physique entered the hazy light cast by three or four of us on the lift. The first thing I noted was the greenish-brown pigment of both feet. I expected to see a bizarre shape to these appendages, but they bore a striking likeness to human feet, if missing their toenails and caked with a lichen texture. This uncultivated layer of plant-skin covered the curved branch-like fingers and hands as well. 
 
    Atop a body wrapped with cloth and nismerdon growths was a hairless human head, which partially sprouted the decaying verdure that encrusted everything else. Its nigh lipless mouth stayed agape during its graceless walk, allowing a glimpse into a void devoid of teeth. Since it never blinked, I assumed the creature possessed no eyelids. Instead, the lower edge of its brow slumped over the upper eyeballs and acted as a way for the eyes not to bulge outward too much. Regardless, the eyes matched those of a human, as well as the nose and ears. In a way, these humanoid features made it appear all the more horrific and singular. 
 
    Its clumsy gait stopped five feet from the ward. Hardly moving its jaw, a harsh, hot whisper said, “Veknu Milaris.” If the words were spoken any louder, its voice would surely have cracked like a dehydrated man in the middle of an intense shiver. 
 
    As I walked closer to the ward, Clarissa cleared her throat and asked, “Is that a good idea?” 
 
    “Just be ready for anything,” I answered. 
 
    “That doesn’t really help,” mumbled Gerard. 
 
    Stepping off the lift, I came to a halt five feet from the barrier. Everyone else stayed at least a foot behind me, ready for that anything. 
 
    Drooping its head, the mixed creature said, “I’m pleased we found a moment to talk, young Veknu Milaris.” His acidic voice already sounded more ghastly than I remembered. “As you can imagine, the old giants despise the beasts your kind can summon with blood and soul, but whilst I too curse their flame and wings, I can still admire their gifts.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Ahh, I applaud you for using ‘who’ and not ‘what.’ Most tend to consider me as something more, or something less, than a ‘who.’” 
 
    “We found growths similar to yours on an Advent body. I’m guessing she would end up like you if they kept on growing.” 
 
    “No, far too often the fates of those bequeathed a nismerdon seed is to become one with rock and water. Few mature as far as I.” 
 
    “Are you Thanatis?” 
 
    “No. That would be the man in the brown cloak. I relinquished human names when that seed twisted me into what you see before you. I am part of them now. In a way, I am greater than them. I am their omen. That is what you will call me, if you must call me anything.” 
 
    “Very well, Omen, tell me why we’re talking instead of fighting.” 
 
    “Because war against one another will accomplish nothing. Orda is in danger, dragon knight, and we are her only hope. Thus, even if you succeed in stopping us, then all you’ve done is seal her fate.” 
 
    “What kind of danger? Who threatens Orda?” 
 
    Omen huffed out of his nose. “Choose from fiends, dragons, gods, fools, and monsters from realms yet unknown. A faction of giants fled from the ancient war with dragons. They wished to return home once the war ended, but the unappeasable dragons would not let it end. They condemned all giants to die. The last of their kind were forced to hide on this alien world, a world that enfeebled every new generation. They retreated into long, deep slumbers with the hope of someday reclaiming their world, only to find their home scorched and infested by the lowest of fiends! My world will not fall to the whims of dragons and fiends.” 
 
    “And a few giants ruling Orda will solve that problem?” 
 
    Omen produced a gripe that sounded like an old, sick dog growling. “Even at full strength my masters cannot survive on Orda as immortals. Their long slumbers come at a price, and few beings can flourish peacefully in a foreign realm. They may live for a thousand years or more, but their flesh and spirits will eventually crumble, so they cannot expect to rule Orda forevermore. However, they do desire to leave a legacy that will survive them. A gift will be bestowed on Orda’s people once their power has recovered, a gift many will refuse in their shortsightedness. Thus the sacrifices of a few will be necessary to save the many.” 
 
    Perhaps worried I would overlook the next obvious question, Ghevont asked, “What is the nature of this gift?” 
 
    “Ah, the son of Riskel…” Omen so badly looked as though he wanted to close his eyes in contemplation, but he couldn’t manage it. “The gift of supremacy.” He looked back at me. “Humans are weak. Great casters can still fall to a spider’s bite or a ten foot fall, but once we seed this world, the frail will perish and the strong will be blessed. The offspring of the blessed will ascend higher still. In a century or two humans will approach immortality itself. The enriched prana of these ascended humans will cast spells that will fell great eidolons and dragons. No longer will humans need concern themselves with the peril of other realms.” 
 
    “That peril will come to you once the other realms realize your plan,” I said. 
 
    “That will require them to believe we are a true danger to their own realms, and by the time they conclude such a thing is possible, it will be far too late. Soon every human will beg for the power we will offer to those who join us. They will fight the invaders with us. Because of you, Veknu Milaris, convincing others to see their own salvation will require more sacrifices. We intended for a slower, quieter progression, but you have forced our hand. Regardless, you can atone for your mistake. Leave the city. Go to your family. Keep your friends alive. Grow up. Train for the wars that will defend this world, not doom it.” 
 
    The longer he spoke, the more I perceived what once must have been Omen’s true voice. Not all the layers of depravity dissolved around his throat, but no doubt I heard tinges of… fraught sincerity. Under the crassness of Omen’s raspy breathing was a melodic cadence that might have swayed me to consider the half-human’s view if I was alone. However, with everyone behind me, particularly Odet, I had to dissuade myself from taking Omen’s offer to flee. Why was he even making me one? 
 
    “I expected an offer to join my brother, Omen. Or I suppose you expect the offer to run away to stand a better chance at being heeded. Why give me this chance?” 
 
    “Because our true enemies will never hand you such a chance. Because I do not wish for my family to face dragon fire. Because I think you might understand the difference between doing what is necessary and doing what is spiteful. Despite what you may think, we do not treat lives lightly. We cannot. Can you feel every despairing emotion of every being you kill? My masters do, and I share that burden with them. Every yowl and every tear becomes etched into our minds. Your final misery becomes one of countless for us. A price we must pay.” 
 
    “Enough!” said Odet. “Even if every word you say is true, then all I can do is pity you the more. No one can go through so much planning, experimentation, exploitation, and murder without justifying their sins in equal amounts. I never doubted you had your reasons for your unacceptable actions, but that only makes you far more dangerous than any mindless fiend terrifying a village. Just because a single human is not as strong as an eidolon or a dragon does not make one weak. Succumbing to fear is weak.” 
 
    “Fear? No, young princess, we are reacting to pain, to loss, just as you are. Do not pretend you fight for all of Orda when it is your mother’s death that inflames your heart. You would not be fighting us if she were still alive, if you believed us to be the distant concern of another nation. Heartbreak, grief, torment, revenge—these are the true architects of human history, from the poorest peasant to the mightiest kings. You have fallen into this same cycle, princess. We will break it… You too may help us.” 
 
    “Your madness must truly be indelible if you believe we will forgive the suffering you caused to help you bring more of it.” 
 
    “Is it madness to save Orda? Your kind sends thousands of people to die to retain a piece of land, or to answer an insult. We are the same, holy princess, the only difference is our war will empower the world. Your wars s-send young warriors to die for colored stones under a mountain. But be b-blind if you wish… Protect a weak world that can be c-conquered by f-fouler forces at any day… Die f-” 
 
    Omen clutched his chest and dropped to a knee, coughing and gagging from the depths of his stomach, if he still had such a thing. Thanatis and the big guy flanked Omen as his revolting fracas persisted. 
 
    “Strengthen the ward,” said Thanatis. “It’s time to leave. The line in the sand was drawn long ago.” 
 
    The racket Omen was making subsided as the blondes darkened their ward. Two blurred silhouettes aided the struggling Omen to his malformed feet and led him to the end of the room, toward the central tunnel entrance. 
 
    “Do, do we attack?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    Before I answered, one of the female students cried out something in her tongue. She ran up to the ward shouting more native words. She wanted to bang on the ward, but Gerard reacted quickly enough to prevent her from making physical contact with her fists. In spite of not being able to hear her former student, Mio’s opaque form seemed to take notice of the young woman, staring right at her before turning around to amble away. 
 
    As the green knight warned everyone to not touch the barrier, I walked to the lift and said, “They’ll be gone by the time we break through the ward. Anyway, if we’re going to fight, it should be in a place with a little more wiggle room.” 
 
    With students presenting distressed expressions and the guardsmen looking relieved that I did not want to chase the half-breed monster, the lift started its climb to the surface. 
 
    “M-Mercer?” said Hanying’s voice behind me. Settling my eyes on his, he asked, “What e-exactly are we up against?” 
 
    I wondered something similar. Omen’s reasons for the Advent’s heinous endeavors did not do much to change my perception of them, but I had to admit his proposal to abandon this battle tempted the side of me that needed my friends to stay alive. I realized that we were up against cultists that believed in what they were doing so strongly that they could almost convince someone they kidnapped and tortured to forget about fighting them, to only care about their own selfish compulsions. 
 
    “You are not warriors,” I told Hanying. “You can still leave if you don’t wish to fight against beings from lost realms and your headmistress.” 
 
    Overhearing us, Odet said, “Whatever you do, I ask that you help as many people as possible. If you fight, then focus on supporting soldiers and guardsmen with defensive and healing spells. If you decide to leave, then help others evacuate.” 
 
    The princess’ inborn leadership shined through as the poised woman continued clarifying to Hanying and his troubled peers about their place in the upcoming clash. If only she knew she needed to stress my own place in the battle as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    As the lift neared the surface, Clarissa asked the general group, “Where do we go now?” 
 
    In response, Gerard asked, “Ghevont, can you still track the nismerdon auras? Where are they?” 
 
    “Ah, the auras.” He rose his staff a little higher. “Yes, they are within my range, except the original three auras have each divided in two. There are now six burrowing under the city. Omen’s aura has been suppressed, but I can still discern its presence, so seven auras in total.” 
 
    “We should follow the nearest one,” said Odet. “Where is it?” 
 
    “The southernmost aura seems to be closest to our position. Of course, I’m estimating its distance by the strength of the aura, so it’s possible I’m mistaken. Should you wa-” 
 
    “South it is.” 
 
    “We should be careful not to get too close,” I said. “We can’t beat a nismerdon unless we already have considerable reinforcements, something we don’t have yet.” With five feet left to go, I took the initiative to jump to the surface. Others quickly followed me to an academy no longer wreathed in a deafening inferno. Wood proceeded to burn, but with half as much ferocity in both brightness and resonance. “Eu-Sook, it’s time you and your riders summon your griffins. Stay over our group and keep us informed about anything noteworthy.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir.” 
 
    Five griffins soared a hundred feet over our heads two moments later. With no immediate report that a battle raged somewhere in the city, I had everyone trail the nismerdon crystal, which bobbled on its staff during Ghevont’s unhurried trot. We had to go through the assembly of students lingering at the academy steps. A few who had been in my group, including the young woman Gerard had to stop from pounding the ward, rejoined their peers. An almost equal number replaced them. Hanying and his friends remained with us, with Hanying’s more vocal companions taking it upon themselves to explain to the others what just happened. 
 
    Our fast ramble brought us into an aristocratic part of town, meaning homes stretched wide and gave their neighbors green space to breathe. Since the city wall curved sharply inward here, I could identify its well-kept state compared to what I had seen entering the city. Thanks to several large torches bordering it, I also saw a small iron gate that must have been a private access for those living or doing business in the highborn district. It was currently shut. 
 
    The grandiose homes dwindled in size and elegance as soon as the wall slanted outward again. After sullenly gallivanting on this poorer district’s uneven road for a bit, a good angle and lack of cluttered structures allowed a clear line of sight to the main southern gate a hundred yards away, this one overseen by an enlarging division of guardsmen. 
 
    A few strides after this point, Ghevont stopped in his tracks. As I did the same, the nismerdon crystal flashed bright green. At the same instant, Orda herself groaned and wobbled under my feet in a pulsing wave that rose the ground by an inch before resettling. For the life of me I couldn’t tell where the pulse came from or where it went after I jumped backward to avoid what I thought was an underground attack. The fading groan sprang from wherever my head turned. 
 
    “Mercer!” said Clarissa, who pointed above the city wall. 
 
    Rising higher than any tree was that fucking nismerdon barrier. Its origin appeared to be several yards outside the wall. The barrier expanded lengthwise as far as my eyes could see. No doubt the ward was forming on every side of Uratama as well. Its initial shading looked lighter compared to earlier varieties, but a reinforced hue of gloom climbed the ward seconds later. 
 
    Like in Furubiro, the faster, lighter shade tilted toward the center of town, racing there at dozens of feet per second. Shallow tremors more erratic than the first pulsation rolled the earth. Then, not far from the main gate and a clutch of peasant homes, the ground tore open as cleanly and easily as sharpened shears going through sheep’s wool. Spilling out from the growing gorge was a mass of serrated roots that ranged from being as thin as a noodle to as thick as a fat man’s thigh. 
 
    The ripped ground found its way under four or five households, but the first screams I heard came from another incident farther up west. Surprised cries and pained yelps from the north and west melded together to create an alarm that surely awoke anyone still residing in the realm of dreams. 
 
    Running ahead of me and the scholar, Odet exclaimed, “We have to destroy the roots!” 
 
    We chased after the princess. As we ran, we saw a couple of the swiftest or luckiest quarries escape their homes. An older man’s luck ended when a flailing root swung itself under the man’s feet, tripping him. The frail looking elder groaned as the root latched on to a leg. He wanted to scream or curse, but his weak throat only managed a whimpering cry. I expected for the root to drag him into the gorge, but it simply squeezed tighter as it started absorbing his paltry prana. 
 
    I feared we would not make it in time to free him from his death sentence. However, a screeching griffin swooped down and landed right next to the old victim. A stream of fire leapt off Eu-Sook’s left hand, aiming for a piece of root not attached to the man’s leg. Another root darted for the griffin, but a red ward from an airborne Yawen blocked its path. A third griffin, floating higher than the second, threw a fireball at the next nearest root. Fortunately, these nismerdon tendrils resisted flame about as well as a tree branch of equal breadth. 
 
    When those of us using our feet entered a helpful range, the root gripping the leg had been severed, though a piece of it remained wrapped around his lower leg. It reminded me of the fiend’s tail around my arm. A few of the most attentive guardsmen had already gotten there before us. It was a remarkably calm armored youth who picked up the elder and carried him away from the dying shrieks behind the hedge of life-sucking feelers. 
 
    The roots, probably attracted by auras of prana, relentlessly attacked anyone that came within their range, which varied depending on the individual root. A trusty ward, shield, sword, or spell looked to be enough to defend someone from a single root. However, a root rarely pounced alone. The bundle of barbed vines whipping about could not be suppressed, so the next best thing was to prevent it from reaching other homes. Residents poured out from every structure, giving more life to the thrashing feelers. 
 
    Odet, casting a rectangular ward twenty feet wide to give a few people an avenue to run, used all her lungs to say, “Mercer! Focus on breaching the barrier! We’ll look after everyone and send them to the gate!” 
 
    I nodded and motioned for Clarissa to follow me. To Captain Shao, I said, “Tell your men to stay with the princess! You come with me!” 
 
    I ran without paying much attention to who else followed me. I caught sight of more root-spewing chasms not far from the gate. Many of the guardsmen that had been gathered at the gate were now heading toward these embattled spots, leaving behind a dozen of the more tentative ones for the captain to coordinate. I told him to tell them not to physically attack the black barrier and to follow my lead. Happy to hear an assertive voice unaffected by the outlandish circumstances, the guardsmen changed from ducklings perplexed by the sight of a new predator to wolves poised to face down an opposing pack. 
 
    I crossed through the gate and faced down the barrier. A pair of guardsmen stood near the nismerdon ward, inspecting it with the light of a torch and fire spell. They backed off when the captain warned them of the danger of physical contact. I didn’t want to expend energy without any future refugees yet ready, so I asked the captain to organize the guardsmen by their strengths. Those who could cast elemental spells were to aid me in breaching the barrier and keep it open. Those who specialized in wards and physical attacks were told to secure the escape route. 
 
    We had to wave away the curious onlookers outside the barrier during the short wait for absconders to reach us. When the captain shouted that the first citizens were coming, I lit one of two dragon stones I placed by the base of the barrier. The formidable resistance deflected my power and the power of my allies in the same way it always had. Ripples and shifting shades of black wobbled the ward. 
 
    Someone got the idea to dig under the barrier, but the barrier appeared to have burrowed itself at least three feet deep. I wondered how far we would have to dig to fashion a tunnel beneath the nismerdon ward. Perhaps I could get some earth casters to create one if enough of them came together, though an underground passage might be too precarious to maintain if the Advent or their roots attacked. Or was being buried alive preferable to getting your prana sucked out of you? 
 
    In any event, with streams of fire, water spouts, spikes of ice and dirt, and an electric arc pounding the area around my dragon flame, a tiny tear permitted my fire to reach free air. The opening rapidly grew when I used my flame to eat the boundaries of the hole. It happened much faster than I anticipated. Like its brethren before, the ward wanted to heal itself, however, it felt much easier to prevent it from doing so. I imagined a ward this size needed to sacrifice healing potential to keep its infamous resilience. Hence, I let my flame die out and had the others work to enlarge the cavity. 
 
    I stepped aside to give room for Uratama’s people to cross through a gap earth, water, and ice spells held open. The sporadic outflow of people became less broken over the next couple of minutes. The majority of these scared, confused people brought nothing but the nightclothes on their backs, if that. One youngish couple were apparently forced to flee mid-coitus going by the fact the woman wore only a short mantle while the man’s nightcap had been repurposed to conceal a smaller head. 
 
    Coming toward the barrier from its external side was a contingent of infantry soldiers. I worried they might be under the wrong general’s orders, but they were already too close for me to somehow vet their loyalty. As luck would have it, ten of their thirty man group helped lead the runaways farther from the danger, so I did nothing to stop the other twenty from aiding us in getting the breach wider. Satisfied with the state of this gate, I told Clarissa, who contributed her water spell in the effort, to follow me back to the others. 
 
    Yawen’s whiptail flapped above me, implying that finding the rest of its feathered comrades would lead me to Odet. After a moment looking up at the curtailed sky, I witnessed Eu-Sook’s griffin landing on the roof of a house. Running up to that area brought me within sight of my group, including that of Hanying and his cohorts. Without as much assembled prana to reach out to, the gorges’ roots did not look as active as before. Seeing me, Odet met me halfway and her eyes asked whether my running meant something bad or something good. 
 
    “People are getting out,” I assured. “The ward is easier to hold open once we crack it.” 
 
    “Good. I want to secure as many gates as we can.” 
 
    “The smaller gate we passed comes to mind,” said Gerard. 
 
    “Right! Let’s go!” 
 
    We hurriedly retraced our steps to the wealthier district. Out of habit at this point, the captain and several academy students came with us. Possibly due to the less concentrated aspect of the neighborhood, the gorges stayed at the northern peripheries in this part of town. Not that the ambient screams, spell casting, and smoke still rising from the charred academy didn’t do the job of notifying the district of the enclosing peril. 
 
    Nevertheless, on the whole, those outside were a handful of patrolling guardsmen and servants who roamed the streets attempting to learn what was happening and what to do about it. We told the servants to inform their masters that an evacuation was necessary. A captain’s order had the guardsmen following us to the district gate while three of his riders sought more warriors to organize the exodus. The guards at the gate already had it opened for us, making it a simple matter of crossing through and sprinting the fifty yards to the barrier’s brink. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, after implementing the same barrier-tearing tactics so present in my life, the ward split open to admit passage to the first group of nobles who made their way beyond the wall. Not having as many guardsmen lending their spells forced us to wait for reinforcements before Odet felt at ease about moving on. 
 
    Except, as a larger group of reluctant nobles tramped through the rift, a warning screech from the griffins brought everyone’s attention upward. Convincing the trickle of people under the gate to move their ass faster, a barraging, lion-like roar dropped our line of sight to the wall. This is where I saw a large, grayish paw pop out from behind the stone barricade and grab the top edge. 
 
    Pulling itself the rest of the way up was a brutish creature with the rough outline of a furless bear, though with a longer body, broader snout, and reptilian tail. A pair of short tusks curved out from its lower jaw, four yellow eyes with rectangular pupils lined the top of its twitchy head, and a row of bristled black hair went down its back. The tallest of men would find it difficult to peer over its muscular shoulders. Drool and blood leaked down its mouth. The eidolon couldn’t have been comfortable having its snout constantly flared the way it did. 
 
    “Qubura,” Odet said under her breath. 
 
    “What?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “That’s Lady Vealora’s eidolon,” explained Gerard. “If I remember correctly, he’s supposed to be more white than gray.” 
 
    “He’s corrupted,” said Odet. “Qubura would not obey his partner’s madness otherwise.” She shook her head. “He knows my scent. He must have…” The princess advanced a few steps. Those not helping keep the barrier open stepped up with her. “Come forward, Lady Vealora! Enough hiding and running from you!” 
 
    We waited for a rejoinder. It came seconds later when three human figures walked out from under the gate’s shadow. Qubura leapt down and joined the trio. 
 
    “It’s those two blondes,” said Clarissa. “And I’m assuming the older woman in the red cloak is Lady Vealora.” 
 
    When the last residents exited the barrier, the captain ordered for the guardsmen to form a defensive line on either side of my group. The younger Advent woman countered by summoning a pile of glinting objects in front of her. They appeared to be a mass collection of a hundred steel swords of different styles, lengths, and time periods. Her twin picked up a long, thick katana from the dozens of options. 
 
    Succeeding that, she rose her arms to shoulder level. The heap of weapons rose with them. At the same instant they started levitating, a sound like shattering glass issued forth from their blades. They were snapping into smaller chunks. What started as a hundred weapons became five thousand jagged pieces of metal, each about the size of an ovate leaf. The hilts of these dismantled swords were left to rust on the ground. 
 
    “I hope everyone remembers their roles,” said Gerard. “We stay defensive. Let them make the first mistake.” His reminders were directed at Odet most of all, whose ice-dagger stare never left Lady Vealora’s obstinate form. 
 
    Letting us know her ears could still hear reason, Odet’s deadened voice said, “I remember.” Louder, she said, “Captain Shao, tell everyone not to-” 
 
    Qubura, unable to quell its lunacy any longer, howled and dashed right for us. Each of its drubbing paws clawed into the soft soil and gave it the leverage to bound twice its body length. Sechen threw a spear at the eidolon. She aimed true, but the impaling weapon failed in its duty when it bounced off the dense skin behind Qubura’s neck. 
 
    “Wards!” shouted Odet. 
 
    The captain must have yelled the same command in his tongue, for those who could not understand the foreign princess’ word cast the spell nonetheless. About a dozen wards united to form a magical, multicolored wall a few feet in front of us. One dark greenish ward in particular stood out, even before its fringes flashed a muddied red color. Behind this ward stood Ghevont, his staff thrusted forward and its crystal glowing. 
 
    Qubura was already too close to the defensive measure to do anything but meet it head-on. His overwrought mind didn’t seem to know whether to slam into it or swipe his six-toed paw at it, so he half turned his body and ended up crashing its right flank on wards that included Odet’s and Ghevont’s. From this distance, I could now see the mind runes cut into the eidolon’s skin. I knew exactly how the poor bastard felt. 
 
    With many dispelling their weakened or broken wards to cast new ones, Odet cried out, “You’re stronger than this, Qubura! Fight it!” 
 
    No heed was paid to the plea. Qubura smashed his head and tusks into the next ward. But with that act, he did not see a griffin silently diving for his head. Talons clamped on to Qubura’s head, with one finding an eye to poke. Both beasts shrieked and squawked as Qubura shook off the annoyance and slashed one of the griffin’s legs. With the eidolon’s attention skyward, Gerard cast a spell to enclose one of Qubura’s back legs in earth. Clarissa followed suit by wrapping that same leg in water and freezing it. 
 
    Qubura didn’t even note its ensnared leg until it tried leaping at the griffin. His strength still nearly had him breaking free, but it stayed on the ground. He looked back in time to see a ball of dragon fire striking a mind rune behind his shoulder. A fire and lightning spell joined mine shortly afterward. I wanted to gash his stomach, but I doubted the sharpness of my blade and the durability of the leg restraints. Indeed, Qubura broke free and thrashed at the ground underneath him. 
 
    “His legs!” said Odet to everyone. “We need to snare his legs again!” 
 
    Movement sparkled to my far left. To the guardsmen who stopped paying attention to the Advent, I yelled, “Look out!” 
 
    It was too late for the last man in line, whether he understood me or not. A coiling torrent of steel swathed his upper body and sliced through anything not covered in armor. He fell screaming and covering his face. The guardswoman next to him suffered a similar fate. The third man in line had the sense and reflexes to cast an earthen barrier to hinder the rest of the attack. The metal shards retreated and regathered near its master, who ambled toward us wearing a placid expression on a face that beamed guiltless sweetness to those unaware of her intentions. 
 
    Meanwhile, her male companion sprinted right for me. Seeing that my abilities would not do well to immobilize the eidolon, I decided to engage the humans. 
 
    “Captain! Clarissa! You’re with me!” 
 
    “Why don’t you summon your dragon?” asked the captain. 
 
    “Not now! Summon your griffin and let’s go!” 
 
    I charged, taking a glimpse at Odet and the others doing their best to raise their wards and elemental defenses and putting the rest of their effort in evading the eidolon’s strikes and bites. It was fortunate that a corrupted being became so easily distracted. 
 
    My concern reverted to the humans when the male Advent swung his sword. A contortion of air blew outward from that same swing. Despite bracing my legs with prana and Clarissa putting up a wall of water, I still almost lost my balance when the cold, cutting gust blasted past the liquid shield. 
 
    The captain used his summoned kingclaw to keep his feet, then leapt on his steed to take to the air. The splinters of steel raced to cut off the griffin’s wings. The captain’s blue ward blocked the initial surge before the ragged hail shaved off its magical core. A hedge of vampiric ice water slowed the attack enough to allow the griffin and rider to escape the rest of the solid stream. 
 
    Figuring he would blow it away otherwise, I triggered a dragon stone right after letting it go. With my prana reserve now my weakest point, I knew I needed to focus on overpowering my opponent at the onset of battle. I put more prana in my flame as I ever had when I gushed it forward. I expected to adjust its direction accordingly, but rather than dodging, the Advent stood his ground and cast a wind spell with his free hand. My flame pushed ahead at first, only to meet greater resistance the closer it came to the Advent. I sent a second outpouring of prana into my attack. He did the same. 
 
    Unable to overtake the other, fire and air sought to climb over its challenger. Each element ascended higher and higher until they collapsed and burst forth. As dying embers extinguished themselves on contact with the ground, my sword confronted the Advent’s katana. Whistling, twirling air enfolded his blade. With a smirk on his lips he unleashed this stored air at once, pushing my sword away. He did this with every swing, putting me on the defensive. 
 
    Why avoid the inevitable? 
 
    I didn’t try avoiding the next swing. It landed on my shoulder and chest. I heard the dragon scales crack, but even with the extra air power, his blade could not go completely through. My steel slashed upward. Whatever protection he wore under his cloak’s sleeve did not stop me from splitting his bicep in half. He grunted, dropped his sword, and to keep me from thrusting through his heart, he blustered a wind spell out of his left hand, staggering me backward. 
 
    “Robin!” said the wounded, flustered Advent. 
 
    The extended gleam of a steel river aimed for me. I was forced to let the shards separate me and the male Advent. 
 
    Laughing like a ten-year-old who could lead a choir, Robin said, “I thought you said you could handle him!” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    “Just go, love. It’s time you transcend. I may join you soon.” 
 
    The Advent, holding his injured arm, sprinted back toward Lady Vealora. 
 
    “Love?” said Clarissa, forming a large water ball between her hands. “I thought you two were-” 
 
    “Siblings? No. We’re cousins, actually.” Robin’s eyes tracked the captain, who circled back to attack either her or her cousin. Two rings of shattered steel revolved around her. “He’s an arrogant ass, but isn’t he gorgeous?” 
 
    Robin’s left hand rose above her head to direct one ring to the griffin’s underbelly. Her right hand had the second ring unfurling to attack the vampire. While warning the captain, Clarissa expanded her water bubble to block the attack. A few pieces managed to pass through, though at a reduced speed and with less influence from its master’s will. The captain received the warning and his mount rolled out of the way. Regardless, he couldn’t evade the lightning bolt that vaulted from Lady Vealora. The griffin dropped almost all the way to the ground before his wings worked again. 
 
    Robin’s foot stomped the ground, creating an earthen wave. I was already running in an attempt to flank Robin, but Clarissa could not move much without losing control of her shield. The wave rose higher when it reached Clarissa’s feet. The soil gripped her legs and pulled her down. As her water shield broke, I threw two dragon stones in the middle of the shrapnel, igniting them to interrupt her main attack. To counter, she reshaped her attack into a fissured metal wall. The heat welded most of it into one white hot chunk she had to drop. 
 
    Clarissa got the time to free herself from her earthen bond. With her back in action, I said, “Use them!” 
 
    She nodded and reached down to unstrap a small but full pouch hanging off her hip. She threw the pouch into a water bubble she regrew. I spread my flame outward to blind Robin to the act. Then I pushed the flame forward as far as her defenses allowed. Another steel wall formed and fell. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Clarissa shoved her water sphere into the opening. Robin still had plenty of steel left to intercept the wet assault. Of course, this attack was only meant to get as close as possible, not find its target. I ignited all the explosive stones inside the pouch. I sensed my prana take a big tumble after that, but I pressed on and used the diversion to flare up a dragon stone I threw in afterward. 
 
    Despite most of the shards dropping after the explosion, my fireball hit something solid. The raging flames blew away the smoke and dust to reveal a shuddering nismerdon ward. My spell failed first, but hers failed right after when a large icicle cast by Clarissa impacted the ward. A fireball from overhead would have struck the defenseless woman if her returning cousin hadn’t flung a whip of air at it. He no longer held his injured arm. Greenish veins pumped blood on the right side of his neck. 
 
    The battle with Qubura became quiet. I wanted to look back, but I dared not taking my attention away from the Advent. 
 
    Steps away from his cousin, the male Advent said, “Robin, it’s like Omen said! I can sense them all. I’m calling them. I think they can hear me!” 
 
    “Gods, you’re so lucky!” Her steel shards floated off the ground. 
 
    “One is near. He’s coming.” 
 
    “Good. I was actually starting to get worried.” 
 
    Lady Vealora, with unnatural composure, entered the rings of fragmented metal. Her rigid movements and glassy eyes told me something was off with the noble turned cultist. Could she be corrupted? Or under a spell? Readdressing my attention away from her, five griffins united with the airborne captain at the same time I heard others in my party running to support me. Just before they did, a shower of steel and a slicing shockwave of wind dashed my way. This brisk squall cleaved Clarissa’s water wall in half, then struck both of us with enough force to knock us off our feet. 
 
    The steel shards would have hit us next were it not for the very wind that made us vulnerable. The gust lasted longer than perhaps the caster intended, since its draft created a whirlwind that dispersed most of his cousin’s attack. Nevertheless, a few remnants of sword ripped my cloak and cut the hand I used to protect my face. Lowering my hand showed the cousins casting a nismerdon ward to defend against spells from above. 
 
    While on the ground, I felt a steady rumble beneath me. I looked at Clarissa, who stared back at me with a countenance that expected dread. 
 
    Smiling, the male Advent said, “He’s here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    Mercer separated from the group with Clarissa and the captain in tow. I wished he asked for more help, but I understood his reasoning, especially when I could smell the reason’s dank breath every time it snapped its jaws. If Mercer brought more help with him, then Lady Vealora might feel it worthwhile to dispatch her eidolon to the smaller group, placing them in greater danger. All the same, if I had time to argue tactics, I would have made Mercer take a couple more people. 
 
    At the top of my lungs, I shouted, “Stick together! Move as one! Don’t let him catch you alone!” 
 
    Swooping griffins, earth spells from below, and the occasional prodding from everyone else might keep Qubura too unfocused to attack effectively, but that was not the same as defeating him. No one here possessed a spell or weapon with the power to pierce the eidolon’s skin in one go, not to mention our endurance would not last long against such daunting physical opposition. I did not bother unsheathing my weapon when I knew I needed to use my ward to curb his blows. So how to aid in victory? 
 
    Qubura, exasperated by all the pokes and jabs from so many sides, leapt a body length away. He shook the irritation off his bulk and turned to inspect us again. His leftmost eyeball bled a viscid droplet of dark red blood. For the briefest of eras, his other three eyes lost their savagery as his eyelids lifted only enough for me to notice that they did at all. A strained, puppy whine slipped out of his mouth. 
 
    Was the old Qubura trying to resist? How could I help him do so? If I could just imbue to him what holy prana I controlled, then perhaps he might retake possession of his sanity long enough for him to sever the summoning bond Lady Vealora had sullied. He’d then be dismissed to his home realm, where his kin could purify him or mercifully end his tainted life. Gods, I hated what a despicable situation his once trusted friend and ally put him in! His realm might even go as far as cut contact with the Vealora bloodline, if not all humans. 
 
    A whiptail rider named Kahoru tossed a fireball at Qubura’s head. I panicked for two reasons. First, no one else was attacking the enemy in that moment, giving the eidolon a clear target. Secondly, the rider either underestimated Qubura’s leaping ability or overestimated her own altitude. The griffin tried ascending, but an outstretched paw clawed the winged creature’s back leg and pulled it to the ground. Kahoru could not free herself in time. Her own whiptail crushed her as Qubura’s teeth and claws ruthlessly peeled open the griffin’s stomach. 
 
    This pause in the fight gave two of Captain Shao’s men time to summon their steeds, which yapped in fright at the cruel sight and sounds of the mad eidolon. The soldiers got to mount their kingclaws and take to the air as Qubura’s eyes regarded us again. 
 
    “We need to restrain Qubura for just a moment,” I told Gerard and Ghevont. “I know I can bring him to his senses long enough for him to break the summoning spell.” 
 
    “He might resist the corruption better without his mind runes,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “Can you dispel their influence?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “Given the time. At worst I can counter their effectiveness for a short period, though I suspect it will be more straightforward to-” 
 
    Qubura charged, his roar reaching us first. Desperate, anguished eyes glared right at me, suggesting that my scent was his only real muse for his delirious mind. That gave me and idea. I sprinted to my right, ahead of the group. 
 
    “Odet!” called Gerard. 
 
    “He’ll focus on me! Trip him up and restrain him!” 
 
    “Stay behind her!” Gerard told at least one somebody. 
 
    As I anticipated, Qubura’s eyes followed me and altered its direction accordingly. Holy shit did he get big fast! I ran backward and with my ward up, positioning Qubura so that his right flank was exposed to the improvised ground force. All Qubura had to do was take the tiniest of pounces to get his front paws on my shield. However, a wall of rock rose between me and those treacherous paws. 
 
    The eidolon didn’t even have time to be surprised, if corrupted beings could react in such a way. His paw slammed through the blockade, inducing his first stumble. The next one came about when someone cast an earthen rope and lashed on to that same paw. Qubura collided snout first with the ground. He was on his way back up, then more stone and dirt sprang beside him. Cords and blankets of water merged with the hardier spells. They did their best to wrap themselves around Qubura’s body. 
 
    Qubura, after resisting his elemental fetters with a few spasms of muscle, stopped moving. His eyeballs rolled halfway behind his head. 
 
    “Ghevont! Dispel the hex!” 
 
    My voice awoke the eidolon. Without being able to get back on his feet, he lunged forward with all his strength. His tusks punctured my ward, breaking it. I fell backward to avoid getting gored. My next vision was of a paw coming down to crush my legs. Something seized the back of my tunic and a clump of my hair to pull me away from the threat. A claw still ripped my left boot starting a few inches above the ankle and ending at my heel. My foot may have been cut, but I did not yet feel the wound. 
 
    Looking up, I saw the alarmed face of Hanying standing over me. His dumbfounded mien turned into a steadfast one when he extended his hands to grab the lurching tusks of Qubura. He successfully stalled his next lunge, which, thankfully, had not been as powerful as the previous. He would have been overwhelmed were it not for three griffins adding their weight onto Qubura’s back, which included a kingclaw summoned by Ryosei Shi, the captain’s right-hand man. Shao’s other men had not yet returned from their mission to gather more warriors. 
 
    With aid from the griffins, the earth and water spells gained a better grip on Qubura’s limbs, though it must have felt much like attempting to trap a tempest with a fishing net. Along with Qubura grunting from the load, I swore I heard a muffled meowing coming from Hanying’s chest. Forgetting the unexpected meowing, I rolled to get out from under Hanying and regain my footing. 
 
    “Ghevont!” 
 
    The adept scholar ceased casting his earth spell and ran closer to Qubura’s flank. He jutted out the head of his staff and used it to contact the largest of the mind runes. A purple spark spurt forth in opposition, but Ghevont fought through it and worked his green magic. Qubura snarled. Even with my ward reestablished I could smell the rotten fish rank his mouth secreted. Every speck of dirt and drop of water wobbled as he worked to free himself. Hanying somehow kept a brave grip on the bloody tusks. I suspect he was too shocked to let go. 
 
    The mind rune simmered a brighter and brighter purple color, better revealing the zigzagging, curved, and angular symbols etched on to the victim’s skin. The rune designs nearer the staff’s tip glowed brighter than those farther away. Qubura’s eyes once again rolled back in his skull as his muscles deflated a touch. I dispelled my shield and lightly stepped toward his face. The sting in my left foot confirmed it had been cut. 
 
    “Hanying, please let him go.” 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    Gerard, sweating from his brow as he persisted in manipulating his patch of weaponized soil, said, “Odet?” 
 
    “It’s fine, really. As soon as I touch him, get everyone but Ghevont to pull back. Trust me.” 
 
    His visage was one of exasperation, but through the stress, he said, “It’s lucky I love your reckless boldness.” 
 
    I gave him the most grateful nod I could under the circumstances and concentrated on bringing forth my holy power. With each judicious shuffle taking me nearer Qubura’s neck, I whispered, “Ylsuna, Mother of Night, help me, I beg of you.” I extended my hand farther out from my body, ready to place it on the creased space between neck and cheek. 
 
    Almost as fast as a hummingbird beat its wings once, I closed my eyes and remembered all my training and experiences with divine magic—my mother’s lessons, what reading through a thousand scrolls taught me, and what I sensed glowing inside me when I used my grandmother’s crystal. Then, with stiff fingers tingling and hot, I touched Qubura’s cold, cold hide. Sounds became muddled in my mind while pulses of corrupted prana clashed against the meager power I had yet to master. 
 
    My vision, however, remained sharp. I beheld Qubura’s eyes return to their proper place before looking down at me. They shivered so much I believed they might burst. Loose feathers floated to the ground as the griffins flew off of him. I blinked, releasing a pair of tears that each ferried half the water in my body. 
 
    “I’m sorry I don’t have the strength to save you. I’m so sorry. If you can understand me, take my power and sever yourself from this world. Find peace in the next.” 
 
    His eyes stopped shivering. All four eyelids shut and his body became as limp as an unloved doll’s. In a great whoosh of dust, the eidolon returned to its proper place, so that he at least got to die in his homeland. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    The group behind me split down the middle when a gorge and its lashing tendrils rent the ground asunder. This rift continued opening wider and wider. 
 
    Seeing a few people hacking at the roots, I stood up and shouted, “Just get away!” 
 
    “It’s too late for that, dragon knight,” said Robin. “It’s been too late for a long time. Even summoning your dragon will not save Uratama or the other cities harboring nismerdon. Even so, it appears Omen was right about the pitiful state of your prana reserve. It’s not enough to call upon your fire breathing friend, is it?” She sneered when my irked face did not refute anything she said. “Too bad. You’ll have to die just like a regular ol’ nobody.” 
 
    At her last words, her lover corralled the air, twisting it around both arms. As his hands jutted forward, an earthen wall rose in front of me to block the turbulent airflow. The five foot tall embankment lasted the same amount of time it took for the vampire to freeze her thick sheet of water. Her defense ultimately blew apart as well, but the Advent’s attack only had the power to rumple our clothing by then. 
 
    Robin’s shards rushed upward, targeting the griffins returning to release a volley of spells. The deft spell slashed the nearest kingclaw’s wing, forcing it to frantically flap away and do its best to make its crash landing as painless as possible. Gerard came up alongside us, his appearance prompting a lightning attack from the emotionless Alslana traitor. A crystal ward deflected this attack. 
 
    Immediately recognizing something wrong with Lady Vealora, Odet asked, “What did you do to her?” 
 
    Casting a nismerdon ward, Robin replied, “Nothing she didn’t wish for, princess. Regrettably, her age made it difficult for her to summon a corrupted eidolon with ease, so she endowed herself with the seed of a nismerdon. She could have lived far from here in peace, but she has given everything for the good of Orda. Go ahead, Lady Vealora, show them your devotion.” 
 
    Like a marionette being jerked too far one way, the old woman leapt to her left to sidestep the nismerdon ward in her way. Her arms flashed a bright, electric blue, which she brought forward to strike Odet’s shield. Disregarding the pain a human would feel, Lady Vealora sustained the attack until the ward convulsed and ruptured. Facing away from the sparking lightning, I saw some figures flank the Advent, and I still heard commotion coming from the splitting land behind me. 
 
    Rearing up for another paroxysm of some kind, Lady Vealora shrieked in the agony she should have experienced seconds ago. One hand, blackened and red from her blistering attack, grabbed her stomach. The other grappled her chest. Behind a flickering nismerdon ward, Robin and her cousin gave one another baffled looks. 
 
    Not letting this chance slip by, the green knight pushed forward with his blade. Gerard aimed his slash at the screaming Lady Vealora, who did nothing to stop the sword’s edge from descending on the narrow area where her neck attached to her shoulder. She crumpled to the ground, squirming and still making a sad fuss of gurgling babble. 
 
    The corner of my vision identified a green point of light held up by Ghevont’s staff. The scholar stepped closer, his cocked head and strained eyes concentrating in the same manner he sometimes gazed at a convoluted arithmetic problem or while sketching a detailed copy of his latest dissection. 
 
    “What’s happening, Kiros?” Robin asked her partner as she too spotted the jade light. 
 
    Dragon fire and spirals of water did not allow Kiros to answer with words. He cast a ward of his own, though it also faltered to the point that our attacks expelled it as though it were any commonplace ward. 
 
    “Kiros!” 
 
    “I know! I’m calling for his help ri-” 
 
    As my companions closed in, the ground around the cousins erupted in a mass of earthen tendrils and roots, which engulfed them like a cocoon. The tendrils next began sinking back into the ground. Using an earth spell, Gerard attempted to impede their progress. I lobbed in a burning dragon stone over these shepherding strands. The top of the cocoon caught fire, but I couldn’t get the element to spread as fast as I wanted or bolster its power. More coiling soil bursting forth further quenched its effectiveness. 
 
    Lady Vealora suddenly thrashing and rolling toward me did not help matters. Clarissa’s water whip wrapping around her stomach foiled the demented woman’s attempt to come any closer. As she lay on her back, legs kicking and head bending more than it should, Odet drew her sword and dove the curved blade into her chest. Lady Vealora squirmed and groused for a bit before becoming limp. 
 
    The dirt shell disappeared below a horde of roots the deeper it went. With every drop of prana precious, I ceased contesting the plummeting pod and summoned three dragon stones, or what I figured I could ignite without passing out. Odet, not trusting that Lady Vealora would remain a corpse, ordered Ghevont to burn the body. 
 
    Gerard, seeing the nismerdon crystal dimming its light, asked, “What did you do, scholar?” 
 
    While enkindling the body, Ghevont replied, “When?” 
 
    “Gods damn it, the obvious ‘when.’” 
 
    “Oh, well, the crystal seemed to be naturally bonding to the nismerdon prana already propagating within the Advent. I speculated that I could interfere with their ability to enrich and steady their spells.” 
 
    “It looks like you were right.” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, my lack of experience using nismerdon prana forced me to use a significant amount of the crystal’s reserve. I likely reduced the area I can sense hidden nismerdon prana by a significant fraction.” 
 
    I turned back to watch the others defending themselves from flogging roots from four different gorges. “I don’t think the Advent will be doing much hiding now, anyway.” 
 
    “Look,” said Odet. “There are more soldiers on the other side of the barrier. We sh-” 
 
    Like an oversized iron bell being rung underwater, a resounding bellow spewed from the largest gorge, which petrified all other clamor during its existence. A thick cloud of dirt belching up from the fissure accompanied the din. 
 
    My response to regaining my mindfulness was to run toward the nismerdon barrier. Making certain my companions followed, I looked back and shouted, “We have to go!” 
 
    Clarissa unconsciously trailed my steps, but the other three needed my words to spur them. 
 
    Caring more about everyone else than I, Odet yelled, “Over here! To us!” 
 
    When in range, I threw a dragon stone and kindled its stored power. The flame wobbling the enemy ward helped illuminate the group of some twenty soldiers behind it. Seeing my endeavor, those soldiers who had been working to breach the barrier dragged their spells nearer mine. 
 
    “Ghevont! Can you weaken the barrier with the crystal?” 
 
    The crystal brightened once again. At the same time, I sensed my flame facing less opposition. A chunk of ward gave way seconds later. I exhausted my flame helping to get the ward’s gap wide and tall enough to fit a griffin. With earth and ice spells barring the ward’s mending capacity, I waved everyone through. Since Odet would not cross over without ensuring the city’s defenders and students had passed safely, Gerard stayed with her. Since I would not go without Odet, I too stayed within the barrier. Clarissa and Ghevont did the same. 
 
    A booming bluster and a geyser of dirt vented from the gorge. Many of the roots had stopped flailing and slithering, and there now stood a great large silhouette of a giant within the settling dirt cloud. It took a step toward us. Its third footfall brought it out from the haze. 
 
    Contrasting from the giant in Furubiro, this one looked to be stooped over like an old man without a cane. Nevertheless, this giant must have still been three or four feet taller than its younger variant. Also different was the fact that it did not appear to have as bloated a secondary skin to shed, thus already appearing lean from the outset. Its twig-antlers stretched longer, if thinner, than those of the first giant, and its rucked bark-skin was more evenly brown. The immovable black eye sockets appeared to be a mere fingerbreadth away from fusing together. 
 
    Captain Shao’s kingclaw landed next to me. His rider asked, “Why don’t you summon your dragon?!” 
 
    Almost stammering, I said, “I can’t.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I can’t! I still haven’t recovered from Furubiro. I can’t fight the giant. We have no choice but to run.” 
 
    The incredulous captain stared at me for a bat of an eye, then, before his opening mouth said anything, Odet asked, “Where’s Hanying?” 
 
    “Shit,” I said under my breath. 
 
    I looked back at the area we left, recognizing two human figures running toward the southern end of the barrier. After a focusing squint, I realized they were chasing something small and black. A kitten? Without hesitation, Odet sprinted for the duo, yelling Hanying’s name. I spoke my expletive louder and pursued her. 
 
    The nismerdon tracked us with his hollowed eyes. Perhaps aware of the reviled dragon fire I cast, I knew he was watching me in particular. It changed its lumbering strides to keep in line with its interest. 
 
    Hanying caught up to the ball of fluff and picked it up when the barrier’s presence hampered the creature’s run. He tucked the creature in an inner pocket of his leather vest. The student behind him, a skinny youngster with much of his hair in a long braid, shouted at his friend in their native tongue and pushed him toward us. 
 
    As we formed one group, the ground beneath us juddered. The segment of barrier alongside us darkened to the point that nothing could be seen on the other side. The nismerdon had one of its tentacle arms pointed in our direction. Gerard countered, doing a fair job of keeping the ground stable. I knew it could not last. How long had it been since this post-extinct being warred above ground? How long before it rediscovered its full potential? 
 
    “Gerard, get everyone on the griffins and go to Tawahori. We can’t stay in Jegeru. We’ve done what we can, but we lost.” 
 
    Anticipating my intent, a resolved Odet cast her shield around everyone. “No! We stick together.” 
 
    A begrudged nismerdon rose his other arm. Now our feet started to sink in the loosening soil. 
 
    I sheathed my blade. “I won’t fight you on this, princess.” Her image blurred as I looked behind her. “But Clarissa will.” 
 
    “Damn it,” said the vampire. “I’m sorry, Odet.” 
 
    The princess turned around to see a lash of water wrap around her right hand. The vampire pulled down, causing Odet to stumble and lose command over her shield. 
 
    I pried my feet from the ground and ran along the eastern side of the barrier, saying, “Don’t stop until you get to Tawahori! Run!” 
 
    At the same instant Odet angrily screamed my name, Clarissa shouted, “We’ll be waiting for you, Mercer!” 
 
    I wish I could reassure her in return. Not that I planned on giving up my life, but I accepted the reality that there was a good chance I might not make it to Tawahori before the Advent or their armies pour into Wregor and forced everyone to relocate. Whatever happened, I trusted Odet to lead our friends however far they needed to go. 
 
    To ensure the nismerdon held its gaze on me, I lit a dragon stone and had its tempting flame trail my hand. As I hoped, my decoy maintained the giant’s attention. Maybe I couldn’t summon a dragon, but casting his flame seemed to summon an irrational anger within the giant. I felt the dirt under me ebb. My foot nearly slipped, but a surge of prana gave me a strong spring in my next step. The geyser of rock-strewn dirt thus missed me by a couple of hairs. 
 
    After another failed attempt to entrap me, the giant turned to gawk at my allies heading for the still open breach, including most of the griffins. Captain Shao ignored the calls from Gerard and Clarissa to leave. The rider captain appeared to take it upon himself to fly higher and observe my diversion. 
 
    Not liking how long the giant ogled the benefactors of my distraction, I ran toward the giant and threw the dragon flame. I pushed it forward until it met a nismerdon ward ten feet before reaching its intended target. That was enough for the giant to stare back at me. 
 
    Stopping in my tracks, I said, “Can you understand me, you godsdamn tree stump!? I bet you can. I bet you remember what dragon fire did to your realm.” 
 
    A rattling fuss quaked its throat and the air it somehow made heavier since its arrival. Twenty yards behind the giant was my goal—the gate. If I could coerce the giant into attacking me at least as far as the gate, then I figured that would grant my friends the time to put some distance between them and the Advent while giving myself the opportunity to escape. All I needed to do was get around an ill-tempered tree stump. 
 
    I dashed to the right on perceiving the shifting dirt below me. It gushed upward a step behind me. The next fountain fluttered my cloak. I sidestepped a frontal fountain, then flecks of dirt rained on my head from the spouting earth behind me. Halfway from my goal and the giant’s casting speed was catching up to the speed of my legs giving it their all. The giant himself only moved a couple of steps, letting its spells do the impeding. 
 
    One of those spells became less accurate when his head turned to inspect my apparent destination. Its onslaught on me stopped when the front half of his left tentacle split to become three thinner, limber stalks. They pointed at the gate. A wall of soil and rock rose to block the gate’s ingress. 
 
    Slowing down to reassess the situation, the squawk of a griffin pranced into my ears. At the same instant I looked up, the talons of a kingclaw gripped my shoulders and upper arms. My feet left the ground on the next downstroke of its wings. Having divined my destination, the captain guided the griffin higher and toward the city wall. A cord of earth snapped up from the ground and wrapped around my leg, lurching the flight path. I unsheathed my sword and cut at the dirt rope. Snapping the tension jerked the griffin a second time. 
 
    Wanting stability and to relieve the griffin of its burden, I said, “Drop me on the wall!” 
 
    The captain heard me, signaling his steed to release me as soon as he flew above the wall’s lip. I landed feet first on the eight foot wide battlements without so much as a tingle in my knees. I looked back to see the nismerdon, but before my brain recognized any shape or color, a gust of wind almost knocked me over the edge. Thankfully, the parapet stood tall and sturdy, saving me from reentering the giant’s domain. The griffin wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    The kingclaw shrieked on getting struck directly. Its powerful wings prevented it from plunging to the ground. However, it couldn’t dodge the sleet of steel splinters that came afterward. Several shards struck so fast that they pierced right through the wings. Its right wing sagged and the beast fell, thumping the side of the wall opposite me before dropping the rest of the way. His high-pitched shrieking turned into a splutter when it hit the ground. 
 
    “Captain Shao!” 
 
    I got to the other side and saw the captain roll away from his suffering partner to unsummon him. Another blast of air escaped from Kiros’ blade, tossing and pinning the captain against the wall and forcing me backward. I next heard a lot of stirring, rushing soil somewhere behind me. Trained instinct told me to play it safe and jump out of the way. As I rolled on the floor, the wave of dirt and rock that climbed the wall swept across the last place I stood. 
 
    With the cousins on one side and the giant on the other, I had no choice but to scramble to my feet and run. The air rushing past my ears had the nonsensical part of my mind briefly believing I was flying atop a griffin or Aranath. The current I created in my mad dash smothered all other noise, and my speed made every object a blur. I therefore had some vague idea that I was putting some distance between me and the Advent, but I also had no solid proof of it. So I kept running. 
 
    Running eastward, I noticed that the lower half of the sky did not appear as dark as the skies in all other directions. Indeed, a snippet of the sea twinkled the sparse rays of starlight that wiggled through the clouds. It seemed the nismerdon barrier had not been able to extend along the coast. Whether that was due to a lack of prana or coordination, I could not know, though I suppose the sea itself acted as a barricade of sorts. Only so many people could escape by ship. 
 
    The wall bent outward toward a simple stone watchtower. There was a set of stairs running down the inner side of the wall adjacent the tower. Seeing as the old wooden door looked easy to bully through, I elected to keep to the high ground. I lowered and led with my right shoulder, using the dragon scale armor there to absorb the impact. The door burst open. No guard occupied the cramped space. They must have gone when they perceived all the commotion, or perhaps this place had seldom been defended to begin with. Whatever the case, the next door was an even weaker deterrent to my run. 
 
    Fifty yards farther up stood another tower, this one quite rundown. From what I could tell, the wall behind this edifice looked to be in just as rough a shape. In fact, the wall stopped being a true stone structure a handful of yards away, becoming an earthen rampart overgrown with shrubs and random rubbish such as rotted furniture and torn pieces of fabric. Not keen on hacking through the manmade hill, I climbed down the steps this next tower provided. I looked out for the Advent, but it seemed buildings and gorges offered me a head start. 
 
    Not many gorges split the ground in this part of the city, but they caused enough of a disturbance in the near distance to get people out of their homes. This observation gave me an insight into the Advent’s strategy. It made sense to concentrate the root-filled gorges and giants at the city gates, obliging any resistance to spread their manpower over the outskirts of the city. Most residents could only run from any chasm that appeared, and since the gates were a battlefield, many would abscond to the center of town and the coast, huddling into a living mass for the giants to feed on once they won the battle. 
 
    For now, Uratama’s people remained a bewildered, scattered bunch. I kept up my run through the confused crowds, but slowed down when I caught many of them giving me alarmed looks. I realized being an armed foreigner during an attack with unknown adversaries might bring unwanted attention, especially considering I could not explain in their tongue my intentions. 
 
    I thus did my best to stay out of sight from everyone, sprinting behind cover while keeping an eye out for the Advent. Anyway, I needed to take a respite after my full speed running. Gripping a dragon stone and sheathing my sword, I headed for the coast, wanting to mix in with people who understood the shared tongue and gain an escape by sea. 
 
    As I made my way east, a flare-up of orange light created a short-lived shadow ahead of me. An oddly sweet-sounding, hawk-like cry proceeded it. Looking back gave me a glimpse of the promoter of light and sound. They came from an airborne blaze above the western end of the city. If I hadn’t seen that young lord’s phoenix embroidery, I would have had trouble comprehending what kind of creature I was seeing and where it came from, for I stood too far away to see a precise shape beyond a splotch of capering firelight. 
 
    Along with Ghevont’s elucidations, I learned a bit about the marvelous phoenix bird from books both historical and poetic. Like the majority of beasts from any realm, there were several kinds of phoenix species, most able to wreath themselves in a powerful flame when provoked. Supreme over its realm, the grand high phoenix—an eidolon allied with a Vlaukris bloodline—was the only one of its realm to have the celebrated ability to rise from its own ashes. If they matured enough, at least. Consequently, I knew this non-Vlaukris phoenix lacked such a gift. 
 
    Although less ferocious compared to dragon fire, a phoenix’s superior command over air still allowed it to burn its flame at absurd temperatures and give it a grace few dragons matched. They used such power to fearlessly serve their matriarch, Enmera, Goddess of Sky and Wind. However, if the young lord’s age and submissiveness was any indication, the summoned phoenix promised to be a fleeting advantage. With the phoenix diving out of sight, I went back to making my way toward the coast. 
 
    Fewer and fewer gorges presented themselves the longer I cut across the city, though the peasants that lived in the area discerned that something bad was going on due to the alien ward, far-flung screaming, and rising smoke. Nevertheless, without the immediate threat of the gorges, no one really did more than mingle in their neighborhood. I wondered if even knowing their native tongue would oblige me to take a little time to tell them about their only chance for escape. Ugh. Minutes away from my friends and I already felt like a worse person. 
 
    Closing in on the docks, the shout of a foreign word or three sped down the narrow street I stepped in to from an alleyway. Given that I was one of a dozen people on the street, I figured the outburst was not meant for me. However, the same voice, if crosser, drew everyone’s attention to the speaker. I turned around to see a young, stout guardsman walking up to me. He brandished a glaive. 
 
    “Do you speak the shared tongue?” I asked him. 
 
    My words angered him further. He used his glaive to point at my sheath and then to the partly obstructed sky. The rattling of armor behind me came from two more guardsmen hearing the commotion. 
 
    Preparing to unsheathe my sword, I said, “Shit. Does anybody here understand me?!” 
 
    The more they converged on my position, the more I bared my blade. I drew it halfway out before the emotional words of a woman reached our ears. The new speaker, who never stopped talking in her tongue, shoved through the surprised guards to get a better look at me. 
 
    As for my own eyes, they saw a woman whose form dwelled in the in-between. For instance, despite no longer being a youth, she did not yet exude the mature guise or practiced poise of a proper adult, which included the immature tone in her voice. My first guess put her around three decades old. 
 
    As for her other features, an orange, body-hugging dress flaunted a body that resided in a transitory province flanked by the slim and curvaceous realms. Skipping or adding a meal would determine which realm she belonged to on a particular day. Her height could rightly be described as “tall” by half the girls in Orda and “short” by the remaining half. 
 
    Part of her raven hair hung in two formal braids next to her flushed face while the rest of its medium length sat loose and carefree on her shoulders. Her grayish eyes, nose, and pink lips looked almost too symmetrical, as though someone placed them there with exacting purpose. In any event, she broke the unrealistic proportions of her face when a childlike grin humanized her far too balanced physique. 
 
    She rested her fingers on the hand pulling out my sword, pushing it downward. Her second hand waved away the guardsmen. They hesitated, giving each other nonplussed expressions. The woman wrapped her arm around mine and calmly said something else. Finally believing whatever the woman declared, the guardsmen turned to leave. 
 
    Pulling away from the helpful stranger, I said, “Thanks for that. Can you understand me?” 
 
    “That I can,” she replied, her mastery of the shared tongue evident. Her eyes moved down to my chest, then her outstretched fingers caressed the scales exposed by the torn piece of my shirt. “I understand more than you know, Veknu Milaris.” 
 
    I stepped back. “Who are you?” 
 
    She chuckled. “A new friend, I promise. We have to leave. This city will be a tomb by tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I expected to… Eh, never mind. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where? Do you have a boat?” 
 
    “Better.” 
 
    “A dragon?” 
 
    “Not that better. Let’s head for the docks.” 
 
    Following her fast walking pace, I asked, “What did you tell those guardsmen?” 
 
    “That I’m a noble and you’re my fancy foreign bodyguard… and, uh, lover. Couldn’t help adding that extra spice to my lie. If I’m going to lie, then why not have as much fun with it as possible, right?” 
 
    “I suppose. Will you lie about how you found me? I’m guessing you’ve been looking for me.” 
 
    “That we have.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who’s been hunting the Hoic-Dro. My master and his acolytes have done our best to interfere with their affairs. Unfortunately, gaining support from… Shhh!” 
 
    Pulling my sleeve, she dashed behind the side wall of what either a small tavern or largish home. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered. 
 
    She peeked around the corner. “Our enemy is down the road.” 
 
    “Blondes?” 
 
    “Aye. I’ve seen them before. They helped protect the big crates hiding the giants. Come, we shall go the long way around.” 
 
    So rather than moving through the streets, we vaulted over and zigzagged through fences, troughs, and patches of garden. 
 
    “What’s your name, by the way?” 
 
    “Kiku Du. Isn’t it pretty?” 
 
    “Whatever you say. I’m Mercer. Now, who’s this master of yours?” 
 
    “A powerful seer who lives in Pukam Forest. He foresaw your coming, so he sent me and others of my ilk to wait for you here and in Watawara.” 
 
    “Watawara?” 
 
    She nodded. “Master’s vision showed him a large city near the water and Pukam. That meant either Watawara or Uratama, explaining our presence in both cities. Now that I found you, I will help you find what you seek.” 
 
    “I think I’ve already found the Advent.” 
 
    Kiku stopped at the edge of a street that lined the city docks. Smiling, she said, “I’m not talking about finding the Advent. I speak of finding a way to defeat them.” 
 
    I rose a suspect eyebrow. “How?” 
 
    “You already boasted such power, Mercer. You lost it, but it can be reclaimed.” 
 
    “Are you speaking of my corruption?” 
 
    “I’ll explain all I can as soon as we escape. My big pure heart promises. My tongue, on the other hand…” 
 
    “You’re a little peculiar, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to say I’m freer than most. My friends agree, even the imaginary ones.” 
 
    “Right… You said your master sent others here. Will they be all right? The real ones, I mean.” 
 
    “Should be. They know the danger. They won’t linger beyond morning. Come on, we’re close to getting out of here ourselves. I can summon my gitra once we reach the water.” 
 
    Swiveling our heads revealed no Advent presence, encouraging us to sprint for the bay. We chose a short fishing pier with no boat or person employing the wooden platform. Kiku jogged ahead of me as I slowed to a standstill. 
 
    Noticing the absence of my steps, Kiku spun around and asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I turned back to review Uratama’s tense populace, no one quite sure what to do. Sighing, I said, “Tell everyone you can of the danger of staying in the city. Tell them to board any ship that will have them.” 
 
    She frowned, then pouted. Her lips finally settled in an assented smirk. “Okay. If only one person listens, that’s something, right? Hide yourself by that hut for a few minutes and watch out for Advent.” 
 
    I huddled under the hut’s shadow as Kiku went to accomplish my request with a subdued zest that further instilled my first impression of her mental soundness, or unpredictability thereof. The rank of soured fish guts waited with me while Kiku proceeded to help ease my guilt for failing to kill a single nismerdon here. At least the swirling sea breeze limited how much of the smell collected in one place. 
 
    Kiku. What kind of person encouraged someone to become corrupted? Kiku did not appear corrupted herself, but perhaps her master was another story. What else explained the ability to track me through visions when Alslana’s seer couldn’t get so much as a peek? A corrupted seer might very well serve the gods of strife, beings intent on spreading their influence to all worlds incapable of resisting them. 
 
    Was Omen already proving himself correct? A future invasion by the corrupted realm would conceivably be made more difficult by a new race of humans enhanced by nismerdon prana. Did their side foresee that possibility as a likely one? Or did they have another angle? How many others besides myself would they persuade to corrupt themselves for the “good” of Orda? How close was I to accepting the idea that I needed corruption to defeat the Advent? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    As Gerard and Clarissa jostled me toward the barrier’s breach, the vampire kept apologizing for playing her part in Mercer’s plan to use himself as a decoy. I finally asserted myself and planted my feet right under the breach. 
 
    “Enough! We can’t leave Mercer alone!” 
 
    “Do you think we want to?” Clarissa rhetorically asked. “But we need to run, not fight. Look! Mercer isn’t fighting, he’s running too!” 
 
    “Then we help him run.” 
 
    “It looks like Captain Shao is already on that,” said Gerard. He was right. The captain’s kingclaw swooped down to Mercer at the same time the giant rose a dirt wall to block the gate. “See? The captain will help Mercer escape. Please, Odet, we need to run or waste Mercer’s diversion.” 
 
    “Ugh! Fine!” I walked backward to exit the confined city. To those helping keep the breach open, I said, “Let it close!” 
 
    My words were translated and supported by anyone who understood me. Deprived of active defiance, the barrier healed its tear at a languid rate. On becoming whole again, it reflected nothing but a purplish blackness. I wanted nothing more than to strike my fists through the heinous ward. 
 
    Gerard put a hand on my shoulder and called over Eu-Sook and the remaining riders, now standing at five strong. “Hurry, get on.” 
 
    Ryosei spoke with Eu-Sook. The female rider then said, “Master Shi wishes to stay and search for his comrades.” 
 
    “He’s welcome to,” I said, taking Eu-Sook’s hand to pull myself onto her steed. “We thank him for his aid and plead that he keep himself safe.” 
 
    “Where do we go?” asked the worried voice of Hanying’s slim friend. 
 
    “We’ll go west for a few days, following the northern edge of Pukam Forest as we try to reach Tawahori. Follow us if you wish. Find a steed or go by foot. Whatever you do, don’t linger here or seek support from Jegeru’s army. We can’t trust their intent. If you can, convince others to move away from Uratama.” To Hanying, I said, “Thank you for wh-” 
 
    A high-pitched groan with the strength to cross the barrier startled the griffins. 
 
    “We have to go,” said Gerard. 
 
    I nodded. To the exiled academy students, I said, “Run.” 
 
    The whiptail trotted for a few strides before taking flight. I hated leaving so many people to flee and fight on an undefined battlefield. I would have relinquished my seat on the griffin to anyone who wanted it were it not for the urging of my friends and the memory of promising my family to take every precaution to return home. If only I could rely on Jegeru’s army. 
 
    I also hated that the drumming of my heart slackened. Calming down meant that I felt the smarting in my left foot to a greater and greater extent. Simply scrunching my toes sent a biting pain up my entire left leg. No doubt a puddle of blood collected around my footwrap. Nothing I could do about it until we rested somewhere leagues away. 
 
    Glances below and behind me revealed the scale of our enemy’s overarching power. A black tent a mile high tyrannized a city of twenty thousand people, most of them yet unaware of the inhuman nature of their ancient subjugators. It’s clear defeating the Advent would require assembling support beyond a single army. Rather than seeking this support from Jegeru’s unpredictable aristocracy, Mercer obviously wanted us to regroup in Tawahori’s Warriors Guild to call upon Orda’s warriors, whether they belonged to the guild or a nation. 
 
    What concerned me more than finding the people willing to fight against misguided foes was the time it would require to gather them, not to mention that the Wregor Empire would undoubtedly use the chaos in Jegeru as an opportunity to expand her borders. And how much would Wregor insist on managing those who volunteered to fight the Advent? Curse it all. One complication at a time, Odet. 
 
    Flying over a square fort showed soldiers the size of beetles swarming out of the military structure, heading for a dark ward they could not miss spotting even at night. Assuming an unhindered, sunny view, I imagined one could not miss catching a glimpse of the stupefying sight as long as they were within a hundred miles of Uratama. 
 
    As for my own view, the ward merged more and more with nocturnal’s embrace as the griffins flew a flap short of a full haste. The whiptails continued on their torrid pace for about as long as a healthy horse could gallop at top speed. Though my heart held no desire to abandon Uratama to its fate, my mind could not help but hope that we left the bleak vision of the city’s demise with as much briskness as possible. 
 
    My mind’s wish came true when I next looked back. From then on I ignored my own counsel and filled my head with as many complications as I could think of. Then I deliberated on how to best go about countering those problems. Years of witnessing my parents discussing the intricacies of trade deals, resource allocation, border defenses, and countless daily hiccups conditioned me to find an abnormal sense of comfort in mulling over a quandary. I can’t say what I would do if there ever came a day when I couldn’t engage my mind by trying to solve a challenge, big or small. 
 
    Smoldering daylight prompted the tired griffins to seek rest by the northeastern boundary of Pukam Forest. Tall, slender trees with light gray bark appeared to be the prevailing plant in the region. The forest grew considerably denser only a few miles to the west, but we stayed in an area that still had the space to grow soft grass and hide us only if we wanted to be hidden. 
 
    Ghevont treated my wound while Gerard and the riders secured the area. Thankfully, the cut wasn’t deep, though I clenched my teeth when the scholar spread his salves over the wound. With teeth gritted, I had no response to Ghevont matter-of-factly remarking on the “lovely bone structure” of my foot. This inevitably transitioned into a one-sided discourse on the leg anatomy of humans, reminding me that he used to desecrate tombs to study such anatomy firsthand before he met Mercer. He would have been hanged had he been caught exhuming corpses in my kingdom. For the time being, I just wished the scholar would go ahead and finish his treatment. 
 
    Another peculiar compliment came when Clarissa, partly to recuse herself from the “mouthwatering” smell of my blood, went to find a patch of shade to sleep under. I had to remain still for an hour to give the treatment time to vitrify, which led to the loosening of mind and muscle. I fell asleep without wanting to. 
 
    A cloud moving out of the sun’s way sent down a bright ray of sunlight right on my face, stirring me awake a couple of hours after first setting my head down. Ghevont rubbed another layer of quick drying salve on my cut before swaddling my foot in a fresh footwrap. My torn boot had been partly sewn back together by Tsuji Okin, a gaunt rider born east of the sparsely populated Jins Mountains, placing her family at the southern brink of the Naked Desert and the northern limit of Jegeru’s border. That hopefully meant they would be safe from Advent incursions. 
 
    Much more vulnerable were the nearby hamlets the riders saw from the air. I told Gerard to go with two or three of the riders and warn them to keep a sharp eye out for armies, human or not. I would have joined them if Ghevont had not advised me against putting too much pressure on my foot for the next few days. If we wanted to, we could have taken flight as soon as everyone slept a little, but without imminent danger in sight, I preferred resting longer and waiting awhile to give Mercer, Hanying, or anyone else following us a chance to catch up. 
 
    A league north of the hamlets lied Ren Shu Road, a long path that connected Watawara to Uratama. The riders took turns overlooking the road, not only to look out for those coming from Uratama, but to dissuade travelers going to the city. While the better part of the day did not have many wayfarers, the riders reported that they persuaded those they encountered to turn around, or at least wait for corroborators in the nearest tavern. 
 
    Being that the majority of those fleeing Uratama could not summon flying steeds, the first of them did not pass by until the late afternoon. They expressed confusion as to what they were running from, but they confirmed that something frightful enveloped the city. Someone even said they saw the summoning of a phoenix. Giving me yet another stratum of foreboding, they also described that many who escaped the city chose not to run, but to rely on the army to defeat the menace. 
 
    Now my regret trounced the irregular pangs in my foot. Why didn’t we stay and convince people to flee? General Liang may have been a traitor, but it would have taken him the rest of the night to establish his orders across the thousands of people under his command, and that’s if the city’s lords did not somehow succeed in superseding his authority. What’s more, there was a good chance many of his men would rebel against the concept of letting their own people die. 
 
    However, I feared the general might very well sacrifice his own men to the monstrous forces if they contested his orders, suffocating any resistance. And if history was any indicator, plenty of soldiers would settle for following immoral orders if it avoided having to fight comrades who still believed in their leaders. Or if it meant not struggling against the all-important onus that gods, royalty, and commanders habitually demanded of them. So much woe befell the soldier under an ignoble leader! 
 
    Admittedly, my guilt had no place in realistic ruminations. The blondes had surely still been in the area, waiting for reinforcements or the opportunity to re-engage us in a drawn-out battle that would have misused Mercer’s contribution to our escape. To top it all off, I recognized that nothing short of defeating the Advent right then and there could have wiped away my regret. 
 
    The regret swelled a little larger when I decided it was time to restart our journey westward. That swelling turned out to be a temporary affliction. Before we ascended as high as the griffins wanted to go, we spotted a group of horsemen coming from the dimming east. Flying closer revealed Hanying to be among the ten people on seven horses. We dove to the dirt road ahead of the trotting steeds. 
 
    Staying on Eu-Sook’s steed, I waved at Hanying, who sat behind his friend. A shy hand enfolded in a wrapping of cloth waved back. Except for an old woman and the young boy sitting between her plump arms, everyone else appeared to be the unlettered type. They were dressed and armed like bargain bodyguards, putting me on guard. 
 
    Entering a normal speaking range, I said, “I’m glad you are safe, Master Okazaki. I never got to properly thank you for pulling me out of danger.” 
 
    “Oh, y-yes, you’re welcome. Others were going in to help as well. I only happened to be closer.” 
 
    “Nevertheless.” 
 
    “Are you the foreign princess?” asked the largest and hairiest of the horsemen. His scruffy gray beard added a decade to an otherwise virile, middle-aged face. 
 
    “That I am. Odet Astor, first princess of Alslana. And who might you be?” 
 
    Bowing without taking his insincere eyes off mine, he answered, “A mere lout, Your Highness, but you may call me Aritomo Kagemori.” 
 
    “Kagemori? Then you share a relation to Uratama’s high lord?” 
 
    “My dear uncle. I hope he finds himself well, but I swear that huge ward only got darker the last I saw it.” 
 
    “I see.” So, an armed, gruff looking man who spoke the shared tongue and who shared his blood with a lord. This was not a man who enjoyed official titles, yet enjoyed throwing his surname around when it gave him what he wanted. Without question the rule of law meant little to him, as they often did to the entitled and connected. “Where does your path take you?” 
 
    “My son’s friend there lives in Watawara. They should have the room to house us if things keep getting worse.” 
 
    “If things keep getting worse, no house in Jegeru will be safe. If you can, gain passage to Wregor. I cannot be certain your king will not turn on his own capital. Can your horses keep moving?” 
 
    Patting his brown and white horse’s neck, he said, “I always buy the best! We planned on going another hour or two before stopping somewhere.” 
 
    From what I knew about the animals, his horses did indeed appear quite fit, and when in the air, I saw no one pushing their mount to their limit. Still, simple arithmetic told me they must not have had too many breaks to reach this point. 
 
    Looking back at Aritomo, I said, “Locals say there is a tavern less than an hour away. They should have a bit of food for you and your horses. We’ll be moving on ahead. I wouldn’t mind traveling together, but we need to move with haste at this point. I request that you help spread the word of the Advent and their horrors. There remains a chance that prompt organization from enough principled leaders can preclude the giants from spilling over Jegeru’s borders. And Hanying, I realize it’s unlikely, but please keep an eye and ear out for Mercer and Captain Shao, the griffin captain.” 
 
    “I, um, yes, I will try.” 
 
    “Thank you. And I welcome you and your companions to meet us in Tawahori, though I will understand if you prefer staying close to your family. Farewell, and gods guide you all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    A mere mile through Hohn Bay already put us a world away from the ongoing purge of an entire city. The golden gitra I rode on swam its thirty foot long body smoothly past the ships and smaller boats, its head ten feet above the water. That same head resembled one of those angry eel-fish things, though there was a row of short spines on the top of its scaly scalp that shrank the farther down the back of its neck they went. Its body’s texture and shape was closer to a snake than an eel. 
 
    As the gitra was wider than a horse and wore no saddle, my legs had an awkward time getting comfortable. I had to settle for Kiku’s sitting technique, which had both my boots underwater as they hung off the right side of the beast. The only thing to hold on to were one of three ropes tied around the gitra. 
 
    Kiku, who sat more sideways than me, stroked the scales exposed above water and said, “His name is Akachii the Fat. Don’t remember where I got the first part of the name, but he was half as long and twice as wide when I first summoned him! Turns out he just ate something big, so he lost the weight quickly.” 
 
    “Right. So, are we going to see this seer master of yours?” 
 
    “No. He’s a very private person.” 
 
    “Is it because he serves the gods of strife?” 
 
    “Ah, so you figured it out. I suppose mentioning corruption in a good light is a dead giveaway.” 
 
    “Then you worship them as well.” 
 
    “Yes. My sect specifically gives the god of madness, Raquldir, his due.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” 
 
    “It’s the little things, dragon knight. Many believe Raquldir wants to destroy the minds of every breathing being, but crazed servants are not good servants. He would rather prove the folly of mortals trying to rule themselves with unjust laws and self-seeking sovereigns. Mortals like to believe we’re closer to gods than insects, yet you can put a human mask on an ant or bee and see little difference in how we behave. The masses toil for the benefit of a few. 
 
    “The gods of day and night pretend an old tome is enough to guide us. Ha! It sounds like laziness to me. It’s through Raquldir that my master led me to you. It’s Raquldir that showed my worthy master the many ill fates of Orda this new war can bring… Oh! And Raquldir encourages drunkenness! That’s always fun!” 
 
    “That last point doesn’t appeal to me.” 
 
    “Your loss.” 
 
    “I hope Raquldir or your master isn’t staking everything on me.” 
 
    “I don’t claim to know all their thoughts and plans. However, I know the giants have faced resistance in one form or another ever since coming to Orda, and they will continue to face it whether you choose to fight with or without my help. Maybe Orda’s armies can win without a dragon knight, but it should be obvious that one dragon knight is preferable to no dragon knight, hmm?” 
 
    “No argument there. Well, besides getting me out of Uratama, how do you plan on providing me with help? Stabbing me with a corrupted crystal?” 
 
    “My sect does not own any corrupted crystals, none that I know of, anyway. None sharp. Be that as it may, we do hold knowledge of corruption. My master says someone you know also carries such forbidden insight. Is that true? Do you know someone who dabbles in the taboo?” 
 
    “I may know a certain redheaded scholar.” 
 
    “Then we should join forces with this person. Multiple visions imply his help will enhance your odds of not dying.” 
 
    “If I even decide to take those odds at all.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Seeing you already choosing the corrupted path a hundred times over has already made it an enduring memory on my part.” 
 
    “You saw these visions? Are you a seer as well?” 
 
    “No. I’ve only seen peeks my master lovingly imparts. Still, they are quite… intense. Seconds can feel like days. Delightful pain can turn into unbearable pleasure in an instant.” A smirk both shy and sly came at the end of her comment. 
 
    I shifted my attention to the shimmering, undulating bay waters for a moment, attempting to gain a prophetic vision or two of my own. When that failed, I turned back to look at Kiku and said, “I only have half a soul left. I had to discard the other half in order to kill a nismerdon in Furubiro. That’s how I lost my corruption in the first place. No matter how many times you’ve seen it in your mind, corrupting my last remnant of prana doesn’t sound like the best of ideas.” 
 
    “Sometimes we don’t have any ‘best of ideas’ to choose from. How many good ideas are left for Uratama’s people? How many would take the opportunity you have now? If you want to keep fighting the Advent, then you need power, and you already know the power corruption can give you. You know what it will take to harness its madness.” 
 
    “Aye, a powerful enchanted sword I no longer have.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re a dragon knight? So much griping.” 
 
    “I don’t see you corrupting your soul for Orda’s sake.” 
 
    “I don’t have a dragon to summon. Look, we have time before any corruption can happen. Think it over for as long as you need. You’ll soon come to realize that the only recourse you can take is what my master has foreseen if you wish to make any meaningful difference in the Advent War. You’ll realize that your only other option is to live pure and helpless as corpses pile around you.” 
 
    “Is that so? Do you trust your master would have shown you visions that don’t have me succumbing to the corrupted realm?” 
 
    “My master is powerful, but even he cannot control what I see. I’ve relived the cruelty of my mother and uncle many a time, or watching my baby brother waste away from starvation and disease. My own deaths are a common theme. Seeing myself being hanged seeps into most of my nightmares now. I can’t count the number of times I’ve felt my neck snapping. Still, those feverish visions intermixed with the miraculous. I’ve seen what was, what is, and what could be, both in this realm and in those beyond.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what I’m seeing in many of them, yet I break down in tears all the same. Other visions are simply too fantastic to exist in anything but a god’s dream. Other times I watched in bafflement as a ship of steel and without sails soared above the clouds. Or those underwater cities lit by green torches and inhabited by blobs with too many mouths and curly feelers to count. Sometimes I got to witness vast wars that have yet to be. Most divinations are vague hints, too vague to be certainties, though no doubt a few will come to pass. 
 
    “How much you trust what I claim to have seen is up to you. Indeed, several of my visions have come under the influences of certain rousing vapors and powders, so even I can’t say everything I’ve seen comes from a lucid state, but it sometimes requires a morsel of self-inflicted madness for a mortal’s mind to handle the gift of a god. You should try it.” 
 
    “One gift of madness at a time.” 
 
    “Your loss. My point, dragon knight, is that I am here to help give you the nudge you need. My master has sensed your doubt. You would have certainly come to the conclusion that corruption is the key to achieving your true potential, but the longer you delay, the foggier your future becomes. Embrace what the Advent made you, Mercer. If I didn’t embrace the only people who tried to help me, then I would be as dead as my brother. I wouldn’t have found purpose. I wouldn’t be here to aid you.” 
 
    “Look, I do appreciate your help and advice, no matter how biased it all is, but don’t act like there won’t be consequences to accepting corruption back into my life.” 
 
    “Of course there will be! Decide if they’re worth it. Me and my friends can be hunted and hanged at any moment. Coming to you leads to many deaths for me, several by your own blade. Once you even strangle me. That hasn’t deterred me any. Whatever you choose to do, we must get to your redheaded friend with your mind made up. For my sake, I promise to leave you alone if you decide against corruption by then. Uh, do you know where your friend is?” 
 
    “He and the others should be heading for Tawahori right about now.” 
 
    “Tawahori, huh? Hmm, the quickest way would be to keep swimming until we get to Yong-Yin’s shoreline. Then we can cut across Yong-Yin and Shia to get to the Wregor Sea. Akachii should take us far as long as we don’t swim into any storms. Gitra like to swim beneath rough waves, so not good for us.” 
 
    “How long can you keep Akachii summoned?” 
 
    “Uh, five, maybe six hours a day? Though that’s because I don’t like getting too tired, so I can probably add another hour if need be.” 
 
    “Need be it is. My companions should be on griffins, giving them a good head start on us.” 
 
    “If only you could summon a big lizard with wings. Doesn’t a strong corrupted spirit sound nice right about now?” 
 
    “Don’t push your luck, Kiku. At some point I’ll reject the idea altogether just to spite the incessant recommendation.” 
 
    She kicked her bare feet on the water, creating a splash that sprinkled on to me by way of the wind. “Okay, okay. You get it. I get it. My job is done.” 
 
    “It may be, but in the event I let you meet the scholar, what could you tell him about corruption?” 
 
    “I can show him rune keys and incantations forbidden to all but the most devout of strife worshipers, so we should be able to collect corruption pretty easily. If his prana command is at least average, then he can also help you manage the corruption overtaking your soul and body.” 
 
    “I’d say he’s better than average.” 
 
    “Wonderful! Your chances are looking better and better.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen someone being corrupted? Nothing wonderful about it.” 
 
    “I don’t pretend to think otherwise. My master has shared visions of the misery it has wrought on entire civilizations. Even the gods of strife know the power is an imprecise tool. However, a useful tool it can still be. It’s true the corrupted realm always seeks to add to its territory, and the easiest way to do that is not by warring with strong worlds, but to assimilate those already near oblivion. A few seeds of corruption can save a realm from such a fate.” 
 
    “‘Save’ is a strong word. Some would prefer oblivion than being ‘saved’ by forced delirium and agony.” 
 
    “Some, yes. A small matter of opinion from those unable to defend their own world. Harsh, yes, but equally as necessary, or so I’m told. Doesn’t really matter to me. It happens, and if the gods allow such things to happen, then they happen for a reason. Whether it’s a good one is not our place to say.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I’ll say something after I finish with the Advent.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s sounds more like the dragon knight I once fell in love with.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, I asked, “In one of your visions?” 
 
    She nodded. “If I recall correctly, it’s also one of the visions I died after a bout with a bad fever. Sooo, if you get annoyed by any love I show, then be rest assured I’ll die soon after.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Let’s not talk about visions and corruption for a while.” 
 
    “What do we talk about, then?” 
 
    “Who says we need to talk about anything?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I like to talk.” 
 
    “Then talk, but I won’t be listening.” 
 
    “Ah, so it’ll be like we’re married.” 
 
    Contrary to her claim, Kiku did stop chatting for a while, giving me a chance to reassess my situation in peace. 
 
    Meanwhile, Akachii slithered through the bay at a fluid speed that easily bested the fastest sails. Intrigued by the otherworldly creature, the oncoming morning light revealed a group of dolphins swimming and leaping all around us. They kept a wary distance at first, but their excited squeaks and occasional playful forays to cut off the gitra gave them the assurance that they were safe from being chased off. If his gain in haste was anything to go by, Akachii seemed to become perturbed by the submerged company. The dolphins eventually needed to go about their day, leaving everything lonelier and quieter. 
 
    The warming, salted wind felt nice on my face, which stayed stuck on a detached expression for the duration of my early soul-searching. I knew Ghevont would bear no qualms about helping me corrupt myself if I so chose the option. Ha! Who am I kidding? He’d be thrilled by the prospect. The others less so. Clarissa would of course be worried about my life, but for someone who volunteered to become a vampire, she would have to understand that she couldn’t argue against corrupting myself. I respected Gerard, but he had no sway over my decision making. 
 
    That left Odet and her sister. Logically, accepting corruption excluded me from being a king—not that the day-to-day responsibilities of being a monarch intrigued me to begin with. As of this moment, it was Odet’s reaction that loomed as the biggest obstacle to reaccepting corruption. In the end, it might be the best thing to have a legitimate reason to get her to leave the path I walked, to put an end to my vain connection with the Astor family. 
 
    Unless the gods of day and night sent down their own special seer to guide me, I was going to make up my mind weeks before I had to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    We crossed hundreds of miles in the two days after leaving Hanying’s company. At least another hundred could have been traversed if I did not find it prudent to allow the griffins and riders to rest as much as they were comfortable with. It would have been unwise to push ourselves only to need the energy in an unexpected crisis. 
 
    The middle of the third day showed a noticeable upsurge in travelers. Such an increase alone did not strike me as unusual considering that we neared Jegeru’s capital and trading center, but the fact most marched away from the capital put my suspicions on notice. The number of children and elderly, many of which without a mount or cart to rest any drowsy legs, added to the foreboding. 
 
    Going down to check with several of these groups confirmed that they were fleeing from a sudden attack in Watawara. Though they assumed it to be the work of Wregor, no one saw their attackers, only a dark ward that enclosed part of the capital city. We informed them that the same, non-Wregor attack was transpiring in Uratama and to thus avoid going too far east. To those that could manage it, I advised absconding to Shia by way of Pukam Forest. No easy trek for a royal escort, but a safer option had not yet presented itself. 
 
    A few hours of flying later brought us within sight of Watawara, though caution placed us too far to see details. While the city had several walled districts, most of it lied sprawled and open. Two thin arms of the Wregor Sea came close to making an island of the southwestern section of the city. Unlike Uratama, plant life appeared to be sparse, though it could be that the nismerdon absorbed their green. 
 
    No dark ward could be seen in the afternoon light. However, a great chasm sprouting serrated roots thirty or forty feet high encircled the dense core of the capital, entrapping upwards of fifteen thousand people. Black and white smoke rose at or near the broad crack. There must have been hundreds of brave souls trying to break through the entangled roots, both within and outside of the snare, but no true army was in sight. 
 
    So many questions to ponder. Had Jegeru’s king betrayed his people? Was he ever truly in power? Did he run with his army days ago? Or was he among the dead? Whatever happened, it was clear the Advent had taken special care to make Jegeru as a whole its first victim. And no wonder. The natural barriers that once protected its borders now acted more like the bars of a cage. The Advent, even with only a moderate Jegeru force on their side, could conceivably repel all but the most determined and imposing of invasions. We needed Wregor’s full support. 
 
    The best we could do for now was land well outside the city and give out information and guidance. It appeared that most ships forsook the docks, meaning that escape on mount or by foot were still the most realistic choices. How I wished I could share my wings to them! To endow the exiled the privilege of something I had taken for granted these last few weeks. It broke my heart to fly away from eyes that pleaded to be rescued from this unfamiliar, dangerous ordeal. I did not envy the riders’ ability to understand the audible begging. 
 
    Despite our aerial advantage, the burdened beasts were showing signs of fatigue as we flew northwest, tracing the bulging shoreline of the Wregor Sea. Carrying two people all this time was draining their endurance each subsequent day they flew with the load. Periods of rest occurred more often and lasted longer. A forced repose from nature occurred two days after leaving behind Watawara when a thunderstorm blew in from the sea. A blessing in disguise for the griffins. 
 
    What made the situation a precarious one wasn’t the cold rain, but our proximity to the oft contentious Iunt Delta. According to Eu-Sook, this broad wetland and the voluminous river that fed it was where the greatest concentration of Jegeru’s forces resided. Patrols on the water, in the air, and on foot watched for any signs of Wregor movement, and now I had to wonder what their orders consisted of. Had they closed all border crossings yet? Did they believe Wregor to be at war with them? Or were they still ignorant of the attacks? 
 
    If someone spotted us trying to get into Wregor territory, what then? We couldn’t out fly war beasts on our laden, tired wings. And these same wings, even when fresh, could not hope to cross the expanse of the sea to skirt their attention. Supposing we did manage to elude Jegeru forces, Wregor soldiers waited on the other side, all of them charged with fending off enemy incursions. Some form of confrontation was likely going to be necessary somewhere along the border. 
 
    Our time in the rain was spent planning the most effective route to avoid being overwhelmed if we met trouble. No one possessed a detailed map of the delta’s towns and fortresses, so much of we had to go on came from the memories of our allied riders. Gods, if the homeland they loved and defended was destined to be conquered by Advent or Wregor, then I needed to ensure their names would be commemorated in the accounts of my own kingdom. They certainly did not deserve to fight their own people. 
 
    After learning everything applicable about the defenses here, we determined that the most sensible course of action was to fly at night and hug the shoreline. The delta’s bigger islands had a military presence, but we could still use the smaller islands to prevent foot soldiers from surrounding us with too great a force in the event airborne units coerced us from the sky. Although the delta brimmed with villages and patrols, we expected the clutter would work to our benefit. Heading farther north to a more uniform, exposed border offered less cover and places to exploit if and when somebody spotted us. 
 
    Given that the calendar promised more moonlight in the coming days, we prayed that some cloud cover showed up when we made the attempt. We could send our whiptails higher than the standard air patrol, but a weary griffin carrying two people—even fairly dainty people—could not preserve such a height for long. Thinner air also meant harder flapping, leading to more wasted energy. Adding to the complications, an organized patrol schedule should always have several sentries higher than the customary altitude before switching with someone else after a short time. 
 
    Flying low was our only realistic option. It conserved energy being in a thicker, richer sky and provided a better view of possible hideaways. Clarissa’s wonderful eyes should likewise bestow us with our best chance at dodging misunderstandings, so she would take point on Sechen’s mount. Still, she couldn’t see everywhere at once. 
 
    The thunderstorm’s crux passed over, but showers continued to trickle in from the sea throughout the rest of the day and evening. Thus, using the beginning of night and the middle of a light downpour, we lifted off the ground. We moved west for several hours, doing our utmost to avoid the line of sight of any human on a ship or in a village. This led to a zigzagging pattern over the coastline that slowed our journey, though we expected it to take two days to cross the breadth of the delta no matter how swiftly we flew. 
 
    The clouds emptied their reserves and broke apart rather quickly, unleashing a startling amount of moonlight in less time it took for a youth to disagree with their parent. To someone accustomed to the safety the darkness provided, midnight now looked little different from midday. Any hint of movement from below and above fluttered my heart. That flutter became a rigid, faster beat when an entire division of thirty griffins flying from west to east came into view. 
 
    Mirroring Sechen’s whiptail, we dove to the nearest clump of tall grasses. On jumping into the waterlogged ground, I ordered for the not so low-key griffins to be unsummoned and for Ghevont to cast an illusion spell above everyone except for Clarissa, who needed to see beyond the ruse. No doubt they had a prana finder in their group, so all our precautions could be for naught if they flew low. We cowered into the weeds to make that harder, though I had to awkwardly lift my left boot to prevent it from sinking too much into the muck. 
 
    I watched Clarissa’s cloaked head slowly turn as she tracked the division. She turned her body next as they passed on by. The longer nothing happened, the louder the marshland became. Croaking frogs, buzzing bugs, and the sloshing of water expressed how alive the area must have been the second we landed. The sounds may have calmed me, but despite the strong breeze, the marsh smelled stale. Those humming insects also seemed to find us as soon as I relaxed. 
 
    Shaking his head free of a bothersome bug, Gerard asked me, “Should we rest awhile?” 
 
    Checking that my boots had not sunk too much, I answered, “If we can find drier ground with better cover. Clarissa, get on Gerard’s shoulders and look around.” 
 
    Standing up, the vampire said, “Ooo, I always wanted to be taller.” Clarissa climbed on to Gerard’s shoulders, who easily picked her up in the uneven, muddy ground. After completing a full rotation on her human platform, she pointed north and said, “There’s some trees not too far away. They might be on higher ground. I don’t see any other good options.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s check it out.” 
 
    Our feet trudged through the dense grass and slick mud. I leaned on Gerard’s right shoulder to keep the pressure off my left foot, which felt better, but best not to take needless risks. 
 
    A few minutes later, Clarissa, from her place at the head of the line, looked back and declared in a loud hush, “It’s perfect!” 
 
    Those ahead of me cleared away the grass to expose a good hiding place to accommodate us all. The midsized, grayish brown trees did not stand on higher ground, but much of their bundles of roots curled above the shallow water line. Circling the trees were the drooping branches that budded fuzzy, trim leaves, creating a delicate curtain we could hide behind. We couldn’t huddle together lest we overstrain the roots, thus obliging us to find our own secluded nooks to sit in. 
 
    In defiance of the threat of discovery still in the middle of my mind, I felt serene enough to exhale and take in the nighttime babel. I was so relaxed, in fact, that a lizard the length of my pinky finger snuck on to my right shoulder by climbing down the tree trunk my back laid against. I’m sure it hoped to feast on one of the many gnats swarming me, and I hoped he had the stomach to accomplish the feat. 
 
    Not that I needed more reminding of my friend, but the lizard sparked a memory of Aranath, which of course led to the lost dragon knight. No one had spoken of Mercer since I told Hanying to keep an eye out for him, and I knew it was because any mention of the dragon knight would have to include the spoken possibility that he did not escape Uratama. Then would come the unproven assertions that there was no need to worry, he would be showing up on the captain’s kingclaw any day now. 
 
    I hated planning for the worst, but all of Orda was at stake. Even if we could depend on Mercer being with us when we called for the world’s aid, we could not depend on his legendary title any longer. It might be possible for him to someday refine what was left of his prana to summon Aranath again, but that would take years of training, years we did not have. 
 
    He must have felt terrible for not being able to fight with his power intact. I expected he put too much blame on himself. I wanted to tell him that he wasn’t the only one who thought themselves inept, and that summoning a dragon did not define him among the gods and the people that cared about him. Indeed, he exposed the Advent without one. He saved us in Furubiro by sacrificing his sword and soul without a second thought, a selfless act I have yet to fully comprehend and appreciate with the pressure always on. I needed to change that. Gods give me the chance to mitigate any sense of failure he saddled himself with. 
 
    I was in and out of consciousness for the remainder of the night, never quite entering the realm of dreams. Having to keep shifting my weight and slapping off an influx of insects were partly to blame, but the fact I was not that tired probably had more to do with it. Not to mention that my ears remained attuned to the sound of movement, whether that came from the rustling grasses, rippling water, or the beat of a wing. 
 
    Going by Gerard’s childlike snoring, he experienced no trouble catching up on sleep. The riders slept easy as well, though apart from Eu-Sook’s somewhat wheezy breathing, no one announced their slumber as soundly as my green knight. I overhead Clarissa and Ghevont intermittently whispering to one another, but joining them required me to move, so I let them be. 
 
    Morning light faced difficulty penetrating the canopy, keeping our hideaway shaded for a couple of hours longer than the dawn desired. The sunrise’s glow eventually slipped under my eyelids, eliminating the pretense that I had to yawn much less sleep. I stood up and decided to explore the thicket. 
 
    As with all things, the thicket looked smaller from the sky, no bigger than a noblewoman’s garden. Not the case when on foot. I had to walk for ten minutes to get to the opposite side. Of course, it would have been quicker without the mud and my fastidious tiptoeing through the undergrowth. I stared out at the wetland from the thicket’s northern fringe, doing nothing but staring out for a few long moments. 
 
    With no sign of patrols in the air or ground, I risked alerting a prana finder by casting my ward. The clear partition shrank as I brought my hands closer together, shrinking it not by evaporating the boundaries of the ward, but by condensing its entire form into a smaller space. As always, reducing the ward to the width of my shoulders gave the ward’s surface the appearance of an abstract glass etching. The frosted effect exaggerated itself the smaller I shrank it, as did its resistance. 
 
    The principal objective of this technique was to help display the pureness of my holy prana. A crystal ward was easy to keep transparent at its standard size, but the thicker it became, the purer my prana needed to be to maintain that clarity. While I could get the ward to be as small as a hand mirror, its sheer density made it impossible to see through it. Lately, however, attaining brief gleams of clearness was happening more often. 
 
    The tips of my fingers trembled as I held the ward’s compressed shape, inhaling and exhaling in long practiced breathing exercises. I thought of my mother between breaths. This technique was one of the few ways she continued her prana training. She too experienced difficulty getting her ward-mirror to clear up on most days, but in the rare occasions my goading worked, she would grow serious and get her bloated ward to be as unblemished as a child’s prayer. Mine currently looked like the prayer of a convict ready to hang—sullied but mournful. 
 
    I squeezed the ward a hair tighter, causing its center to flash clear faster than my imagination could conjure. I lost control of the entire spell directly afterward. Watching my ward perish into the ether, I whispered, “Please help me, Mother. You taught me so well, but I need a little more help…” 
 
    I sighed, knowing no immediate answer was coming. To be sure, Duality implied that the realm of the dead was well out of reach for mortal minds and words, and that even the gods were somehow prohibited from meddling with the dead once they guided their spirits to their new home. That vague passage always had me wondering about forces beyond the gods, forces even the most powerful of immortals needed to obey. 
 
    Nevertheless, as I cast a second ward, my royal blood trusted that some small exception could be made for my entreaty. Although, if the supplication of a royal valkrean held any weight, then I’m certain Beatrice asking for Mother’s support had to have been heeded first. Who would she go to if she heard both our pleas? The thought of my departed mother needing to choose favorites from another realm humored me for a moment, then my mood only soured all the more. 
 
    My focus broke when I heard smushed footsteps and clanging armor behind me. Allowing my barrier to dissolve, I said, “I know, I shouldn’t be out alone.” 
 
    Gerard wrapped an arm around my waist. “You can be alone all you want, just say the word.” 
 
    I turned to face him. Brushing back a lock of his hair, I said, “You know I’ll never do that.” 
 
    “I also know your thoughts turn gloomy when you’re alone.” 
 
    “Doesn’t everyone else’s?” I could feel the sadness in my smile. 
 
    Gerard leaned in and laid his gentle lips on my forehead. After leaving them there for a perfect while, he said, “I’m here for you, Odet. Talk to me about anything.” 
 
    “Even when it concerns my secret lovers?” 
 
    His forehead rested on mine. “I’m trying to be serious.” 
 
    “And by deflecting your seriousness, I’m assuring you that your presence alone has lifted my mental state.” 
 
    “You sound like the scholar.” 
 
    “What every princess wants to hear.” 
 
    Separating his head from mine, he asked, “Now will you tell your knight what he wants to hear? I’m supposed to protect body, mind, and soul, you know, and training will only help to forget for a while.” 
 
    “Aye, you’re right.” 
 
    “So what do you want to get off your chest?” 
 
    “You already guessed, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Lady Vealora.” 
 
    “That’s certainly a big part of it… I know I had no choice but to finish off the crazed woman, but still… to tell Owen I was the one to kill his mother… He’ll never look at me the same way again, no matter how understanding he may choose to be.” 
 
    “Not if I tell him it was by my hand alone.” 
 
    “That has crossed my mind. Actually, in my head it was Mercer who shouldered the burden. I don’t want Owen seeing you with contempt when the three of us are together.” 
 
    “In that case, we might as well say Captain Shao, Eu-Sook, or a nameless stranger ended her suffering. The dragon knight has enough burdens.” 
 
    “Is it odd that I think that option is too impersonal?” 
 
    “Uh, a little. You want Owen to know the person who killed his mother?” 
 
    “Ugh, I don’t know. I should just face the music myself.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t mind being your replacement if it comes to that.” 
 
    “Thank you. I suppose I won’t really know what to do until I see him.” 
 
    He nodded, then glanced downward. “How’s your foot?” 
 
    “The wrappings are holding tight and I’ve been keeping them dry.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    I frowned. “Well, it still stings, but that’s from Ghevont’s salve more than anything. Give it time. Not everyone can concoct potions like you. Remember the ‘love’ potion you gave me?” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Oh gods. If I knew that was going to lead to our first real kiss, I would have come up with something less hackneyed.” 
 
    “But then it probably wouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    “No, no, I would have thought of something grand. You would have been under the stars, not under the stairs. I definitely wouldn’t have been in my armor. I would have preferred to feel your hands on me.” 
 
    “But they’ve pretty much been everywhere since then.” 
 
    “Careful there, we’ll both be out of our clothes in this stinking swamp if you keep reminding me of such things.” 
 
    “Maybe some fun in a dirty, stinking swamp is what I need right now.” 
 
    “The others will surely hear us.” 
 
    “Maybe I want them to watch. Hmm, perhaps even join us.” 
 
    “Even the griffins? I suppose we can use one as a bed of sorts.” 
 
    “How obscene… but let’s see what happens.” 
 
    We kissed with more intensity than we had since leaving Alslana. Truthfully, we might have progressed quite a bit further than that if we were anywhere but a swamp. The best we could do was stretch that one kiss for as long as nature allowed… except it still ended well before then. 
 
    Pulling away, Gerard asked, “Do you hear that?” 
 
    My annoyance at the sudden ending of my carnal enjoyment turned to grim vigilance. We stood as motionless as two people trying really hard to hear something in a swamp. I originally only heard the breeze and the plants it rustled. However, that same wind ultimately conveyed the far-flung neighing and braying of horses and mules to us. Now that I heard them, not even the stronger gusts could blow away their tumult. 
 
    “It sounds like more than a handful,” I said. 
 
    “I agree.” He crouched. “Get on my shoulders.” 
 
    I was several feet taller seconds later, getting a better view of the world to the north. Hovering my hand over my squinting eyes, I recognized a long column of cavalry marching to the east. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Armored horsemen.” 
 
    “Are they heading this way?” 
 
    “No, they’re going east.” 
 
    “East? Are they Wregor forces?” 
 
    “They’re too far to tell for certain, but I doubt it. We should be in the middle of a battle right now if Wregor invaded.” 
 
    “Then Jegeru is recalling its border armies. That griffin division last night must have been a part of that. Somebody is desperate.” 
 
    “Or misinformed.” 
 
    “Same result.” He retreated into the thicket with me still on top. “Let’s get back to the others.” 
 
    “Hey, put me down. Someone might see me.” 
 
    The knight leaned forward and to his right. I slipped off, but he caught me midway and effortlessly brought my whole body in front of him so that I now laid in his arms. My hands entwined behind his head as I accepted the fact he wasn’t going to let me walk on only one healthy foot. I didn’t feel like walking anyway. 
 
    Once our camp received word of what we saw, two riders offered to keep a lookout at the north side with Gerard. Shortly after they left, I noticed the sporadic dimming of sunlight coming from a cloudless sky. It turned out to be squadrons of flying beasts making their way east. So many defenders leaving might have been bad news for Jegeru’s state, but it should at least make it easier for us to cross undetected. 
 
    The divisions flew in a day that became crisper throughout. It didn’t get as cool as the vampire’s skin, but for someone from my pleasant climate, this early sign of autumn gave me a shiver. Moving around and stepping out from the shade warmed me up some. 
 
    Gerard returned about an hour after the sun had reached its zenith. He explained that a pack of hounds were leading a group of soldiers to the thicket. Knowing everyone couldn’t hide their scent, he wanted the rest of the riders to reveal themselves and fabricate an excuse for their presence here. If they did not buy the lie, then Clarissa and I were to wait outside the southern end of the grove to be picked up by the whiptails. I wished to join them, of course, but I would surely reopen my wound in the run, so I had to concede. 
 
    For the next ten or fifteen minutes we lingered by the thicket’s margin, looking up at the sky for friend and foe. The screech of a griffin made us flinch. The whiptail swooped over the trees, hastily followed by three of its cohorts. They landed nearby. 
 
    Jogging up to the group, I asked Gerard, “What happened?” 
 
    “They believed Eu-Sook’s story, but it doesn’t matter. The commander wanted the riders to join up with his men. They pretended to obey, but they turned around to pick us up. Now we need to pick you up and get out of here before the commander gets the word out.” 
 
    I grabbed Eu-Sook’s hand and leapt on to her steed. Even if it wasn’t under the most ideal of circumstances, I was glad to get moving again. 
 
    Seeing plenty of specks on the land and above it had us heading for the open sea. Specks dotted the water as well, but they looked farther apart and thus easier to avoid. With the empire having such dominance at sea, Jegeru recognized that investing too much in coastal patrols would do little to discourage a Wregor invasion. 
 
    We flew low enough so that a storm’s swell could capsize us. Despite the cool weather, setting eyes on water not choked by mud and weeds tugged at my love for swimming. It had been a long time since I enjoyed the invigorating pastime on a regular basis, even longer since all of my family shared the experience. Father only really enjoyed swimming with Mother. I never wondered why. 
 
    Our flight was going well. No one appeared to be chasing us, and the patrols we had to get relatively close to did not bother investigating us. However, we were drawing nearer Wregor’s half of the delta, an area unlikely being emptied of its defenders. Their imaginary border gained a solid representation when I spotted the yellow and red banner of Wregor flapping over a small lighthouse. On a larger island to the north was a wooden fortress with three watchtowers facing eastward. 
 
    Not ten seconds after making these observations, the horizons to the west, south, and north became filled with griffin patrols. No doubt Wregor had noticed all the Jegeru movement and responded by sending reinforcements to guard their interests. Night alone could not hide us under this much scrutiny. Getting caught over the water would put us in too precarious a position, so I told Eu-Sook to head back to the wetland. 
 
    As expected, a group of four griffins emerging from across the border promptly provoked an aerial patrol’s duty. We were not going to make it to the marshland proper, but a hundred half submerged islets offered the next best thing. Eu-Sook chose to touch down on an islet that might fit another eight griffins within the reeds. We made sure to have our backs to the water. 
 
    The patrol that marked us circled the sky for a couple of minutes as they waited for support. Once three more patrols arrived—putting their total number at a dozen strong—a group of three whiptails and one kingclaw dove to the vacant land in front of us. The others remained in the air, though they converged closer than I believed necessary. So that I could better see and speak with the Wregor riders, I asked Eu-Sook to maneuver her whiptail to be parallel to the meager shoreline. 
 
    “Do any of you understand the shared tongue?” I asked. 
 
    Mounted as upright as a new pillar on a castle floor, the long-limbed elder answered, “I understand it plenty, young madam. Do you understand that you are in Wregor territory on Jegeru steeds?” 
 
    “Aye, I do.” I pulled out a scroll from its little sheath and tossed it to the elder. As he unraveled it, I said, “I am Odet Astor, first princess of Alslana and bearer of Mytariss’ crystal shield. I have been traveling with the dragon knight and his allies to combat the Advent. Extenuating circumstances have forced us to seek sanctuary and aid in Wregor. As I’m certain you’ve noticed, Jegeru forces are withdrawing from the border. This is in reaction to an internal attack by the Advent.” 
 
    “An Alslana princess? I heard of the Alslana dragon knight. I did not know Alslana royalty joined him as well. Where is he, then?” 
 
    “We were separated in Uratama, one of the cities being besieged by ancient giants. Unless we secure the support of the empire and warriors across Efios, there is a strong probability the Advent’s inhuman power will grow unchecked and threaten all of Orda. I must meet with your emperor and the Warriors Guild so that we may oppose the menace effectively. To accomplish it, I need your help. I request an escort to Tawahori.” 
 
    The rider scratched the scruff on his chin with a bony finger, studying my resolve. “I hope for your sake this is no farce on your part.” 
 
    “Impersonating royalty is punishable by death in most cases. Soldiers crossing into a rival’s borders without permission should be imprisoned. We are not here to insult your intelligence, and I am certainly not here to waste anyone’s valuable time. I suspect you have survived many battles and commanded hundreds of men by trusting your instinct. What does it tell you now?” 
 
    “To request that you cast your crystal ward, as the scroll states you can do.” 
 
    “Ah, of course.” 
 
    I lifted my hand above my head and cast a crystal dome over my friends. I bent parts of the ward in subtle angles, giving the light a hundred different places to bounce and sparkle. 
 
    Nodding, the elder said, “Very well, Princess Astor, I will lend you an escort. You may dismount from your Jegeru steeds.” 
 
    Dispelling my shield, I said, “Oh, forgive me, but as far as I’m concerned, these riders should be treated no differently than the rest of my allies. They would love nothing more than to defend their homeland, but at best they will return to a kingdom embroiled in civil war, fighting brothers and sisters in arms confused about who they are serving. At worst they will fly into a slaughter. I will not send them to fight the impossible. Four riders will be no threat to you, yet they will be of great comfort to me.” 
 
    The smallest sigh a man could exhale escaped his mouth. “I’ll leave that subject to you and my commanders, then. I will first have to escort you to them. Merely repeat everything you’ve told me and they will undoubtedly escort you to our emperor.” 
 
    Hmm, I would have preferred speaking with the Warriors Guild first, but I could argue the point later. “Fair enough. Lead the way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    The worshiper of strife leaned back against the neck of her gitra, her sandals in hand. I laid on my back with my arm over my eyes, blocking the almighty midday sun. Now at our fifth day at sea, I had gotten pretty good at keeping my balance on whatever position I wanted to be in. Even today’s bumpy waves were being continuously and unconsciously countered by nigh imperceptible muscular adjustments. 
 
    “You know what doesn’t make sense to me?” asked Kiku. 
 
    “Is this like your number guessing game?” 
 
    “I was just trying to pass the time. And no, it’s not like that.” 
 
    “Okay, then what doesn’t make sense to you?” 
 
    “Dragon fire. It’s supposed to be some sacred thing to burn the dead with it, right? But dragons and dragon knights use dragon fire to kill things. That doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the point. You’re supposed to think before you cast dragon fire upon some unlucky soul. Young dragons and humans are expected to use their flame only in defensive strategies until they learn restraint. Not always practical, of course. Anyway, it’s not that dragon fire itself is sacred, but the fact that it’s such a powerful force that should be respected. Burning the esteemed dead with it came more out of an ancient dragon tradition than anything.” 
 
    “Ah, I get it now… Wait, maybe I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m just telling you what Aranath told me. I didn’t really question the history of draconic traditions and their reasoning. Most didn’t apply to our situation. Maybe someday I’ll learn to burn someone properly, living or dead.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit! Lots of dragon fire is in your future, Mercer.” 
 
    These past few days had slowly revealed more of Kiku’s fickle personality. She loved to talk, though nothing quite sounded like the truth. I actually believed most of what she said, but the ingenuous inflection in her voice suggested that her throat never grew out of its childish form after it found refuge in her sect. Like myself, everyone she ever met must have initially assumed it was an act. And while she never reached as high a pitch as she did with the guardsmen, she could not help but speak with a puckish squeak. 
 
    As for the subject of the mostly one-sided conversations, she often described visions she had seen, tidbits of her personal life, and the friends and acquaintances she made after joining the occult of strife. It was an acquaintance in Watawara who gave her the dress she wore in public. After I asked why she didn’t wear the more comfortable and practical ensemble she left at the room she rented, she explained that merely looking affluent solved many complications before they escalated. 
 
    Despite her love of prattling, she was still comfortable with long silences and listening to me recount parts of my journey without interrupting. I enjoyed both the long silences and listening to the callow ambiance her voice provided. She had a natural—or perhaps supernatural—knack for knowing when to talk and when to stay quiet. She was sort of a combination of Ghevont’s elucidations, Clarissa’s manners, and Lucetta’s frankness. 
 
    “Oh, big wave!” warned Kiku. 
 
    I squeezed my legs tighter against Akachii’s sides and kept my arm over my eyes as I felt the gitra climb the swell. The salt water crashed on Akachii as it neared the crest of the wave, then it swept over much of my body. 
 
    When the water settled down, Kiku said, “The land is finally levelling.” 
 
    I sat up. To the west rose the Fulns, a tall range of jagged hills east of Pukam Forest. Given that much of the coastline consisted of sheer cliffs, their presence the last three hundred miles made finding places to rest problematic. We had to spend the last night in a cave filled with a foot of water. Now that the Fulns curved inland, we had a view of Yong-Yin’s coastline. 
 
    According to Kiku, the Yong-Yin Nation existed more as a collection of city-states than a true unified kingdom, only acting together when a common enemy endangered their welfare. Power struggles between city-states, while as common as anywhere else, rarely lasted long enough to rope in their neighbors. A kind of council of judges mediated over these disputes, often doling out severe punishments to those that didn’t comply with their rulings, which usually came in the form of increased taxes on a traded item or material. 
 
    Except for a planned stop at a port city to buy supplies and new clothes for Kiku, most of Yong-Yin would be avoided as we traveled to the Siti Bin River, a journey of about a week on foot. From the river we could take advantage of Akachii again for a couple of days before encroaching on Shia territory. 
 
    An hour after noticing the land flattening toward the waterline, the outlines of villages came into view, along with a greater concentration of ships sailing north and southward. The destination and launching point of many of these boats was Thiet, the biggest port city in the region. Since sea trade with Jegeru was Thiet’s foremost reason for existence, it would be the first foreign city to suffer from the upheaval in Jegeru. 
 
    Without the worry of a serious invasion from an external enemy for most of its history, it came as no surprise to see that the city had no wall defending it. Kiku had Akachii drop us off outside the city proper, allowing us the chance to dry off in our walk to the town and not attract undue notice at the busy docks. 
 
    Seeing the natives fishing, chatting, and roving the road prompted Kiku to say, “Funny, isn’t it? We left a kingdom in crises only a few days ago, and here no one is the wiser to the danger at their doorstep. They should all be running, shouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Maybe, but at least they have plenty of natural barriers between them and Jegeru. If the Advent want to go on the offensive, then Wregor will be the ones in immediate danger.” 
 
    “True, true. Hmm, I just realized something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Thiet is a nest for pirates. Jegeru refugees will be fleeced once they get here.” 
 
    “Nothing we can do about that.” 
 
    “Really? Interesting…” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just expected a dragon knight to be more, well, knightly.” 
 
    “Disappointed?” 
 
    “No. It’s just that my master warned us to tread lightly around your ‘unbendable honor,’ but it seems he might have been wrong about that. Now it makes sense why you sounded more receptive to corrupting yourself than I first imagined.” 
 
    “That should still be treated lightly, especially if you ever meet my friends. My honor tends to become clearer around them.” 
 
    “Ah, the princess, right?” 
 
    “She’s part of it. How bendable is your honor? Do I want to know what your master requires of you?” 
 
    “My master requires nothing of me. I can ignore his wisdom if I so wished.” 
 
    “But you don’t.” 
 
    “Mortals need strong leadership. I admit I am no leader, and the gods of day and night have done nothing for my sake, so I follow the only words that have ever cared that I existed. Yes, I’ve had to perform deeds few beings would consider honorable to gain liberty from my family, and I would do it again and again.” 
 
    “So you killed them?” 
 
    “Just my uncle. I poisoned both him and my mother, but only my uncle ended up dying. The malice churning in my mother must have been stronger than the snake’s venom. No matter, I enjoyed how sick it made her. That’s when I picked up my brother and ran.” 
 
    “I thought you said he died when you were still with your family?” 
 
    Kiku looked at the ground. “Yes. He was already dead when I grabbed him.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I waited too long. I still thought being a good girl would bring me some kind of good fortune… then came the day I noticed little Mitsu’s chest had stopped rising and falling.” She stared forward again. “Everything became so clear after that.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too far from justice to me.” 
 
    “I imagine my uncle’s children and wife disagree. They believed him to be a good man, which had me believing the same for a while. I must have been the one making a mistake. My mother would have stopped him if the pain wasn’t supposed to happen. I even remember telling him to touch me in his special way sometimes, so how could it be my fault? It took someone worshiping the gods of strife to show me my delusion, and I waited too long to heed their guidance. That won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I suppose you could have just ran instead of trying to kill them, but I won’t be the one condemning you.” 
 
    Perking back up, she said, “I knew you’d understand. Orda needs a few people like us.” 
 
    “Grand conclusions are beyond me. Let’s just take this one step at a time, Kiku.” 
 
    She jumped forward with both feet. “What about two steps?!” 
 
    My multitude of single steps took us to the town’s business district. We received directions from the locals, who mostly spoke the shared tongue. Teaching the Yong-Yin populace the shared tongue seemed to be a way to deter the city-states from becoming too isolated and independent from one another. It must have also been an answer to Wregor’s attempt to spread their tongue over the southern continent. 
 
    Being that they lived far from armies and other major city-states, the town’s people emanated a mellow, friendly attitude I appreciated. It wasn’t often I witnessed laborers and farmhands intermingling with those whose hands touched parchment more than tools and animal guts. Pirates may have made this place their haunt, but they appeared to keep their misdeeds at sea. I felt very sorry that the outside world would shortly intrude upon them, and I would leave it to the incoming refugees to break the bad news. 
 
    Kiku carried a small coin purse that she kept tied around her thigh. Spending some of her silver standards and trading in her tight orange dress bought her a dark purple traveler’s cloak, a loose-fitting green dress to go underneath, and simple leather shoes. The new, less confining clothing did little to unbalance her symmetry. Kiku claimed her only talent concerning combat was running away from it, but she could handle a dagger pretty well if the need arose, so I bought her a couple baby blades to hold on to. 
 
    In addition, I made her buy a small knapsack to put some of the food we procured for our future journey. In response to this day’s hunger we asked around for a good inn and ordered simmering bowls of noodles and beef. As the food was being prepared, I learned from a fellow patron that Thiet maintained a courier office that could send messages to Shia, and thus assumed Shia could send that message across the Wregor Sea. It promised to be a costly two letters, one of which was a backup that would be sent the next day, but I needed to apprise Odet and the others about my situation. 
 
    With the narrow bed, little table, and stool taking up most of the borrowed space, my room was less impressive than the food, not that needed it to be anything other than practical. On the table I wrote my letter on the parchment I bought earlier, then headed out to drop it off at the courier office. I did not explicitly state it, but I hoped the guild master would read my hints well enough to begin contacting other guild houses and getting them to organize their warriors for a possible mission in Jegeru. 
 
    The young woman that took my letter had to get her employer to confirm the price of a missive meant for the Warriors Guild in Tawahori. My austere bearing and northerner appearance had him assuming I belonged to the guild, so I used that imparted authority to get myself a little reduction in the fee. With a combination of humans, horses, pigeons, and ships to transport my message, I expected it would take anywhere from ten days to a fortnight for the guild to receive my words. 
 
    Kiku and I woke up early to get a head start on the day. I even requested that we eat a portable breakfast. The inn’s answer was to hand us two large bread rolls filled with hot vegetables, pieces of chicken, and a thin coating of sweet sauce that excited my tongue. Buns in hand, we followed the main western road. The paved path of stone ideally led to a trade town by the Siti Bin River’s eastern shore, where Thiet’s trade goods found a buyer on the other side of the river in Shia. 
 
    Despite being no warrior, Kiku assured me her time prowling Pukam Forest made her more than adept enough to endure how much I planned to walk in our travel days. I could hire the coach service available throughout the route if I wanted to squander a good amount of our coin, but that would not get us to Siti Bin much faster, and we needed to save our standards for unseen expenditures. 
 
    At noon we ate and rested for an hour, though it appeared Kiku did not need it. Villages with small inns, taverns, obliging farmers, and carriage stations provided travelers with surfeit choices to sleep and eat in. However, with neither of us having trouble finding a decent sleep under a calm sky, we hoarded our coin for the next two nights by electing to camp without a roof over our heads. Kiku earned plenty of experience looking out for anyone who might stumble upon her hideouts in Pukam, so I trusted her to keep a sharp watch for trouble when I slept. 
 
    Trouble here meant bandits. The nearby Fulns gave determined criminals a thousand places to hide after robbing a single man or entire caravan. Mercenaries defended the road, but they mainly paid attention to wealthier caravans and travelers, and that’s if the mercenaries themselves didn’t have connections to the bandits. Without another warrior by my side, the possibility of being ambushed by bandits concerned me to the point I got off the road and sought cover anytime a branch snapped or when nature became too quiet. 
 
    A gloomy, overcast sky met us on the third evening. I enacted my plan to circumvent insinuations of bad intentions when I heard the neighing of a trotting horse somewhere behind us. Kiku and I squatted behind a cluster of tall shrubs just as Kiku pointed out the animal to me. I still didn’t see it until the horse crossed the road well to the south of us. It wore a saddle, but no rider sat upon it. The renounced mount appeared to have an embedded arrow in its hindquarters, provoking its unbroken trot. The wounded creature disappeared back into the patchwork of woods that grew between the last village and the next. 
 
    We waited several minutes after the distressed din died down to ensure that whatever caused the horse harm did not catch us out of our hiding place. I gave the all clear once no danger made itself known in that time. Clarissa or Odet would surely compel me to investigate the disturbance, but I didn’t see them around. 
 
    Less than half an hour later and we arrived at a single tavern village. Not opposing Kiku’s request to eat a warm meal before finding a spot in the woods to sleep in, the two of us entered the tavern. 
 
    The regular business from travelers gave the owners the coin to maintain a bright, cozy atmosphere in the modest building. However, my bowl of rice and vegetables tasted overcooked. With the place packed with patrons, I forgave the blunder and ate the food with the pair of sticks stuck in the food. Combined with my ability to twirl knives around my fingers without cutting myself, observing Kiku perfectly eat with the sticks gave me enough to handle the utensils without looking too stupid. 
 
    Despite huddling against a corner, my appearance drew quite a bit of attention in a place unused to foreign visitors, including the tavern owner. Kiku told everyone I was her prestigious bodyguard from across the sea. Naturally, that made her a dignitary worthy of such protection. I thought the pet gorilla waiting for her back home in Shia was a nice touch. A kindly farmer offered to take us in for the night to hear a couple of our adventures, but we did not get a chance to decline it. 
 
    A brash voice of a woman burst through the tavern door. She called for the aid of a healer. A child’s life depended on one. A barmaid answered that the healer was indeed here. An old man holding a bronze staff not much thicker than a thumb stood up from his seat next to other elders. 
 
    Through his frayed beard, his hoarse voice asked, “Where is the child?” 
 
    “Here, here,” responded the deliverer of bad news. 
 
    “Hurry, bring him to me.” 
 
    Those that had been standing made way for the short-haired woman in hunter’s garb. The blue boy in her arms wore a high-quality red cape and a purple shirt of velvet. A table near the healer was hastily cleared in time to lay the boy’s body down. The healer’s hand stroked the boy’s forehead as he bent down to rest his head on his chest. 
 
    People crowded the huntress, blocking my view of the healer. They demanded to know how she encountered the child. She described how she stumbled upon two carriages empty of its occupants and their horses either stolen or on the loose. A search of the area had her find at least two lifeless bodies and a half dead bodyguard, who informed her of the unconscious child he hid in some bushes. 
 
    “Is he still alive, you think?” a barmaid asked the hunter. 
 
    “I’m going back to check,” she answered. 
 
    “Aye, me too!” said a patron. 
 
    Grabbing a butcher knife sheathed in his apron’s pocket, the tavern’s proprietor, Kazuhiko, said, “Those spineless whoresons might still be in the area. They snatched one of Master Moul’s hardiest stallions not last week! They’re getting far too close for comfort. Anyone who can swing an axe or cast a spell needs to come with us.” Turning to Kiku, the large, roundish man asked, “What of your prized bodyguard, Lady Du? Care to lend him to us?” 
 
    A wry smile beamed at me. “Well, care to help?” 
 
    I lowered my mug of water, knowing full well I could not disregard this call for help. No one here looked like a warrior, so hardened bandits would certainly kill a few of them without capable help. To the man who requested my services, I said, “I’ll require your finest tobacco when I get back.” 
 
    “Done. Someone get us some horses and dogs!” 
 
    While the animals were being retrieved, someone asked how the child fared. 
 
    “The lad is holding on,” answered the healer. “A spell of ice struck his delicate form, but a gentle flame over his heart should bring him back. He may have to lose a finger or toe, however. Ah, too soon to tell.” 
 
    “Where is your apprentice, Master Ha-Sun?” asked Kazuhiko. “We’ll need him if we wish to save the bodyguard.” 
 
    “Young Chae should be working in my medicine hut. Pick him up on your way.” 
 
    Minutes later, Kiku and I followed the hunter and the volunteers outside when we heard dogs barking. Getting them from somewhere in the tavern, a barmaid handed out axes and a couple of swords to everyone who needed a weapon. Not including the hunter’s heartier example, five gnarled horses and four excited dogs were gathered on short notice. 
 
    My riding skills had still not improved a great deal, but Kiku stated that her ability to steer a horse equaled her ability to swallow Akachii whole. So as best as I could manage it, I took the reins and had my gray horse trail its galloping brethren for the three or four miles we needed to cross. First we took a half mile detour northeast of the village outskirts to acquire the apprentice, who may have been a touch intoxicated going by how much he fumbled getting on the hunter’s horse. 
 
    The horses were running out of breath just as the hunter slowed her horse to canter off the flattened dirt path. Kazuhiko kindled a lantern to light the way. A man not much older than me cast a quavering fireball over his hand for the same purpose. These flames did little to brighten the outline of a carriage on its side farther up ahead. Partly because I wanted to and partly because I had some trouble stopping the dumb horse, I headed for the carriage. 
 
    Once I succeeded in halting the horse, I dismounted and told Kiku to get off and hold the reins. From the ground I could tell that the carriage must have overturned when its horses pulled it off the road and down a drop off two feet deep. I jumped on to the door, lit a dragon stone, separated the flame from the rock, and looked inside. No one alive or dead. I expanded my search from there. 
 
    An arrow at the base of a tree, shards of ice floating in a growing puddle, and a mess of hoof prints, provided more clues that a disaster occurred to the carriage passengers. The less subtle sign came when I saw the second empty carriage and a poorly armored man lying on his stomach with two arrows sticking out his back. I figured him to be the coachman. His fist clutched at something. I pulled apart his frigid fingers and freed a small green shoe. 
 
    As I stood back up with the shoe in hand, Kazuhiko jogged up to me and said, “Poor bastard is barely hanging on. Big gash above his hip. Chae will do his best, but I fear it is too late… Whatcha got there?” 
 
    I handed him the item and let my flame dwindle to nothing. “A child’s shoe. I remember the boy in your tavern had both his shoes on.” 
 
    “Gods curse them all! How can a man be so heartless? To whisk away a child while they scream and cry for their mother?” 
 
    “Unless her body is somewhere around here, I assume the mother has also been taken. We’re dealing with slavers.” 
 
    Coming closer, Kiku said, “The Fadraeesa, more like.” 
 
    “I fear you’re right, Lady Du,” said Kazuhiko. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked Kiku. 
 
    “Bandits aren’t the first to use the Fulns as their asylum. Not every ancient tribe accepted the message of the true gods. Some fought to keep their obsolete way of life. They lost, of course. The Fadraeesa in particular retreated into the Fulns, and there they practice an old religion that occasionally calls for human sacrifices.” 
 
    “They ought to take the bandits themselves, but cowards don’t like victims that fight back,” added the proprietor. “Despicable.” 
 
    “Rumors say the Fadraeesa have access to a vlimphite mine. They’ll offer a few raw vlimphite crystals to the criminal sect every time they want more sacrifices.” 
 
    “We have to chase the fuckers down before they reach their hideout. There’s still a chance we can catch up if they’re laden with extra people.” 
 
    “They still have a head start,” I said. “And I don’t see dead bandits. They hit fast and hard. These are not unskilled enemies. We should leave this to trained and properly equipped warriors.” 
 
    “Aye, we will. As much as I desire to execute them myself, I know we’ll be outmatched in a straight fight. What I want to do is track them down and wait for real soldiers to catch up and do something other than allowing them to escape. Then they’ll learn not to attack so close to my home again.” 
 
    “Or you only succeed in making your village the target of retribution.” 
 
    “A possibility, such as the possibility of my death, but I’ve lived long enough.” He opened his hand to show me the little shoe. “This child has not. Look, you don’t have to go with us. Your charge is Lady Du, and I cannot ask that you bring her into greater danger. I will ask that you tell every able-bodied soul you see about us, and give your horse to anyone who wishes to lend their support. I thank each of you for coming this far.” 
 
    Kazuhiko bowed and left to rejoin the others. 
 
    “Ah, there goes a man of conviction,” said Kiku. “I doubt the others will really want to chase after the bandits, but they’ll follow him nonetheless.” 
 
    I clenched my left fist. “Are you making fun of my conviction, Lady Du?” 
 
    “A little. I just find this scene interesting. A fat man who helps people get drunk for a living is about to get on an old horse and ride into the dark to chase some slavers, and all the while a young dragon knight has his feet stuck to the ground.” 
 
    “You want me to get involved?” 
 
    “I want you to embrace who you are. You lost half a soul, yet you chose to fight the Advent in Uratama knowing you couldn’t win. Now that same half-soul is worried about a few slavers. These are two different men.” 
 
    “That they are. The first man had capable allies to help him. The second has ill-prepared villagers.” 
 
    “Why should any villager or ally even matter? What do you want to do, Mercer? Shall we leave? I won’t think any less of you if you do, but I get the sense that you don’t. Isn’t interrupting a rape what snapped you out of a spell? Didn’t you tell me to warn as many people as possible to get out of Uratama? Surely you must care here.” 
 
    I grunted like my dragon would. “Aye, maybe I do want to go hunting for slavers, but I also want to make it back to Tawahori alive.” 
 
    “And you believe men pathetic enough to attack a family are a true threat to you? They may have shown some skill attacking two carriages, but they have no experience against dragon fire or your blade. If you want any chance of accepting corruption back into your soul, then fear cannot be present in your decisions. Fear always leads to the worst of your futures, Mercer. Are you that afraid of mortal men? Do you think such low-born scoundrels hold any sway over your fate?” 
 
    Exempting Chae, the nigh dead bodyguard, and the young villager with the shaky flame, I watched everyone mount their steed. A few of them gazed in my direction, no doubt worried that the best warrior in the group looked to be staying behind. 
 
    “Removing my fear of scoundrels will not make me invulnerable to them.” 
 
    “It will make you less vulnerable. But hey, it sounds like you’re just not ready yet. We yet have weeks before you need to be.” 
 
    Kiku handed me the reins so she could get on the horse. I knew her last words were meant to agitate me. And why shouldn’t that work? After all, she was right about my fear. I lost half my soul, my sword, my friends, and my corruption. Why shouldn’t I be afraid? The hooves drummed deeper into the woods. Those damn villagers must have been afraid, right? What did they have to embrace except their plots of land? Yet a single brave soul was all that it took to spur them on. 
 
    Fuck it! I could always run if the slavers turned out to be too much. Besides, whether or not I accepted corruption back into my life, I needed to find out how much warrior remained after losing so many of my advantages. How much could I handle? Who knows, maybe pushing myself to my limit or beyond it would definitively answer whether a higher being had any vested interest in me. 
 
    I jumped on the horse and had the heavy-eyed animal follow the others. I practically felt Kiku’s smile through my cloak, shirt, and armor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The hunter, being a natural tracker and knowing the land better than any of us, led the search. Though the idea was to catch up to our quarry, we could not force our horses to gallop at full speed that often. Apart from being uninspiring examples of equine vitality, the darkness and uneven, sylvan terrain made it likely that even a war horse in its prime would stumble and injure itself at some point. 
 
    The Fulns bulged out of the ground thirty miles to the north. Supposing the slavers were slowed by their living load, they would still reach the jagged hills an hour or so before we did. That’s when the horses they stole would become an even bigger inconvenience, though I expected they conceived some method to conceal their breathing plunder or they would not bother filching horses in the first place. 
 
    Perhaps indicating how well the slavers planned their attack, a drizzle of rain fell an hour into the pursuit. As luck would have it, the drizzle did not transition into anything heavier, so if the villains hoped for falling water to disguise their escape, they stood a better chance at getting their own spit to do a better job than the sky. 
 
    For another two hours anyone with night adjusted eyes could discern the hoof prints and disturbed ground from atop their horse. Following the signs of our enemy heightened in difficulty when more and more rocks replaced dirt and grasses. The woodland became less dense at this point as well, not that it was that crammed with trees to begin with. If it wasn’t for the clouds and drizzle, I would already be worried about bandit lookouts in the Fulns spotting us. 
 
    During our latest rest period, a few of us went up ahead to find the next set of prints. Lots of loose rock and flattened stones made finding tracks problematic, but one dog seemed to have little trouble following a scent that had been presented to him back at the attack site. One of the scents offered to him came from the child’s shoe. 
 
    The hound impatiently led us on a northeastern path for a few hundred yards until we came upon an open patch of damp dirt. Thanks to the pitted, unsecure nature of the rocky landscape around it, our quarry had to use this path to get closer to the Fulns. However, as evidenced by the single group of hoofs prints dividing into two smaller groups, the slavers had taken a precautionary measure against being easily tracked from this point on. One set went north while the other headed northeast. Our hound appeared most intent on going east. 
 
    “Hmm, what now?” asked Kiku. 
 
    “We go east,” I replied. 
 
    “Why not north?” asked Kazuhiko. 
 
    “The dog prefers east. Anyway, there’s almost no woodland left to cover our progress to the north, and we can’t risk splitting this group in half to track both sets of prints. I’m going to need everyone’s support if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “What kind of support? Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Aye, I do. Mae and I will be able to sneak forward while the rest of you stay close to the horses and dogs. In the event you hear one or both of us screaming for our lives, then you can send the whole group to our position. With any luck, seeing horses and dogs charge after them will make the bandits think a much larger force is coming and they’ll retreat long enough for us to make our escape. Does that sound good to you?” 
 
    “Eh, it’s better than exposing ourselves and making a ruckus. At least a patrol or two has to be tracking us by now. By morning we might have an actual force to scare the bastards.” 
 
    “Maybe, but we can’t plan for what may or may not happen. Let’s get back on our horses and push them one more time. We’ll stop once we find a good place to hide them in case the sky clears. Then Mae and I will go on foot the rest of the way.” 
 
    With that agreed to, we traversed the next couple of miles on horses. I wanted to go about another mile east, where the woodland appeared to thicken, but our best dog wanted to go north. 
 
    To Kazuhiko, I said, “Head for the band of trees and keep everyone quiet.” 
 
    “You don’t want to take the hound?” 
 
    “I trust his nose, not his mouth.” I jumped off the horse and motioned for a villager riding behind another to take the reins. “Mae and I will take it from here.” 
 
    “Very well. We’ll protect Lady Du for you.” 
 
    “Look after yourselves first. Trust me, Lady Du can handle herself out here. Let’s get moving, Mae.” 
 
    With her quiver of arrows and her flatbow in hand, the hunter gave her horse to a villager and joined me in my dash northward. Our light feet relished sprinting in place of noisy, bumpy hooves. We slackened our pace only so we could take heedful glances at the rock-strewn hills from behind bushes or trees, looking for any sign of suspicious activity. The dribbling sky dripped a little harder, but other than making the ground slicker, I felt better about crossing the expanse in murkier conditions. 
 
    Minutes later and we reached the base of the Fulns. The amount of angles we could observe drastically decreased now that most of the hills overshadowed us rather than oversaw us. Nevertheless, we continued our scouting mission. Mae and I spoke with hand gestures, head jerking, and the lowering and raising of eyebrows more than definite words. In this way we moved toward the future sunrise, prodding for clues to the whereabouts of our objectives. 
 
    I soon found a trail winding up a large cleft between two hills. It looked just wide and level enough to allow purloined horses to clamber deeper into the Fulns. A good candidate for further exploration. However, I didn’t like how obvious the trail trumpeted itself. It was difficult not to imagine brigands aware of the overtness of the path placing sentinels at the top. I didn’t even feel comfortable staying near the base for long. 
 
    Divining my thoughts, Mae said, “We shouldn’t climb. Too exposed.” 
 
    I nodded, making a mental note of the trail’s location for future reference. For the next hundred yards we perused the margins of the Fulns. Without saying it, we ended up taking responsibilities for a different facet of the search. Mae kept her eyes downward while I examined the hill sides. Mindful of the fact that bandits could sneak up from anywhere, both of us garnered numerous glances at the woods as well. 
 
    Somewhere between a hundred and two hundred yards from the ascending trail, Mae went on her knees to reach under a hedge of thorny shrubs that grew against a steep segment of the hill. She opened her palm to reveal a golden crest ring with the engraving of a swan on it. A quick search of the immediate area did not reveal any more glaring clues, but the fact that someone either accidentally or purposefully dropped it told me we were close to a breakthrough of some kind. 
 
    As Mae looked under the bushes again, my second, slower skim over this plot of land had me taking an interest in two things. First, while mostly gone, there was a sprinkling of mud on top of the shrubs. The only place the mud could have come from was a track of dirt below the brush and which stretched out for a few yards in front of it. How would dirt have gotten on top of the shrubs? 
 
    I looked up at the hill. It was hard to tell due to the way the hill protruded around the shrubbery, but it’s possible a small ledge was nestled a dozen feet above the plants. It’s feasible someone proficient in manipulating earth used the dirt to form a temporary bridge from the ground to the ledge. The bridge material could then be packed back in the ground with few being the wiser. Well, most of it could be placed back. 
 
    I tapped Mae’s shoulder and gestured at the points of interest. I next pointed at my eyes and traced an invisible line toward the ledge. Her neutral expression dropped into a grimace of disapproval. 
 
    Pulling me a short distance away from the scene, she whispered, “It’s better if I check.” 
 
    “If that ledge leads anywhere, it’ll be inside the hill. Bows and arrows will be limited in tight spaces.” 
 
    “But your experience may limit you.” 
 
    “Aye, I’ve barely finished growing, but I assure you I’ve the experience. You can go back and ask Lady Du all about my past experiences. She might even tell you a few future ones.” 
 
    “What future ones?” 
 
    “Ah, nothing. Just stay out here and watch my back. Will you do that?” 
 
    “Very well. Be wary.” 
 
    “As much as a mortal can be. I’ll try to be quick. Give me an hour on my own. If you don’t hear anything from me after that, then do whatever you want.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    As Mae went to stand by the hill’s protrusion, I lined up with the ledge and walked backward a bit. The hill segment behind the shrubs looked too smooth to climb, so without my own bridge, I needed to jump my way to the top. I was pretty sure I could make it, or else Mae would have to brave the thorns to give me a hand. 
 
    I sent the prana to my legs and feet to hurl myself forward in a mad sprint. Right before crashing into the shrubs, I concentrated my prana to my right leg and used it to push myself off the ground. From my chest to my fingertip I extended my right side as far up as it could go. Three of my longest fingers caught the edge. It was too slippery to hold on for long, but I used what was left of my momentum to get my left hand up there. A quick adjustment of my right hand gave me the ability to lift myself up. 
 
    The ledge turned out to be as long as my body. It led into a black gap in the side of the hill no more than three feet tall and five feet wide. Above that rose a fifty-foot wall as steep as the one below. Yawning, black cracks streaked down the face of the hill here, helping to mask the existence of the gap further. Only a lucky glance from a certain distance and angle would expose this cloistered entrance to the underworld. Not a place to squeeze in stolen horses, but shoving a few bound humans was another story. 
 
    I flashed Mae a finger salute to signal my success and intention to delve deeper. I crawled toward the left corner of the dark gap. Along with every twitch of my finger and toes, my breathing became a methodical, conscious affair. For the next couple of minutes I did nothing but watch for any change to the cramped darkness, wondering if someone was watching me from the other side. I put my ear to the ground in the middle of my scuttling. I never practiced this detection technique, so I expected nothing and got nothing from the effort. 
 
    As always, going under a pile of rocks did not appeal to me, but I imagined those abducted by the slavers would find it even less pleasing than I did. Indeed, falling under a mountain helped give me the freedom I sought, not restrict it further. Perhaps going under this one would bring relief from my self-doubt—a different kind of freedom. 
 
    Not wanting it to clatter on the ground, I untied my scabbard and held it in my left hand. Like an adrift cave spider searching for a new home yet unsure of who lived in this promising abode, I crawled judiciously on my elbows and the toes of my boots. Never have I moved slower in my life. Snails dragging other snails passed me. One wouldn’t guess that human muscle could twitch so incrementally. Regardless, not every sound I made was entirely muffled in the echo friendly crevice. I waited a few moments for a response after these instances. Nothing yet. 
 
    The painstaking intensity, the all-consuming darkness that no amount of visual refinement compensated for, and my single-mindedness eradicated my sense of distance and time. This exercise might have been a good way for Raquldir to drive his servants over the edge of madness. Unfortunately fortunate for me, I already had plenty of experience losing my godsdamn mind. 
 
    I froze when I progressively inhaled a new smell. It was difficult to identify it as anything other than “not outside” at first. However, dragging myself an arm length or two farther gave me the impression that the air was not necessarily infused with a new scent, but simply drier and more compressed. A bit later and I got a somewhat mildewed whiff of something that nature would not put underground—straw. 
 
    My sight finally reacted to lighter shades of blackness. I could even tell that the fissure started to become a little roomier in both height and width. My hearing also picked up scraping noises that did not come from my occasional slipups. The indefinite aura of a cowed candle outlined an irregular-shaped barricade a few scuttles ahead of me. Behind that appeared to be a space tall enough to stand in. 
 
    After a minute of acclimation, I realized the ten foot long barricade consisted of six midsized storage barrels and piles of straw around and between the containers. I headed for the leftmost one. Someone cleared their throat and sighed. They were not done with any force, but given that I had not heard a proper sound in who knows how long, a screaming monkey being stabbed right next to me would have alarmed my mentality in the exact same way. 
 
    Finishing my flinch, I arrested my muscles to wait for any more signs of human life. A couple of times I heard someone breathing and far-flung footsteps. Stretching my neck to the left gave me half a view of a tunnel opening twenty feet in front of me, which was where the hint of candlelight came from. A backless chair emerged when I stretched my neck to the right, but since the breather remained absent, I concluded he must have been even farther to the right. I curled every finger and toe before skulking onward. 
 
    The breather’s bearded head rolled from side to side in an apparent attempt to unknot his rigid neck. Unbinding my muscles from their own tense state, I pushed a foot and my fingers off the ground to spin my body behind a barrel. From there I peeked around the container to evaluate my unsuspecting foe, who wore boiled leather armor reinforced by strips of steel. The heavy-eyed twenty-something sat on a short, three-legged stool, an unsheathed short sword resting on his lap. While not too attentive a lookout, exposing anything more than my eyeball would surely be noticed. 
 
    Squatting in thought, I laid my sword down, recognizing that the enemy sat too far away to use it in a charge. I needed to get to him before he had a chance to recognize the danger and yell out for help. If I could get him to expose his neck for a moment, then I was confident I could throw one of my daggers at his throat. But how to expose it without exposing myself? What if I gave him something else to look at? 
 
    I gently patted the ground, soon picking up what I sought—a big pebble. Aiming for the ceiling above and behind my target, I threw it. When I heard it bump into the rock, I stood up with a dagger in hand. As any normal human would, the lookout fell for this simplest of distractions, the nape of his neck exposed to me. His head was just beginning to realign when a five-inch blade propelled by an entire body’s frustration plunged under his jaw. 
 
    Huge, panicked eyes briefly met mine. Then, as his body fell backward, they rolled into their sockets. The stool creaked, the dying sentinel gurgled, and the body hit the floor with a thud. What made a greater racket were the steps coming from the tunnel. I pulled out another dagger and leapt over the barrel. 
 
    Placing myself between the tunnel opening and the left corner of the room, I heard the steps say, “All I got is bread and the old mutton, but I got lots of the fresh butter.” His shadow entered the room first. “Tomo? You better not be sleeping, ya daft half-wit. Rin wouldn’t want her darling little brother to make her lo-” 
 
    My hand covered his mouth, then I buried the dagger below his chin. The tray he carried fell, creating a brief ruckus that rebounded down the tunnel. I held up the dying man for a moment, waiting to hear any reaction to the dropped items. Nothing came of it, so I hauled the dead man toward the other and laid him on the ground. I next collected my daggers and wiped them clean. 
 
    Liking the compactness of the short sword, which looked like a smaller katana, I picked it off the first dead man’s stomach and swung it a couple of times. It sang well, so I grabbed the wooden scabbard the former owner had tucked in his belt. Not caring about the most secure method, I simply slipped the scabbard between my belt and right hip. My scimitar went back to being tied to my left hip. 
 
    Stepping lightly, I went up to the tight tunnel and listened out for still living slavers. The fruits of that eavesdropping was a negligible smattering of voices. As if expecting for the stone ground to groan or squeak like wood, I looked down almost every time my foot met the rock. A mild bent had the tunnel curving to the right. Then, as soon as it faced all the way east, it took a turn to the north. A lantern stuck on a wall at the edge of this turn fed my sight with a sun-like severity. 
 
    As I waited for my eyes to adjust to a stupid little candle, I spied with my ears again. This time I heard the chatter of three or four voices, though the exact words and subject matter remained beyond me. The outer fringes of the candlelight showed me a triangular-shaped doorway on my right. Concluding that the voices came from farther up the tunnel, I hurried toward this next opening. 
 
    In the middle of my mute run I saw a circular entry ten feet ahead of the triangular opening and to the left side of the widening tunnel. This was where the voices seemed to come from. I reached the tunnel I initially aimed for and peeked inside. With three shelves, a dozen barrels of varying sizes, and a pile of straw, I figured this room to be a storage area. A modest blackness filled the back half of the room, and the only light within flowed out from the chamber where the chatter originated. 
 
    I felt the already cool cave become a tad cooler when I entered the room. Recalling similar experiences when visiting a ship’s cargo hold, I guessed many of the barrels contained frozen water. I squatted by the entrance and drew the short sword. Here I listened in on two men complaining about their leftovers to a third man, whose explanation about only being able to cook a good meal from good ingredients sounded reasonable to me. 
 
    A few minutes later, two rats scampered out from a heap of straw, sniffing their way to my boots. Finding me inedible, they both exited the room. As their little paws scampered down the tunnel, heavier footsteps stomped closer and closer. 
 
    These human created steps stopped and said, “They’re coming. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Already?” said the voice of the cook. “Don’t they usually come in the morning?” 
 
    “Nothing is ever usual with them. Come on, get your fat ass to position. Rin will see if you’re not there.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    The footsteps receded back up the tunnel. 
 
    Chairs, mugs, and plates clattered, then someone asked, “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m gonna take a piss,” answered the cook. “Wanna watch or something?” 
 
    “Take it outside! I don’t want piss where I eat!” 
 
    “I’m not pissing on the table!” 
 
    “Both of you shut up,” said the third man. “Piss in the tunnel, Ken. It’s two fucking steps away.” 
 
    While Ken grumbled out the room, the other two followed the man that interrupted their late supper. The cook plodded a couple of steps toward me, sighed, and then released a gushing waterfall of former water. It sounded like he was facing away from my room, though I did not want to hazard a glimpse just yet. 
 
    The stream ended half a minute later, leaving him dangerously detached from his companions. I stood up and peeked around the opening when I heard his foot hit the ground. Ken’s heavyset frame wore a simple steel cuirass over a brown tunic. No armor protected his breeches or well-worn leather boots. I saw his diminishing friends farther down the tunnel, and the distance looked to be more than adequate to do what I needed to do in peace. 
 
    Timing my steps to Ken’s ponderous strides and heavy breathing helped garble my approach. When in range, I extended my left hand forward and swung the short sword around his neck. I was unaware of a unit of time short enough to measure the interval between placing my hand over his mouth and slicing his throat open. I let his ample body fall back into mine and put my left arm under his. Taking the load, I dragged the still bleeding Ken to the room he had been eating in. As I laid him down, I wondered how quickly the rats would begin eating him. Refocusing on my own fate pushed aside the morbid thought. 
 
    Ken’s companions disappeared within an unlit section of tunnel, so I headed for this patch of shadow next. I kept the short sword unsheathed, though I wrapped its reflective blade around the edge of my cloak. The tunnel snaked almost the whole way, but if I trusted my sense of direction, it mostly stayed a northern route. 
 
    When I became shrouded in the darkness, I saw a diffused light glowing out of another opening on the right, forcing a slowed pace. I backtracked on distinguishing two pairs of footfalls heading my way. I crouched in the deepest part of the shade, cloaking everything under my face. A pair of human silhouettes exited the lit opening. One held a longbow while the other carried a crossbow. They turned to the north. 
 
    Once they gave me the leeway, I bade farewell to the protective shadow. Considering I heard no further activity coming from it, I decided to skip the subsequent tunnel without exploring it. I could not tell where the passage led, and since everyone seemed to be heading north, I figured I would only be wasting time getting sidetracked or even risk getting lost altogether. 
 
    I eventually noted another tunnel on the right. Since this latest one didn’t even have a single candle lighting it, I almost passed it without acknowledging its existence. A yellowish-orange light more easily outlined what appeared to be the end of the north tunnel, which had widened to the point that four large oxen could walk side by side without bumping into each other. Not surprisingly, the light grew brighter and bigger the closer I got. Two familiar outlines wielding a bow and crossbow were standing at the precipice of a large open space that sank at least twenty feet. 
 
    Wishing to become one with the warren, I put my back against the wall. I knew they could probably still see my vague outline if they turned around. I could go back and blow out a candle or two to put me in total darkness, but then I chanced someone coming up behind me in total darkness. Anyway, the extra darkness would not add that much of an advantage. Unless one separated from the other, I doubted I could assassinate them in silence. 
 
    Other plans of action included calling out one of their names if I overheard it, burning straw to trick them away from their position, or making some kind of noise. However, nothing I came up with assured me that only one person investigated the bait. That left waiting for an opportunity to convince me to either strike or retreat. 
 
    I may have heard a conversation if they raised their voices, but the two men, if they spoke at all, mostly whispered. Somewhat louder voices originated from the large chamber beyond them, but they too proved too incoherent to understand. Thus I lingered by the wall, with everything below my neck doing its best impression of a rock wall for the next couple of minutes. 
 
    A break in the monotony came when I perceived the bowmen shift from a blithe stance to one that aimed their weapons downward, feet firmly planted on the ground. The Fadraeesa must have arrived to pick up the slavers’ bounty. Once the savages took the abducted too far into the hills, then no amount of patrols would be able to find them through the web of bandit-filled tunnels. I needed to act now if there was any chance of saving anyone. 
 
    It was self-evident that the slavers did not trust the Fadraeesa. Perhaps I could incite that mistrust to my benefit. At the very least I wanted to create enough disorder to accomplish something worthwhile. So applying a sly sprint, I pried my back off the wall and pulled out an explosive dragon stone. I tossed the stone over the heads of the bowmen and triggered its potential. The blast had not yet died away when the point of my short sword burst out of the crossbow wielder’s chest. Acting as a middleman, my short sword mixed the crossbowman’s blood with that of the longbowman’s when its freed tip stabbed his right side. 
 
    I kicked the hollering longbowman toward the dirt incline leading down to the next chamber. As I did that, I yelled out, “The Fadraeesa are attacking!” For some dumb reason I changed my accent at the last second to match the speakers in this part of the world. However, since I was terrible at mimicking people, I sounded more like a mocking parrot trying to sound like a panicked human. 
 
    Whatever I sounded like, I withdrew back into the shadows so that no one could see I was not one of the human-sacrificing savages. I therefore only got a cursory glance at the chamber. From what I could tell, the room widened out at about forty yards, sprouted two or three more tunnels, and contained anywhere from five to ninety armed individuals. There may have been a few cages to the far right, but a row of stone columns and their shadows obscured a good view. 
 
    A number of voices and scrambling feet erupted from the deadly provocation my sword and spell caused. I threw in another explosive stone to keep the chaotic uproar going. People cursed, spells spurt, and weapons slashed and clashed. Good thing I was not contending with the discipline of well-trained soldiers. I summoned more dragon stones, appreciating the fact that I still had one connection to Aranath and his power. 
 
    As I picked up the stones, I heard someone behind me running toward the commotion. My spontaneous idea was to lie on my stomach and pretend to be dead. I craned my neck to see a slim figure brandishing a large axe dashing into view. He saw the dead bowmen, but it seemed the darkness was sufficient to hide me. I used my expedient position to take a big swing at his leg as he passed by. Not even protected by a boot, I severed the slaver’s right foot with ease. The rest of him fell screaming to the ground. That screaming ended with a stab to his neck. 
 
    Getting back on both feet, I saw a head pop up from the incline. A torso holding a nocked arrow came up next. He recognized me as a threat, or guessed it, for he released the arrow. He had good aim. I dodged in time for it to miss my nose, but I still felt my earlobe get nicked. In my rush, I ignited two dragon stones on the ground. I tossed one of the fireballs at the bowman’s head to interrupt his next attack. He ducked my spasm of flame. I wanted to drop the fire on top of him, but another fireball coming from somewhere behind him collided and erased my spell. 
 
    The second stone still burned, so I seized that flame and fostered its strength with a meaningful surge of prana. The bolide brightened to that of a small sun, straining my eyes. I advanced a few feet when another fireball endeavored to wipe away this flame as well, but my dragon spell absorbed this blow. Thus my blistering comet flew unimpeded to the bowman, who fully reappeared with a half-drawn bow. Not expecting my flame to still be holding together, the bowman freed his arrow too early. 
 
    As the projectile fell harmlessly by my feet, the upper limb of his bow caught fire. I clenched my hand into a fist, spinning my elemental fury inward until it became overly dense and exploded outward. The bowman yelp, which turned into a prolonged scream. My guess is that the embers scorched his face, hands, or both. Hopefully both. 
 
    While pulling some of the dragon fire back toward me, something smashed between my shoulders. My armor dulled the impact, but the force staggered me forward. Training turned my stumble into a roll. I had to let go of my flame, however. My roll ended with me on one knee, looking southward at a hefty figure armed with a short war hammer running down the tunnel. His left hand cast a spike of ice. He flung it. My slashing sword shattered it. Not wishing to continue fighting at the tunnel’s precipice, I pushed off my foot and charged the large foe. 
 
    I switched my short sword to my left hand. In that new position it blocked a swing from the hammer. The impact vibrated my arm, but did not stop my right one from unsheathing the scimitar. In one prana enhanced motion I sliced through some of the slaver’s chainmail and cut open part of his gut. That wasn’t enough to drop him. He instead dropped his forehead on to mine. I smelled my blood in my daze. Then his war hammer swung into my left side. Again my scales did their job, but I heard a couple of them crack. Still in a steadfast stance, I thrusted my short sword through the chainmail, piercing right over the first wound. 
 
    Time being precious, I merely left the sword in the big guy. With my latest target crumpling to the ground, someone shouted, “Hyo!” I turned back to the chamber. At that second something wet encased my left leg and pulled me down. The tentacle of water dragged me on my back. I knew I still had another dragon stone on the ground somewhere, so I squandered prana blindly “reaching” for it. The spark of light came from my right. I “grasped” it and lobbed it at the liquefied vine. A boiled mist burst out from the arguing elements. 
 
    Though unfettered, I could not move away from the downswing of a war hammer that appeared above me. The big fucker was still alive. Despite that, he could not have been very coherent, which explained why he missed my head and hit my left shoulder. It was still a hard blow that made me grunt out my first sound since entering this blasted netherworld. I rolled on my less pained shoulder to get back on my feet. 
 
    The man I assumed to be Hyo unwillingly let go of his hammer and was on one knee looking at the ground. My short sword remained stuck in his gut. He was never getting back up again whether I did anything more or not, but out of spite for the thwack he dealt, I swung my scimitar downward, splitting the back and top of his skull open. 
 
    This time I expected the tendril of water. I tried jumping beyond its range, but the prana in my legs balked and did not take me far. The water-limb twisted around the hand gripping my sword’s hilt. With great dexterity and force it yanked my weapon and arm toward the caster. I freely let go of my sword to keep myself from careening to the ground. I extracted a dragon stone. Arousing this stone drained my prana to a level that knocked the wind out of one of my lungs. Retreating promised to be as wasteful as attacking, so I stepped toward the chamber. 
 
    Like I wanted, the water renewed its assault. My flame smashed through much of the water, creating a fuller mist than before. For my part, the light from the chamber persisted in outlining the caster, but I trusted that shadow and fog enveloped me in whole. However, the caster eventually saw a human-shaped blur running toward him. The water that had not been steamed sped toward this target. The water struck the figure, only to keep flowing past it. My illusion vanished, but the short sword I pulled out of Hyo and hurled at the water caster managed to stay in the realm of reality, impaling his chest. 
 
    Someone cried, “Shit! Over here, Rin! Hurry! The last one is up here!” 
 
    I focused on my breathing, as it was now the only way to settle what was left of my prana by any degree. That prana would not be able to spur an exceptional flame, but I felt I could ignite an explosive stone or two, so I snatched two from my pocket. Unable to see where my sword went, I picked up the war hammer in its place. 
 
    The mist thinned out pretty quickly, giving me a better look at three figures coming up the ramp to join the bowless bowman with an overcooked hand. A middle-aged, scar-faced woman held a bloodied, double-edged sword and a small round shield overlaid with steel. To her right was a man almost as big as Hyo, though younger, holding a flanged mace, and donning a leather suit of red lamellar armor splattered with marginally redder blood. 
 
    Defending them all was a green ward cast by an older woman in a blue robe patterned with gold flowers. I didn’t rule out that she wore something defensive underneath, but it seemed more likely that the sixty-something elder was simply not expecting for violence to befall. Nevertheless, she must have been involved in the fight below, for her panting was shallow and rapid. The ward gave off a tepid glow that the subsiding vapor reflected back at me half as softly. 
 
    Halting at the tunnel’s end, the scarred woman glanced at the bodies in front of her, then glared at me. She let out a grunting sigh and said, “A fuckin’ northerner? You’re going to die for people not your own?” 
 
    “I’ve never had a people of my own. Not the kind you’re thinking of, anyway. But as your men and Tomo have come to know, I do have people I’ll kill for, such as those you’ve made off with.” 
 
    Cracking with fury, the old woman said, “Don’t you dare say his name! I’ll pull out your fucking tongue and guts myself!” 
 
    I didn’t want to rile them up, but if I gave them any moment to think rationally, then one of them could get the idea to take the captives hostage or form a plan to overwhelm me. They needed to keep their minds irrational minds. “Now then, since you’re probably as intelligent as the corpses, I’m just going to go ahead and assume none of you will mind joining them. So, who wants to meet Tomo in his new home first?” 
 
    The ward shined brighter and the slavers gritted their teeth, but everyone knew making the first move would open them up to a counterattack. So be it. Someone had to instigate their deaths, and despite all the energy I’ve spent—or because of it—I was in the right frame of mind to do so. It was a peaceful place where planning and thinking gave way to ingrained instinct that hailed from all those vein-throbbing training sessions. That reflexive mindset was the reason why my self-awareness tarried behind my actual actions. For instance, I didn’t realize I shattered the ward with the war hammer until after it happened. 
 
    I did recognize that I needed to absorb as many hits through my armor as possible. Or to ignore the pain when it came, for what could deliver as much agony as corruption itself? It’s how I barely noticed when the mace smashed into my neck and the back of my jaw. Since the attack did not bring me down, I merely kept on swinging my hammer upward, connecting with the big guy’s chin. He staggered and spit out blood and at least one tooth. Too dazed to do more than half-heartedly put a hand up, he could not block my swing to his temple. 
 
    He had yet to topple over when the straight sword tried piercing the middle of my back, but it slid on the scales rather than puncturing them. My cloak suffered more than I did. When I saw the tip under my armpit, I pressed my left arm onto my side and trapped the blade between limb and torso. The off-balanced slaver could not hold on to the sword when I spun around. I let it drop. 
 
    Left with only a shield, the slaver rushed at me to bash my face in. I jerked my head back to dodge the first swipe, but then the former bowman grabbed me from behind to hold me in place. My left fist unclenched to drop one of the stones. Its outburst made everyone wince, giving me a chance to push myself backward until the slaver hanging on to me fell off the ramp. He almost pulled me down with him by grabbing the war hammer, but I had the presence of mind to let the weapon go. 
 
    A green ward rose in front of me. I knew the old woman intended to knock me off the edge with it, but she cast it too slowly. I punched the unfinished barrier, disrupting the spell’s purpose. With that out of the way, I threw the final explosive stone at the slaver scrambling to reclaim her blade. She saw it and lifted her shield. I tried to ignite it, only for its rune to barely simmer and fall harmlessly to the ground. It didn’t matter, she hesitated. I charged at her. The old woman cried out a warning, but the younger slaver had no time to do anything but lower her shield a tad to see the sight herself and brace for impact. 
 
    I tackled her. She could not do much of anything to impede my weight and momentum. This time I was far too weak and unawares to stop myself from falling over the ramp’s brink. The slaver broke my fall at the same time she broke her body, not that the shock didn’t rattle my spine and skull. My left wrist and knees protested longer than the rest of my bones when I rolled over to get off the slave. 
 
    The older slaver above shrieked out in miserable rage. I could not be caught defenseless against a raving hag, so while it was the last godsdamn thing I wanted to do, I forced myself to get up. It took a long time, and I did not have the strength to get my back straight, but I ultimately found my feet. 
 
    I pulled out a dagger and turned to look at the old slaver now standing a few blurry yards away. She now held the straight sword, but it looked like it weighed more than an anvil in her hands. Save for the flickering firelight and our heaving chests, nothing moved for one of those hour long moments that so often transpired between warring warriors. 
 
    While everything else faded under a besmeared gloom, those stark, wet, beaming eyes of hers stuck out like two big blots of ink on a white dress lying on fresh snow. Everything from her eyes down wanted desperately to mangle my flesh with her teeth, nails, and sword, but her last shred of self-preservation made her look toward the tunnel that continued northward. I didn’t care which path she walked, I only cared that she chose quickly. 
 
    Whatever she did, I readied myself by raising my hunched back a little more and bringing the dagger in front of my chest. That did it. She united a slaver’s scorned screech and a mother’s whimper. The sword clattered on the ground. Selfish fear won out. Her conflicted eyes vanished as her steps bolted away from me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The old slaver’s retreat should have given me permission to sit down for a gods-fucking minute, but I needed to guard against the malefactor returning with reinforcements. Anguished groans coming from somewhere in the chamber likewise reminded me that not every potential enemy may be dead yet. 
 
    It hurt my knee just to lift my foot. I was about to mumble my annoyance, but holy motherfucking shit did moving the right side of my jaw viciously usurp the playful ache in my knee. No doubt the mace had left more than a mere mark. Doing my best to steady my jaw, I obligated myself to walk to get my aching knees to be my sole hardship again. It sort of worked, though my cooling blood had me sensing the pulsing bruise under the battered jaw more and more, and it was impossible to not move my neck when I needed to examine the chamber with some speed. 
 
    Whoever was moaning did not move enough to get my attention, so I headed for the cages first. While thankfully not as severe as the shitty-ass jaw thing, I discovered a new sore spot on or in my body after almost every stride. The culmination of various discomforts peaked after sidestepping one of the dead tribesman. I envied the dead whenever a muscle contracted, stretched, relaxed, or insisted on existing. 
 
    My pain mattered less when one of the few uninjured parts of my fleshly form spotted the line of half-rusted cages. They stood tall enough to fit a large dog, but the beings they held were taller than any Orda mutt. I counted six captives, one of them a young boy missing a shoe. Four captives were men either approaching adulthood or in it. The last one was a fat, older woman. Banging the metal bars got no reaction from them. The child and the others were breathing, so they appeared to be under the influence of a sleeping spell or potion. 
 
    I had no desire to look for the key to unbolt the metal padlock and did not possess the prana to dissolve it in dragon fire. Getting it open without the energy to carry them out the cave or the skill to wake them up also sounded pointless to me. I thus had no choice but to cease all movement for what would hopefully and unrealistically be several beautiful hours in tranquility. I leaned on one of the empty cages and watched the passageways. 
 
    The bellyaching bounced off the angular chamber walls, sometimes making it seem as though multiple people were griping. However, I traced the origin to a single tribesman lying on his back near the northern tunnel entrance. Over the next five or ten minutes his moans diminished in strength and frequency. They stopped altogether in due course. Strangely, I missed the company of the dying savage. Without his moans to distract me, I woefully flinched from more innocuous sounds like falling pebbles or water droplets dripping from the ceiling. 
 
    While I waited for something meaningful to happen, I practiced opening and closing my jaw. An acute pain accompanied every direction I moved it. I could open my mouth about halfway before it became impossible. Chewing was going to be unbearable for anything harder than a half-melted stick of butter. I was going to have to eat torn morsels of food fastidiously and whole. Talking at length promised to be a bitch as well. The swift healing capacity of corruption lured me ever closer to its heinous sway. 
 
    As for the ordinary mortal prana in my nigh empty reserve, my lost mystical energy was gradually being replaced by the refortifying aura of my soul. Sleep and food would hasten the recovering process, but neither were an option. Of course, I trained myself to use dragon fire with my energy reserves low, so once I sensed that minimum amount of prana return to me, I ignited a dragon stone and torched the padlock off from the child’s cage. 
 
    I was on my way to burn off the second padlock when I heard my name being called in a loud whisper. Its origin was difficult to trace with my ears, but my sweeping eyes perceived the outline of a woman and her nocked bow on the ramp. I waved at Mae to come down. The hunter joined me by the time I was burning the third padlock. 
 
    “Are they all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Sleep spell,” I answered, doing my utmost to move my lips without moving my jaw. “Or maybe drugged. Is it only you?” 
 
    “No, there are others. I’m sorry, Lady Du came as well.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” On to the fourth lock. 
 
    “Kazuhiko’s group saw two bandits heading my way. They killed one. The other surrendered. They made noise, so we came to see if we somehow betrayed your position. It was about time we checked anyway, though it appears you did not need the aid. Are you wounded?” 
 
    “Nothing too serious. Get some villagers to carry these people out of here.” 
 
    As Mae went up the ramp, another woman came down it. Kiku daintily skipped over some of the dead bodies to get to me. She leaned on a column as she watched me finish up unlocking all the occupied cages. 
 
    “You did well, dragon knight.” 
 
    I pointed at my neck. “How does it look?” 
 
    She grimaced, though not in genuine revulsion. I’m sure she had seen worse. “Ouch. That’s the darkest red I’ve ever seen. It is kinda dark in here, though. You okay?” 
 
    “My jaw might have a crack in it, or at least a bad bone bruise, but I don’t think it’s dislocated or anything.” 
 
    “Poor baby.” 
 
    “Not now, Kiku.” 
 
    “I was talking about the child.” 
 
    I turned to see the boy squirming in his enclosure. “The spell is wearing off.” 
 
    Kiku squatted to get a better look at the sleepers. “Hmm, these four are wearing better clothes than the other two.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “The four must have come from the carriages, but four isn’t enough to explain two carriages.” She stood back up. “I bet there are a few more victims in the other tunnels we passed.” 
 
    “Women.” 
 
    “Aye. Slavers like to keep the pretty ones for themselves. Have you looked into any of these other tunnels?” 
 
    “No. I do know a slaver escaped up that northern one.” 
 
    “So more can come at any time. Hey, where’s your sword? Can’t defend me without a proper weapon.” 
 
    She had a point. I had her gather some of the weapons nearby to choose from. Since most of my experience came with a longsword, I ended up being partial to the double-edge sword that failed to stab me. Its hilt was not well-suited for two-handed use and the round crossguard could have been larger, but I didn’t have to waste time mastering techniques more compatible with single-edged, curved, or blunt designs. Kiku untied its associated sheath and I had a new sword at my side. 
 
    It took longer than I thought for Mae to return with three villagers. Mae explained that the delay came from Kazuhiko and others finding a room of seven women shackled to the floor and walls. Presumably due to their recent capture, two of the women looked relatively unharmed, but the other five had clearly been subjected to daily cruelty. A couple of the villagers had to be spared to take the brutalized women out of the tunnels. 
 
    A self-righteous pleasure cheered me up knowing I killed many of their abusers. A fleeting feeling, however, for what did I expect to happen? I bore no power to make them forget the horrors they would undoubtedly relive for the rest of their lives. And unless they could offer me a way to summon a dragon, no reward could mollify me. They would show me gratitude and I would accept their kind words and nothing more. I did not want to get the chance to engage in such futile interactions. 
 
    While I contemplated the limits of how much I could help people, I moved to pick up the boy. If I recovered a third of my prana I would have had the strength to bear the heaviest of humans, but in my current state, the boy would have to do. Kiku and Mae carried a youth a bit younger than I, two villagers took it upon themselves to take the fat woman, and the heartiest villager picked up a man around my age. That left an elder and a middle-aged man in their cages. With heavy arms and heavier hearts we hoped that we would come back to find them untouched. 
 
    Like a sleeping dog or cat, the boy fidgeted in his sleep repeatedly. Unlike a natural sleep, the bumpy journey through the tunnel did not stir him out of his involuntary slumber. What did make him moan and writhe was hearing his mother’s voice. I met her near the room I killed the first two slavers. She looked to be as torpid as a human could, yet her spirits lifted to alarmed joy the instant she saw her son. I held no impulse to win a tug-of-war bout against the mother, so I handed her the child when she reached out for him. 
 
    From the room, Kazuhiko heard the little shriek the mother made and asked whether everything was all right. The villagers informed him what happened. I entered the room to see a bent over Kazuhiko holding a lantern by the crevice. The straw had been piled on top of the dead men to presumably hide them from more sensitive eyes. Kazuhiko aided the villagers in getting the unconscious people through the exit. Too tired to go back and carry an adult, I sat on a stool and dedicated this time to recuperate further. 
 
    When Mae and some of the villagers went back to get the last two victims, Kazuhiko asked me, “Is what they claim true? You killed a whole cavern full of slavers?” 
 
    Not bothering opening my eyes, I said, “I tricked the slavers into fighting the Fadraeesa. That did much of the work.” 
 
    “Well, however you did it, it’s most impressive. People often like to embellish their stories in whatever tavern they’re in, so I feared Lady Du misplaced her coin trusting only a single bodyguard to protect her in her travels. However, it’s now obvious she invested wisely. I suspect you’ll be defending royalty soon. I’ll be sure to reward you the best I can once we get back to the village.” 
 
    “A bed for a night, food for the road, a little tobacco, and someone to mend my clothes will be all I need. Anything more will be unnecessary and rejected.” 
 
    “I’ll accept more,” said Kiku. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it.” 
 
    Kiku tapped her jaw. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Several minutes later saw the reappearance of a sprinting villager. He said the rest were not far behind, but before they left the chamber, they thought they heard people coming down the northern tunnel. Kazuhiko and I took it upon ourselves to guard the passage leading to the exit as the last of the villagers brought the last pair of located victims. Not a minute later and I overheard the distant echoes of manifold boots stomping the ground. 
 
    When Kiku told us everyone had gone deep into the gap, we hurriedly made our way to it and crawled through a place now lit by a lantern in the middle. This journey felt a thousand times faster and less cramped than the first go-around, though my contusions and aching everything begged to differ. 
 
    Waiting on the other side was a dirt ramp cast by a couple of villagers who used earth spells to till their farmland. They were told to pack as much dirt in the gap as possible after we came down. The freed abducted were already being placed on horses, but even if most of them had been awake and in good shape, we did not have enough steeds to take them all at once. We had to come up with an impromptu system of switching burdens between each of us that could take them. 
 
    My role in the rescue granted me a reprieve from carrying anyone, so my job was to recover, hang back, and be ready to fight any bandits that pursued us. Kiku did not mind taking half a load once in a while, but mostly let the villagers and mounts do the heavy lifting. Not helping matters were the heavens opening their stores of rain, making everything heavier and slipperier. Nevertheless, the water seemed to stir them awake faster. Apart from the inflated woman, most of the freshest victims were in various states of consciousness an hour since leaving the hills, though still far too sluggish to move much. 
 
    That first hour we tried our damnedest to put distance between us and the hills, but having so many fragile people to lug around and look after forced a deliberate, dawdling pace not even the antsy horses appeared to enjoy. In any case, I never saw a sign that anyone hunted us. The holdup could have come from taking the time to get on their horses, so I knew it was in the next hour that would determine whether the brigands risked leaving the shelter of the hills to take back what they stole. 
 
    “Nothing familiar about this situation?” I asked Kiku. 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, you mean if I’ve seen us walking in the woods before? Yes, a few visions showed that improbability. You know, I’d tell you if I remembered a vision that showed us in dire straits.” 
 
    “I’m not at all sure what you would choose to reveal.” 
 
    “Aww, still don’t trust me? I understand. It’s so hard for people to even trust themselves. I’m still figuring out what I’d really do in high-pressure situations. A big drawback about seeing so many visions is seeing yourself choosing against a belief you once thought inflexible. You feel a thousand different personalities of yourself arguing why one vision makes more sense than another. Makes for a confusing inner voice, but it does give me an open mind. Even with my past explaining my distaste for a man’s touch, I would have never considered finding comfort in a woman’s arms before I saw it for myself. Or is it legs? Both, I suppose.” 
 
    “Your master doesn’t guide you?” 
 
    “To a point, but he doesn’t like to push a particular vision on us. Even if he wanted to, he doesn’t often have the time. Most of the year he’s off on his own.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “A question I don’t have an answer to. He says he doesn’t like the idea of the Fadraeesa occupying Pukam, so I’m thinking he goes off to check that they haven’t moved down the Fulns. I know that alone doesn’t explain all his absences. It used to make me wonder in the same way you’re wondering about me, but while I don’t know everything about him, I choose to support him when he calls for it. That’s my freewill at work. Yours can do whatever it wants, too. Remember, I’m only here to help you if you decide to accept corruption again. You can tell me to leave at any time.” 
 
    “Something tells me to test that.” 
 
    “Shh, no decision should be done hastily when one can help it. Now stop talking and let your mouth heal up, hm?” 
 
    Reminding me about my injury incited a frenzy of rasping stings in my jaw. That indeed silenced me. 
 
    The rain let up in the morning, imparting us a clearer view of our surroundings. Without this brighter outlook we may have missed the silhouettes of several horsemen galloping to the west of us. Given their northern course, I presumed them to be a patrol sent to find us, something Mae soon confirmed on her horse. After a little information swapping, it turned out that we already missed another patrol half an hour before. In any case, the patrolmen and their robust steeds lessened out load and eased our fears. 
 
    Mae offered me and Kiku her horse to get back to the village faster, but I refused. I would have liked to get to a healer and bed quicker, but a misstep here and there created vibrations that traveled up my body and jostled my jaw. A bumpy horse or carriage ride terrified me more than any bandit attack at this point. If a healer couldn’t numb the pain somehow, I feared I would have to slow my pace for the next few weeks. 
 
    Lovely. Yet more time to ponder my future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    I was not able to convince the fort commanders to escort me to Tawahori. They used Unburdened to inform their Kikokumo commanders of my presence. Word reached the emperor. He insisted on meeting with me as soon as possible, so we had to change our plans. I did get them to send a message to the Tawahori guild house for me. I wanted to say more to Master Miyake than to expect me or Mercer to meet him in the near future, but organizing men in foreign soil without the emperor’s permission might complicate matters with him. 
 
    From the fort we began a four hundred and fifty mile journey to the capital island. Depending on the weather, such a journey would take three or four days by ship, but whether we liked it or not, the griffin squads insisted on flying us there. Like it we did. By switching griffins available on naval ships and island bases, we could reach Kikokumo many hours less than a full day. With Wregor kingclaws providing the wings, the lionhearted Jegeru riders and their resilient steeds were finally able to gain a rest from their foreign encumbrances. 
 
    All of us benefitted from a few hours of nocturnal rest halfway into the migration. We touched down not on a ship, but on a large wooden platform hundreds of feet long and wide. As this platform acted as an outpost for griffin riders and not as a sailing vessel, no mast or sail obstructed the sky above it. After eating the finest fish they had on hand, we went to sleep in the cleanest, least stinking quarters available below deck. 
 
    Lying on a bed made me more aware than ever before just how sore my muscles had become. One would think sitting on a flying griffin would not be so tiring for the passenger, but all those minor unconscious and conscious adjustments to remain erect added up. My weary body quickly overcame my mind’s wariness on being inside a fortress floating on a foreign sea. 
 
    Gerard had to shake me awake to get me to leave my bed. I would have disowned the knight for ruining my rest if I didn’t remember we had all agreed to leave at dawn. A light breakfast later and we climbed the air again. 
 
    We swapped griffins on a regular warship a few hours into the latter half of our journey. From here on I saw dozens of ships sailing the seas. From what I understood, the ancient city of Kikokumo had been constructed on Daidu-Lu, the largest island in the Wregor Sea, but much of its lithic landscape was not suitable for farming. So while Daidu-Lu had the room to easily accommodate its half million populace, feeding them was another challenge entirely. I imagined most of the vessels transported copious amounts of food to the island. 
 
    Thanks to exquisite paintings, I already had a rough idea of what I would see before the island herself breached the horizon. As expected, fishing villages, seaports, and the occasional fortress dotted the shoreline. These little settlements combined to make up the majority of the island population. What separated Daidu-Lu from being an ordinary example of geography were the plateaus that rose all throughout the land mass. It was on these where much of the nobility lived. 
 
    Kikokumo herself rested on a broad plateau hugging the northwestern shoreline. Being a capital city, it of course occupied one of the higher elevated plateaus the island had to offer. It thus did not need a large wall to defend it when it already had steep slopes and a powerful naval force doing more than an adequate job of it. As the nobility likely had abundant provisions stored beneath the surface, even a successful naval blockade would take years to take effect. Short of a massive aerial force, Kikokumo ranked among the most defensible cities in Orda. 
 
    Unlike its wooden cities on the mainland, Wregor’s capital incorporated quite a bit of white and golden stone in its stout architecture style. Rounded corners and domes seemed to be a popular choice here. Adding modern Wregor flair to buildings designed well before the empire existed, some structures featured reddish slivers of wood outlining their stone frames. A number of manors lined the very brink of the plateau, challenging its stability for a stunning view of the island and sea. A grand city worthy of its far-reaching fame. 
 
    The largest buildings constructed of wood were six pagoda towers encircling what artistic renderings showed to be the emperor’s starfish-shaped palace. The eight-tiered towers were connected to one another by a thirty-foot wall, the longest and tallest partition anywhere on the island. Between the towers and the palace’s arms, lush green gardens grew in soil that had to have been imported from somewhere else. Each arm of the building ended with a white dome fifty feet across, while its central body was capped with a golden dome some two hundred feet in diameter. 
 
    The griffins headed to the open ground in front of the wall linking the two southernmost towers, which held the main entrance to the palace. Once our identities were made known, a messenger on a horse galloped through the gate to inform her emperor of our arrival. Griffins were evidently not allowed to fly over the palace grounds, so we dismounted the beasts to walk the rest of the way. I welcomed the chance to stretch my legs. 
 
    Branching trails led to the palace’s two lower arms, but we followed a smooth, paved pathway that led straight to the central dome. The southern garden we promenaded across sustained plant life no taller than a child, presumably to make it more difficult for anyone to sneak across the most accessible area of the palace. While not in full bloom, the purple and orange flowers still boasting their petals were rather lovely. 
 
    My group was directed to wait under the roof of a large open-air sitting area jutting out the front of the palace entrance. For reasons different from the soldiers, the nobles frequenting the area ogled the outsiders treading into a city so sheltered from the world. It would not surprise me to learn that none of them had ever visited the worlds at sea level. With the soldiers staying guard around my group, no noble had a chance to do more than murmur to each other about us. I snubbed their gawking by laying myself down on a marble bench. 
 
    A few minutes after lying limp and enjoying the breeze, we were told that the emperor was ready to speak with us. I expected for them to ignore my request and place a limit on how many of my companions could go with me, but their imperial ruler apparently ordered no restrictions to that effect. Therefore, with Wregor soldiers clearing the way for us, we entered the central body of the palace. 
 
    Sprouting from the pristine marble flooring, dozens of columns propped up the lowest section of the ceiling circling the inner wall. A soldier stood guard by almost every column. Most of the rooftop comprised of the arresting dome itself, which sported a mix of silver and teal colors on its coffered underside. A round pool of water lied below the dome’s oculus, helping to further reflect the sunshine coming through the aperture. As it was the middle of a clear afternoon, these rays alone did plenty to illume the chamber. 
 
    Five large, arched entryways marked the five halls that extended out in their starfish shape. The red and white drapes that hung over them were currently open. It was by these entrances that the nobility huddled in groups. In front of the northern entrance rose a tiered plateau of ten marble steps. Contrasting from the brighter colors present everywhere else, a tall throne of near black stone stood upon the raised floor. Except for the gold trim and a red cushion, it did not appear to have any ornate design engraved on it. 
 
    Sitting on the throne was an unassuming man in red and gold. A balding forehead and a small pointed beard of graying black were his most defining features. His otherwise medium build and, in my eyes, unremarkable face could have him effortlessly blend into any crowd. Going purely by aesthetic, he could have passed for a well-to-do merchant or a… well, not much else. Nevertheless, his bearing was unquestionably of royal austerity, though that too was almost betrayed by a calm, benign face. 
 
    Much less unassuming than the emperor were two heavily armored soldiers and two nine foot tall minotaurs standing at attention on either side of the plateau of steps. A hand from one of the soldiers motioned for us to stop when we came within twenty feet of their emperor. I curtsied after the messenger introduced me to her emperor, Hynjun Ashina. 
 
    The emperor, using an evenhanded tone, said, “Welcome to my domicile, Princess Astor. I hope my men and their griffins made your journey more pleasant than distressing.” 
 
    “Your Imperial Majesty’s warriors and steeds have indeed used their masterful skills to make our journey an agreeable one.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear, but I imagine no agreeable griffin could match the grandeur of a dragon. I understand you’ve been separated from the dragon knight.” 
 
    “Yes, back in Uratama. We hope he will reach Tawahori soon.” 
 
    “In the Warriors Guild, yes? They gave you my invitation, I believe.” 
 
    “They did. However, as much as we desired to meet with you and secure any kind of assistance, we were regrettably pressed for time. We gained a lead, so we followed it. As it turned out, no amount of speed on our side could have stopped the Advent. The cultists and giants have attacked at least two major cities, the capital being one of them. I fear thousands are already dead.” 
 
    “My people in Jegeru have relayed similar sentiments as well. For the past six months they’ve been sending me increasingly alarming intelligence regarding my neighbor, including reports of King Tokkosho becoming ever more isolated from the nobility and a number of his generals. Jegeru’s internal turmoil has always carried the potential to escalate into an external one, so my forefathers and I prepared for such outcomes. I’m afraid none of us prepared for giants of legend. You’ve seen them?” 
 
    “Fought them, my lord. The dragon knight even killed a young one, though it came at a cost. We don’t know how many the Advent were able to revive from their slumber under the Vyalts, but rest assured they will each need a small army to overcome. Not to mention those they inspire to fight for them, whether from loyalty or fear.” 
 
    “You want my armies.” 
 
    “They will need to be the central force. Your proximity to the threat, your resources, your manpower and naval forces, they will be necessary to contain and eliminate the Advent’s influence. Of course, you can also appeal for aid from across Efios and Orda. I implore you to do so, for the Advent will not be content in merely occupying Jegeru. They are a threat to us all. Once they regain their power by absorbing life itself, they will seek to transform the rest of humanity into their image of strength. 
 
    “As nettlesome it may be to invite foreign armies into your domain, relying solely on your own people will surely invite disaster. To be sure, I don’t recommend striking at the Advent until we know how much support we have from other kingdoms, however they choose to express it. I myself will add my shield when the time comes. I do not enjoy the idea of waiting weeks to consolidate more allies, but we’ve no choice if we want to ensure victory without needless sacrifice. For now, my lord, it’s best to defend your borders and assist any refugees who seek asylum on your lands.” 
 
    “I admire your willingness to fight, Princess Astor. Some valkrean seemed to have forgotten why eidolons once forged pacts with our ancestors. That said, it would be reckless of me to allow the sister of a queen to perish so far from home. If, however, the Alslana dragon knight appears, then I will be more inclined to confer more responsibility over your life to him. How certain are you that he lives? No griffin could outfly a dragon. Should he not have caught up to you by now?” 
 
    “He has not yet mastered his prana, my lord. Depending on the challenges he faces from the Advent, it could yet be days or weeks before he arrives in Tawahori.” 
 
    “I see. Regardless, until we are informed otherwise, I must act as though the worst has happened.” 
 
    “I understand. I would do the same in your stead.” 
 
    “Then you will also understand that your advice, while valuable, will need to be discussed among my council as we collect more information. I would also like for you to consult my advisors on how to best fight these giants when I convene them tomorrow morning. For the time being, I invite you and your companions to stay in the palace and take the opportunity to rest. My servants are at your disposal. Is there anything else you would like to discuss?” 
 
    “Nothing that can’t wait until after my companions receive their well-deserved rest.” 
 
    “As you wish. Please follow my men to your quarters. Unless notified otherwise, please restrict any roaming to the guest wing and the throne hall.” 
 
    I bowed, as did he. 
 
    The emperor’s men guided us to the southwestern arm of the palace. His messenger came along as well, who described the palace’s layout and the decorum around Wregor nobles. They offered each of us our own room near the end of the wing. My room, while not large, provided a wonderful view of a garden and tower from its two small windows. 
 
    After the soldiers left us, Gerard and Clarissa came into my room straight away. 
 
    Almost whispering, Clarissa asked, “So, do I have to ask the obvious question?” 
 
    “The answer doesn’t seem so obvious,” said Gerard. “What do you think, Odet?” 
 
    I looked out the window. “I think the Advent would not have ignored Wregor. Does that mean the emperor is compromised?” I stared back at my friends and shrugged. “It’s possible. It’s also possible he is and does not know it. There are too many possibilities to settle on one. I do know he could have ordered our imprisonment when we were under the mercy of his soldiers back at the border.” 
 
    “We may essentially be imprisoned now.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Gods, what do we do if we are trapped here?” asked Clarissa. “Can we escape on the griffins?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” I said. “Palace guards will surround us the instant someone sees or senses an unsupervised summoning. Sneaking out on foot will also be impossible with every exit being watched. But let’s not assume we need to escape just yet. For the time being, we need to keep in mind that the emperor has not been openly antagonistic. The fact that he has not attempted to cage or kill us away from the eyes of his people says that it’s unlikely he’ll order our assassinations in the heart of his empire.” 
 
    “Still,” said Gerard, “it might not be the emperor who we need to worry about. It could be someone from his council. It could be a random guardsman.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, the vampire said, “Great, I feel a lot better. I hope Mercer comes soon. He won’t allow the emperor to keep us cooped up in here. Do you think we can at least train?” 
 
    “I think it’s best to stick with our least aggressive training techniques for now,” I said. “In any case, it’s best to conserve our energy in a place where we may have to fight off an Advent assassin, the emperor himself, or if one of us decides to join the Advent.” 
 
    “Are you trying to be funny? Because you failed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what I was trying to be, honestly. Come, let’s invite the riders to the baths before other guests crowd them in the evening.” 
 
    I would have preferred to take a nap first, but the idea of soiling my guest bed seemed rude, so to the baths we went. The baths happened to be under the dome of the guest wing. Unlike those in the Diamond Palace, the baths here consisted of many smaller pools clustered near one another rather than two or three larger ones. They could still fit four or five people at a time, but I was disappointed that I could not swim in them. 
 
    Despite this not being the prime hour for bathing, there were still several nobles enjoying the waters warmed by servants and fire from the floor below. It was a couple of attendants that took our clothes to be washed, and who instructed us on how and when to use the available oils and clays to their best effect. Adding to the cleansing atmosphere were two women plucking away at small, harp-like instruments. I would have to take a few of these ideas back home. 
 
    I noticed that Eu-Sook still refused to remove the black cloth over her nose and mouth while bathing in the steamy room. Through the course of our journey I learned why her mask was more than an accessory. She was usually careful not to have it flap in the wind, but sometimes it would loosen and briefly reveal red burn scars incurred from a battle or horrendous accident. Yawen’s white cloth only appeared to be worn out of solidarity for her commander, so hers came off during the wash. 
 
    In a similar vein, Clarissa, while known as a vampire, still hid her vampiric paleness by keeping most of her body below the surface, though she seemed to be having fun producing bubbles with her pulsing, pursed lips. We laughed freely for the first time in days when I too blew bubbles at her effervescent creations. The war of bubbles! If only every conflict could be so innocent. 
 
    While I could not swim in the little pools, sitting in the warm, snug embrace of the waters untied the knots in my brain, muscles, and nerves one by one. The mush my body was becoming wanted to float on the surface and abandon all thinking for a long time. Alas, two nobles in one of the surrounding pools were intrepid enough to speak with me and Clarissa using a passable form of the shared tongue. We talked about the enemy we were here to defeat, but we did not wish to dampen their spirits or our own too much in this den of relaxation, so we avoided clarifying the severity of the situation. 
 
    When an appropriate opening in the conversation presented itself, I excused myself and dried off. The others took that as their cue to do the same. My clothes would not be ready for another few hours, and since etiquette dictated that I not offend my host by insisting on wearing armor in his home, I accepted the garment the attendants helped me get into. 
 
    The gold and white one-piece dress of silk gently hugged my body from neck to knees. Like the pair of red satin flats wrapped around the sides and bottom of my feet, it was warm and breathable at the same time. Clarissa and the riders were given similar attire. In a less trying time I would have accepted the attendant’s offer to style my hair, but all I wanted was to rest in my room, so I declined and left my hair unrestrained. 
 
    An old servant outside the baths invited me to join the other palace guests for dinner when the time came. I told him my companions and I would be delighted to dine with the other guests. However, it irked me when the brazen messenger explained that the Jegeru riders had not been summoned to the same dinner. In the same way I would be wary of sharing a meal with Voreen soldiers, I understood why Wregor nobles would not feel comfortable socializing with Jegeru’s fighters. Still, it signified that my vouching for them meant little. 
 
    Anyway, a few minutes before I needed to head down for dinner, there was a knock on my door. Opening it revealed Gerard out of his armor and in a long-sleeved white shirt under a kind of thin, black jacket that used strings to tie each side together. A black skirt-like vestment ran down his legs. A little oil in his hair made it slick and shiny. We both must have looked like different people in these new clothes and unsullied skin. Kissing him now could bring a different type of thrill. However, his expression was severe. No kissing yet. 
 
    Closing the door, I asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Gerard pulled out a rolled-up piece of paper from under his sleeve. Handing it over, he said, “That was in my boot when my armor came back just now.” 
 
    I unfurled it. It read: Princess Astor, in the knight’s room there is a trapdoor under the bed. Please meet me there at midnight, alone. It is of utmost importance that we speak. 
 
    “No signature,” I said. 
 
    “Someone is worried about being caught.” 
 
    “Is there a trapdoor under your bed?” 
 
    “There’s a rug under the bed, but I lifted part of it to see what could be a trapdoor near the headboard. I’ll need a little help moving the bed so I don’t make a ruckus… You’re going to take them up on their invitation, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course. Ruse or not, it will help expose who our allies and enemies are in this place.” 
 
    “Maybe, but the ‘alone’ part concerns me. Why would an ally limit your protection? An enemy would flee if they saw you bring more than yourself, while an ally should only be annoyed. It doesn’t make sense for you to go alone.” 
 
    “I agree, but we all can’t go in your room. That would surely bring attention from the guards, and who knows what they’ve been told to keep an eye on. Only you and I will go down the trapdoor, but tell Clarissa and Ghevont to check your room after half an hour. If we haven’t surfaced by then, they should follow after us. Good enough?” 
 
    “It’ll have to do.” 
 
    So with the trapdoor in the back of our minds, Gerard, Ghevont and I went to the dinner hall near the entrance of the guest wing. Clarissa, not wishing to alienate herself around clueless strangers who might wonder why she was not eating, did not come with us. 
 
    For the next three hours we ate and conversed as best we could with thirty Wregor elite. Instead of serving a main dish to feed everyone, many smaller bowls of various foods had been laid out before us. One could fill their plate with smoked meats, steamed fish, boiled vegetables, hot noodles, white rice, soft rolls of bread, and a dozen more cuisines and their variations. To my surprise, the ambiance of the meal was quite informal, and it wasn’t as though most people gave the impression that they knew one another for all that long. It was simply expected that the lords here would unwind during a dinner. 
 
    Much of the conversation consisted of Ghevont trying to learn the Wregor tongue from our nearest neighbors. I believe there was some mocking going on based on the laughs evinced after Ghevont repeated several phrases they wanted him to say, but it sounded like good-natured ribbing overall. Once again, even if I desired to break the mood, the jovial nature of the room made it difficult to convince anyone that the Advent were anything more than a new cult using ancient stories to scare children. 
 
    Having another couple of hours before midnight struck, I shut my eyes for a while on the biggest, comfiest chair in my room. My eyes were closed so securely that Gerard had to pry them open with his voice and a tap on my shoulder when the time came to go across the hallway to his room. With prying eyes staring down the hall, we casually walked into the knight’s chamber. Did they know about the trapdoor? How many would know about it? 
 
    Like Gerard noted earlier, the stone frame of the bed was too heavy for him to move without dragging it and tearing the thin rug underneath, something that may draw attention from the guards. So I helped Gerard lift one part of the bed a little at a time to uncover the stone trapdoor surrounded by slightly lighter stone. Gerard had his sword drawn as I lifted the not so heavy trapdoor. No sound or sight came out from the five foot deep shaft. Holding a candle in his non-sword hand, Gerard stepped down into the shaft. I tagged along behind him a moment later. 
 
    A tunnel going north extended out from the shaft. It dropped a couple more feet after a few steps, giving us room to uncurl our backs. We stepped lightly and prudently for a minute. Then, some twenty yards up, a little light sparked to life. At first it seemed to be floating on its own, but as it came nearer, it became obvious that a woman in blue was holding a candle. Gerard and I took a few steps toward her, but we mostly let her do the work of closing the distance. 
 
    A short, pudgy woman in her late thirties or early forties crossed into our light. Poor woman bared a large mole under her left eye with a brown birthmark oozing around it. She did sport a beautiful head of lush black hair that almost reached her waist. Much of that hair was tied in an updo bun while the remaining strands hung in front of her as a pair of long braids. 
 
    Seeing that I was not alone, the woman stopped in her tracks and frowned. “Lady, I mean, Princess Astor. I hoped you would come alone. Are there others behind you?” 
 
    “No. I know bringing more would draw attention, but I also could not risk coming alone in a place that lacks my trust. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Um, yes, I suppose I do. Of course I do. I heard what you’ve gone through, which is why you might be the only person I can trust now.” 
 
    “And who are you?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “Oh, yes, forgive me. I am Princess Ikumi Ashina, youngest sister of the emperor. Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “The pleasure is ours,” I said. “I assume your brother does not know you’re meeting us in this manner.” 
 
    “No, no he does not. He is a good man, but I fear he will not do everything he can to fight the Hoic-Dro.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Because I’m one of the few people in the palace that know how far the Hoic-Dro’s influence has spread ever since they were first mentioned in our history texts. I’ve always enjoyed reading about history rather than participating in it, and now that I’ve learned the Hoic-Dro are involved in Jegeru, I’ve been able to connect them with more recent events.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “For one, my brother has been secretly sending coin to at least one organization in Jegeru for the past few years, no doubt in an attempt to undermine the kingdom from within. Now I believe he indirectly helped fund the old cult. I swear it was not on purpose. To him it was simply a group of prominent merchants who could compromise Jegeru’s trade deals. I wouldn’t be surprised if he feels guilty about abetting them.” 
 
    “Guilt should be no reason for him not to help now.” 
 
    “I’m certain he’d agree, but it’s what happened nine months ago that will make him hesitate to aid you or Jegeru. You see, every year or two my family seeks a retreat in one of our out-of-the-way manors by the sea. They’re wonderful. They’re one of the few times we come together and act like a regular family. However, our last retreat turned into a terrible affair for many of us. As well as a dozen servants and guardsmen, several members of my family fell ill with the desiccation disease. The emperor was not infected, but both his sons were. The empress, her eldest brother, and my sister and her youngest daughter were also stricken by it.” 
 
    “What’s the desiccation disease?” 
 
    “It’s an uncommon sickness that’s normally only seen in the southern desert lands of the Chiszir people. It’s a terrible way to die. Your body will just keep losing water until your very organs turn to dust. You can keep an afflicted person alive by giving them a near constant supply of water, but that becomes less and less effective after a few months. The victims are also said to become contagious near the end. We didn’t believe there to be a cure, not until one of our emissaries brought word that a Chiszir healer knew how to inhibit the disease using an edible paste of their creation.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t completely eradicate it.” 
 
    “Precisely. You see where I’m going with this, yes? There was a deal made between the healer’s clan and the emperor. As long as the healer used his knowledge and paste to keep the disease at bay, the empire would not make any moves against his tribe. It’s only after I heard that you and the dragon knight were coming to investigate the Hoic-Dro did I begin to question their connections to us.” 
 
    “And so you’ve come to believe this healer is actually with the Advent?” 
 
    “I do. We’ve tried finding another way to abolish the disease, but nothing works as well as the Chiszir’s paste. He says it comes from a special plant his tribe grows, but our inquiries suggest that neighboring tribes have no awareness of this plant. Maybe it’s a closely guarded secret so that other tribes don’t steal their crop, or maybe it’s a way for the Hoic-Dro to hold sway over the emperor. I find it suspicious that my family in an isolated manor fell ill to this rare sickness in the first place. That’s not something the Chiszir can manage.” 
 
    “But it is something the Advent have done more than once,” said Gerard. 
 
    “And they’ve had centuries of practice. Until recently, the Hoic-Dro were thought of as nothing more than uninspired troublemakers, causing chaos for the sake of chaos all those years ago. But in the time they were active, I believe the true masterminds behind the cult were refining their methods to their madness. Now they’ve been using these perfected techniques to accomplish all the horror they’ve been spreading.” 
 
    “Is the Chiszir healer here?” I asked. 
 
    “No. His tribe keeps him deep in his own homeland. We have to request his aid and meet at their border when someone requires the paste. Only last month Satiko needed more of the medicine when she started showing symptoms again.” The candle and the flame it held quivered in her hand. “I was so thankful that we found someone to help my family. Now I’m almost certain they’ll die if my brother goes against them…” She stifled a sniffle. “I’m sorry. I’m here to say that I know my brother will help you if he was confident that doing so would not harm his family.” 
 
    “So, as far as you know,” began Gerard, “your brother has never had any direct contact with the Advent?” 
 
    She shook her head. “However, I don’t pretend to be aware of all of his affairs. Perhaps the cult has been more forthright with him than he’s been with me. My brother has never been a warm man, but he’s never acted as actively cold as he’s been since the disease struck. I don’t believe him to be in league with the Hoic-Dro, but he’s conflicted and increasingly desperate. He may be hoping for something to happen that makes his next decision clearer. I’m even thinking it’s no coincidence that he put you in one of the two rooms in this wing with a trapdoor. Whatever we do next, it must help make up my brother’s mind in your favor.” 
 
    “Why is there a trapdoor under my bed? Are there more?” 
 
    “Oh, this hall was once the royal quarters. Secret passages had been built in case of attack. Most were filled in when they were changed to guest quarters, but a pair had been left clear. Outside of our most trusted protectors, only my immediate family are aware of their continued existence. I can’t eliminate the possibility that the Hoic-Dro have someone watching over palace activity, maybe the very same person who spread the disease. I sent you to the only place I can feel safe from meddling eyes.” 
 
    “Fine thinking, Princess Ashina,” I said. “I’m glad someone else in Orda is not underestimating the Advent’s penchant for infiltration. Now, do you have any idea how we can make your brother’s mind less troubled?” 
 
    “Short of curing my family of the desiccation, I’m afraid I don’t have any other idea to move forward with.” 
 
    Gerard turned to look at me, an eyebrow raised. “Do you think we should give Ghevont and his nismerdon crystal a chance to heal them?” 
 
    I nodded. To Ikumi, I said, “If there’s any hope that the Advent’s hold over your family can be broken, then our scholar carries that hope. His staff bears a unique power only the Advent are privy to. His own mind bears much knowledge and his hands wield experience, so it’s possible he can finish the job the Chiszir healer will not or cannot do.” 
 
    Ikumi’s eyes enlarged. “Really?! Even if the disease has nothing to do with the Advent, it would be a grand gesture of goodwill to my family. My brother would have no choice but to do everything he can to express his gratitude to you.” 
 
    “I pray that be the case, but how to go about testing the viability of this goal? We can’t very well be too open about our intentions, especially if the situation does not work out in our favor.” 
 
    “First, we’ll need to find out how feasible curing the disease will be,” said Gerard. “Let’s talk to the scholar. We’ll see what he suggests.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, do that,” said Ikumi. “I have to go before somebody notices I’m gone. Please meet me back here tomorrow night, same time. I’ll try thinking of anything more I may have missed. Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Princess Ashina,” I said. “Now we have a better idea of where we stand.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Ghevont, as usual, said a lot to say something that could be explained succinctly. I normally found his long-winded elucidations to be as sedating as the swells of an ocean crashing on to the shore, but when those same elucidations cut into my impatient moods, they felt like I was hearing the crashing swells of the ocean while I drowned beneath them. Essentially, he said he needed to read up on the disease before he actually saw someone stricken with it. We thus used our next trapdoor meeting to ask Princess Ashina for the appropriate literature. 
 
    In the meantime, I met with the emperor’s council to discuss what I had seen and what I recommended. Many were military strategists and former soldiers, so they seemed eager to take my advice and expressed their desire to test their mettle against the nismerdon while they were still at their most vulnerable. The two minotaurs summoned for the consultation also conveyed the same sentiment in grunts and a few sonorous words. Nevertheless, they had yet to receive any orders regarding taking an offensive against a ravaged Jegeru. 
 
    Since they managed to look less hostile in their former attire, Clarissa and Ghevont were able to change back into their clothes when the servants returned them good as new. I also put on my clothes and light armor, but to keep myself from appearing ungrateful, I requested a looser fitting Wregor dress to wear over everything. No practical robe could hide his heavyset armor, so Gerard submitted to wearing his lent clothing in place of his conspicuous coverings. 
 
    It took Ghevont two days to review the handful of books Ikumi provided. There were more she could have brought, but then Ghevont would need a few months to understand the Wregor language. With the knight staying above ground, the scholar came down the trapdoor with me soon after he finished reading what he needed to learn. 
 
    “Princess Ashina, this is Ghevont Rathmore.” 
 
    “A pleasure, master scholar. Please tell me what you’ve found, what you need.” 
 
    “I need one inflicted with the desiccation disease to study… and possibly cast a spell or two on. Nothing major at first. Some blood may be drawn. Nothing major. A bit of skin samples. Noth-” 
 
    “Why do you need the samples?” I asked. 
 
    “It will be easier to determine whether the afflicted have desiccation spores rooted throughout their bodies or are merely being confined in the lungs. If I can extract the spores, then those who only have them restricted to a single area will take less prana and effort to accomplish the feat. I preferably wish to examine someone who has not been treated too recently. Or who has suffered the worst of the affliction’s symptoms. Anyone come to mind?” 
 
    “Someone we can trust,” I added. 
 
    “Well, okay, let me think…” Ikumi put her back to the wall, chewed on her thumb’s nail, and looked at her feet. Two moments later, she said, “Yutaka. Yutaka will help.” 
 
    “The emperor’s son, correct? The youngest?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s only fourteen, but he trains hard to emulate his older brother and father. He used to be brash and hardheaded, as many young men are, but ever since succumbing to the affliction, he’s become shier and curt. He would leap at the chance to be rid of his disease. He’s also usually around the palace somewhere, meaning he can be available at any time.” 
 
    “So you can convince him to keep quiet while Ghevont makes his assessment?” 
 
    “He should pose no problems. It’s separating him from his guards and healers that will require some kind of arrangement.” 
 
    “Right… Well, let’s see… You say he likes to train, yes? Does he still do so?” 
 
    “Not as often nor as energetically, but yes.” 
 
    “Then, as a fellow royal valkrean, I can impart ‘secret’ training wisdom only he and I should be privy to. That will get us alone, and any prana aberrations can be taken as part of the training. Will your orders be sufficient to keep his father from intruding?” 
 
    “I can’t say with absolute certainty someone won’t mention something to him. However, my brother wants his son to train, and if he hears that the young prince is training hard again, then I suspect he’ll allow it. I say your plan works, and better yet, we can use this excuse repeatedly. We can use the sparring room below the war wing for privacy. Tomorrow I’ll bring him to you and we can begin. Please, master scholar, do your utmost to help us.” 
 
    “Oh, I will. Most diseases I study are in books or long forgotten corpses. This is a marvelous opportunity to study an infected person before they-” 
 
    I cleared my throat roughly enough to stop an elephant from trumpeting. “What the good scholar means, Princess Ashina, is that men of his ilk can’t help but become captivated at the idea of finding ways to help and heal people. Isn’t that right, Ghevont?” 
 
    “Ah, quite right. You and Mercer have always been good at clearing up my explications.” 
 
    “Right, Master Eberwolf,” said Ikumi. “Any word concerning his whereabouts?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not,” I said. “And the longer he remains absent, the clearer your brother’s choices become. The sooner Ghevont works his magic, the better.” 
 
    That “sooner” happened shortly after the lunch hour the next day. A soldier came to my room to inform me that the sister-princess requested my presence in the war wing’s sparring room. Gerard and Ghevont joined me as the soldier escorted us to the proper chamber. Clarissa’s idea to pass the time, conserve her blood reserves, and stay vigilant at night was to sleep during the day, so I let her be. Our guide took us down a spiraling staircase that led to an expansive room filled with mock weapons, archery targets, and people made of packed straw. 
 
    Waiting for us was Ikumi, Yutaka, and two of the boy’s attendants. The youth, dressed not too dissimilar from Gerard, had a body between strapping and rotund. If Ikumi’s account was to be believed, then not only had the young man reduced his training, he likely added some water weight recently due to his fear of succumbing to the disease again. The added size made him resemble the paintings of his late grandfather more than his own father. Besides the permanent little glower around his gray eyes, he looked like a sweet boy. 
 
    The prince’s retainers included a lithe, tall man wearing red and gold armor consisting of both plate and cloth. A red cape seemed to flow out from his helmet, which covered everything but his eyes and mouth. He must have been ambidextrous, for both hips supported a scabbard that each held two thick, curved blades. Yukata’s second attendant was a strict looking woman in a yellow dress. She wielded a reedy staff, though she was not yet at the age where she used it as a walking stick. Three talons at the top of the staff clutched a sky blue crystal. 
 
    To reinforce the notion that only royal valkrean were permitted to witness the training technique I was about to show him, I sent away Gerard. Ghevont’s excuse to stay was saying that he already knew what the secret technique entailed and could assist us in managing our prana. Seeing my protector leaving, Yukata ordered his retainers to leave him, including Ikumi. Two of the three palace residents looked none too pleased about the order, but they followed Gerard up the stairway. I closed the door behind them. 
 
    To Yukata, I said, “Ikumi told you everything?” 
 
    “She did. Er, at least I think she did. Your scholar is supposed to examine me, right? Look to see if he can get the desiccation out of me?” 
 
    “Correct. If we can help you, then we may be able to help the rest of those affected.” 
 
    “Okay, s-sounds good to me. Will it, uh, hurt or anything? Cause I can take pain.” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, it won’t be anything a royal valkrean can’t handle. Isn’t that right, Ghevont?” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t know. How much pain can a royal valkrean handle over a regular human? Will you allow me to create a test?” 
 
    “Ugh, never mind. What does Prince Ashina have to do first?” 
 
    “Ah, I need him to disrobe and lay on a table.” 
 
    “Uh, disrobe?” asked a bashful Yukata. 
 
    “Yes, the fewer layers between me and the spores, the easier it will be to determine their location and their tenacity.” 
 
    Seeing the problem Ghevont did not, I said, “You may of course keep something wrapped around your waist.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said a comforted Yukata. 
 
    A few moments later and the prince was lying on a table with a clean sheet of linen draped over his waist. Not wishing for the prince to feel too self-conscious about a woman staring at him, I sat near the staircase and watched from afar. All I could really see were Ghevont’s general movements as he inspected the boy’s body segment by segment. Sometimes he cast a minor elemental spell and waved the staff over his patient. Yukata, for the most part, lied still and only spoke when Ghevont requested an answer. 
 
    Almost two hours into his examination, I went up to them and said, “We can’t be here too much longer without someone checking in. How’s it looking?” 
 
    “For me or for the prince?” 
 
    “The prince.” 
 
    “Well, the nismerdon crystal is certainly augmenting my spells to the point I can detect foreign bodies within the prince. I’ve so far concluded that the desiccation spores have indeed spread throughout much of his body, but I believe I can use a spell to lure them into his lungs. From there I should be able to lead them up his airway and expel them into a flame that should incinerate all trace.” 
 
    “That’s amazing news, Ghevont! How long will such a procedure take?” 
 
    “Hours. Three or four, maybe five. Maybe six. It will depend on several fickle variables, known and unknown.” 
 
    “And will the procedure be dangerous?” 
 
    “Only if I rush it, though I imagine manipulating the boy’s blood and prana will feel quite odd to the young prince.” 
 
    “It already feels odd,” said Yukata. 
 
    Ghevont chuckled. “Mere prodding at the experimentation level. Brace yourself for quickening heart palpitations, fluctuations in temperature, bouts of lightheadedness and nausea, an-” 
 
    “That’s enough, Ghevont. Can’t you place a sleeping spell on him during the procedure?” 
 
    “My sleeping spell is not very powerful, and considering how much I plan to manipulate the young man’s prana and blood, even a stronger sleeping spell will be speedily eroded away. It won’t be worth the extra energy. In addition, expelling the spores and detecting discomfort will be easier if the patient is awake.” 
 
    “Very well.” To the prince, I said, “The procedure will have its own maladies, but I promise you my scholar will not endanger you. Do you wish for him to go ahead with the procedure tomorrow?” 
 
    Looking away from the ceiling to gaze at me, he answered, “I’ll take all the maladies if it means I never have to worry about the desiccation ever again.” 
 
    “You’re a brave young man.” 
 
    “I’m old enough to know when someone is patronizing me.” 
 
    Patting his hand, I said, “I assure you, my lord, it was more obligatory than patronizing.” 
 
    He smirked and looked up at the ceiling again. “Can’t we start the procedure now and get it over with?” 
 
    “I feel the same way. Alas, patience is needed. Your attendants will soon wonder what we’re doing and force their way down here. Get dressed and preserve your strength. Remember to keep this secret. We don’t know whether your father will approve of the procedure, but it’s important we try.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand, Princess Astor. This won’t be the first secret I keep from my family. Like when I blamed my little sister for the time I freed her pet fox and it tore up some of my mother’s clothes.” 
 
    “Er, yes, this is like that. Now get dressed, my lord. We’ll see each other again tomorrow.” 
 
    In a few minutes the young lord put his clothes on and we went our separate ways. Ghevont spent the rest of his day planning every phase of the operation while the rest of us went about as normal. 
 
    I liked to visit the pagoda temples at my leisure. Contrasting from my side of the world, temple services did not take place twice a day for three days of the week, but once an evening for six days of the week. Each day would focus on a single god and their teachings, with each temple dedicated to a specific deity. The lower half of a pagoda temple resembled intimate theater stages with three tiers of balcony seats. The upper half functioned as a home and workplace for the priests and priestesses. With the sermons sounding alien to my ears, I went in and prayed on my own time. 
 
    On this day Gerard and I visited the temple of Ylsuna as everyone else listened to an oration in the Dethorm temple, the stone god and champion to the minotaurs. Behind the small altars of these temples were human representations of the gods. I was fairly certain there existed a vague passage about the gods not wanting such imageries, but some cultures believed any flattering imagery was excused from their ire. Indeed, hanging in the Diamond Palace were several masterful paintings of the gods masquerading as humans. The ones here were fifty to sixty foot tall statues made of pure-colored stones. 
 
    Like her fellow gods, Ylsuna was at least characterized beautifully. Her unrestrained hair wrapped around her naked body, acting as her only shroud for her most feminine areas. One of the goddess’ arms reached for the closed off sky she looked up at, her palm ready to push her celestial exemplification upward. I wanted to break the roof and get it for her. 
 
    Seeing no one around to direct us, I took it upon myself to sit by a low bench near the statue’s pedestal. Here I expended some time going through my prayers. Including it with the usual requests, I asked Enir to grant extra luck to Ghevont during his procedure. Not putting it past the Advent to attack us in a temple, I watched over Gerard as he privately prayed for what was important to him. 
 
    A few moments into his supplication, soft footsteps came down the wooden staircase. I looked up to see a young woman with short black hair, a light blue skirt, and a silver cloak moving their legs at a swift walking speed. When her feet became visible, I noticed that her steps were so light due to her wearing nothing but thick white socks over her feet. They looked as though one could slip on them even if they happened to be sitting down. 
 
    She said something in the Wregor tongue, but at the bottom of the stairs she discerned that we were not citizens of her country. She gasped and said, “Oh!” at the same time. “Excuse me,” she continued, bowing. “You must be the emperor’s guests. Forgive me, I-I did not mean to presume that you understood me.” 
 
    “It’s all right, really,” I said. “You are a priestess of Ylsuna?” 
 
    “Yes, madam.” 
 
    “You speak with royal blood, miss,” corrected Gerard. 
 
    “Royal blood? Then you are the princess herself? Ah! Forgive me again, ma-madam. I mean Highness! Your Highness!” 
 
    I motioned for the priestess to have a seat in one of the front row pews. “Again, you’re quite forgiven. What’s your name?” 
 
    Taking the seat and a breath, she answered, “Taruko Inoue, Your Highness. I’m sorry you found this place unattended. We do not normally expect to see worshipers during the sermon of another god. Did you need anything?” 
 
    “No. We were only here to pray for the gods’ favor, though I suppose asking for a priestess to pray for us would not hurt us any.” 
 
    “No, of course not. I will gladly beseech them as well, but if anyone’s voice will ring loudly to the gods, it’s the Crystal Princess of Alslana.” 
 
    “The destiny of my bloodline may be on a grander scale, but as I’m certain you’ve learned, we must never presume to know which voice the gods find most pleasing. Unless you are earnestly doubting your calling as a priestess, then do not forget you are here to guide peasant, princess, and emperor alike. I loathe those who insist on being subservient in the very professions they dedicate their lives to. Does Ylsuna have a tentative devotee here?” 
 
    Lifting her shoulders, Taruko said, “No, Your Grace. It was Ylsuna’s teachings that have guided me through life. All the gods have their worthy lessons, but it was Ylsuna that taught me not to fear the darkness. That no amount of smoke, storms, or monsters could touch the moon and starlight she placed well out of reach of such troubles. While the other gods always use natural cataclysms to display their power, Ylsuna merely nudges the tides, and no light is as delicate as the ones she hangs at nightfall.” 
 
    I smiled. “Ah, I’m glad to hear a faithful priestess of Ylsuna resides under her roof. You speak the shared tongue well. Even the emperor is not as smooth.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness. It’s likely due to how recently I learned it. The older priests and priestesses lose their smoothness with each passing year, and the emperor does not encourage its use in his empire, so it’s not often we use it.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    After a moment of inelegant silence, Taruko rubbed her feet together. “Excuse me, princess, I would be remiss not to ask, but may I see your eidolon’s shield? You can cast it, right?” 
 
    “Indeed I can. It’s no trouble for me to cast it for you.” 
 
    I outstretched my arm and cast the familiar and reassuring ward spell in front of me. I bent in places to bounce around the firelight surrounding us. It practically sparkled aloud. 
 
    “Marvelous, Your Highness. How pure is your prana?” 
 
    I dispelled the shield. “Not pure enough, I fear. I’ve been training against dragon fire, but with the dragon knight currently absent and my quarters unsuitable as a training room, I’ve been forced to take less impactful training measures.” 
 
    “I see. Still no word of the dragon knight, then?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Any day now, I hope.” 
 
    “Of course. Have you spoken with one of our seers? Perhaps they can sense him in your near future.” 
 
    “Um, no. No one has extended an offer before now.” 
 
    “Oh, well, allow me to extend one. Unless specified by the emperor, any palace guest can seek a vision from one of our seers.” 
 
    “I’ll accept you offer. Where do they dwell?” 
 
    “We house a seer under every palace temple. Unfortunately, I know the seer for Ylsuna is unable to see anyone tonight. They keep a schedule so they do not overstrain themselves. The seer at Enir’s temple should be the most rested, and with nearly everyone at the sermon, he should be free now.” 
 
    I stood up. “Then I shall go see if he’s inclined to speak with me. I believe Enir’s temple is just north of this one, correct? Is it all right if we use the walkway on top of the wall to avoid crossing through the gardens and palace?” 
 
    Putting her weight on those slippery socks, she replied, “Of course. Please, follow me.” 
 
    So we did. She led us up the stairs and to a door that squeaked opened to the outside. Naturally, guardsmen patrolled the wall, but the priestess’ company allowed us to pass uninterrupted to the other side. She found a timeworn Enir priest to escort us the rest of the way. He led us down the stairs and to a door near the sermon’s vacant platform. Opening the door revealed a stone staircase swirling downward. The shuffling old man we trailed almost tripped once or twice, but without slick socks on his bare feet, it was his age that explained the stumbles. Since he insisted on staying in front of us, it made our progress a slow one. 
 
    As was the case for any accomplished seer, they needed to be away from crowds to feel comfortable, meaning we had to descend over fifty feet into the plateau to reach a large chamber lit by bright candles and a few light runes on the walls and ceiling. Bookshelves filled with the appropriate supplies circled a thick rock column in the room’s center. Other materials were kept within depressions in the walls themselves. 
 
    Three thinner supports had tables and chairs surrounding them, one group of which four people sat at, one being a young boy. They did not look up from their reading or writing tasks when we entered. However, two of the three dogs in the chamber reacted to the newcomers by running up to our legs to sniff them. They looked similar to brown bear cubs, if fluffier and less skittish around people. While older than pups, they were not yet full-grown like the heftier example contentedly lounging in a corner. I would have picked one up to cuddle, but they excitedly scampered off after getting a whiff of me and Gerard. 
 
    Sitting in meditation poses on a triangular red rug were two men bundled in aqua-colored robes. The younger, middle-aged one opened his eyes and turned to see us walking toward him. More boisterously than I would have predicted in this sedated space, the former meditator spoke with the priest in the Wregor tongue. A bit of a back and forth ensued until we stepped in front of the fluffy rug, then he went back to meditating with his eyes closed. The old priest went to sit by one of the tables. 
 
    Opening his pair of eyes, the older, portlier meditator inspected us and scratched the wrinkled skin under his short, graying beard. “Hurry, sit,” he said with a tone of grumpiness. 
 
    His compatriot chuckled. Keeping his eyes shut, he said, “Forgive Master Chong. He’s upset because I correctly foresaw your coming today. He foresaw-” 
 
    “Sush!” said Master Chong. “Those are our private matters! Now hush and learn.” He cleared his throat. “Now then, you two get yourselves comfortable. What is it you ask of me?” 
 
    Crossing my legs to agreeable angles, I replied, “What I want is to learn anything you can tell us about the dragon knight’s present, or near present, situation. Of course, any guidance you can provide will be welcome as well.” 
 
    “Hmm, not impossible if the providence of the gods is with him. Nonetheless, no simple endeavor.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you have anything that belongs to him? A weapon? A note written by his hand?” 
 
    “Nothing like th- Oh!” 
 
    I tugged on my necklace and pulled out the empty dragon crystal. As a reminder to persist in her training and of myself, I had handed my grandmother’s crystal to Beatrice before I left, so I only had Mercer’s crystal around my neck to choose from. I gave the vlimphite stone to the seer. “This recently belonged to the dragon knight. It used to be filled with his dragon’s prana. Hold on, I have something else…” I lifted part of my dress to reach into one of my pockets. Out from that I picked out a dragon stone. “And this is what he uses to summon dragon fire.” 
 
    “Ah, these will do very well.” He wore the crystal around his neck and handed the stone to his apprentice. “Now let us meditate. All of us shall clear our minds and only ponder over your dragon knight friend. If you are more concerned over your own futures, then my visions will become cluttered by them. It may take some time, but we must be patient with the gods. They are busy folk who cannot always lend us their sight. Are you ready?” 
 
    I glanced at Gerard, who nodded. “Yes we are.” 
 
    “Then let us begin.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and opened my memories of Mercer. 
 
    After several minutes flipping through ethereal pages, I gradually realized how often he was involved with my most ill-fated memories. He was present during the Qutrios festival attack, Lady Vealora’s treachery, my mother’s murder, and the attempted kidnapping of Elisa. Not to mention the time his corrupted hand stabbed me. I obviously recognized he helped infinitely more than hindered, but to him it might seem as though he brought me nothing but misery. I hoped he dismissed any such thoughts as absurd. Regardless, all I desired to do now was tell him that myself. 
 
    Gods, did Gerard hold any ill will toward Mercer for what his companionship ostensibly invited into my life? I think they were warming up to one another, but every so often I caught Gerard giving Mercer a penetrating gaze when he thought he could get away with it. Nothing overtly contentious, or I would have handled that directly, but it reminded me of a similar expression my father bared in the few times Mother mentioned doing something risky. It confused me why Gerard would use that expression on Mercer, though perhaps I now had something of an answer. 
 
    Anyway, I needed to go back and mull over Mercer’s current situation. I pretended that it was up to me to envision such things, and I resolved to imagine that he yet lived. If I was mistaken, I did not wish to hear it from a stranger who I already knew to be wrong about simpler divinations. Maybe I was tempting the false kind of hope, but maybe all I wanted was to hear any form of it. I wish I invited Clarissa. She would have brought another batch of optimistic memories to the table, er, or rug, in this case. 
 
    Nothing in the chamber specified how much time passed. Anyway, it wasn’t something I could dwell on. As hard as I focused, a mortal mind unused to pondering over a single subject for a long time tended to drift after a while. I focused on my breathing for a minute when it happened, then I went back to visualizing Mercer in as many sanguine scenarios as possible. If I could just coincidentally imagine what the real Mercer was doing, it may help the seer “catch” a vision of him. 
 
    The whole process was admittedly making me drowsy. I must have come close to taking a quick, upright nap, for the darkness behind my eyelids grew darker still. I shook my head awake, only to open my eyes and see that the darkness had in fact originated in front of my eyelids. Every candle and light rune had dimmed to less than half their previous strength. Those at their tables were looking about in confusion. The pups whined and their parent lifted their head to growl. 
 
    The younger seer opened his eyes and put down the dragon stone, half of his scrunched face showing a mix of revulsion and dismay. He glared at Master Chong as the elder removed and dropped Mercer’s crystal with a huff. The instant the crystal hit the rug, the lights regained their luster and the dogs composed themselves. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked the seer. 
 
    The master merely continued to stare at the crystal using a blend of contempt and intrigue. Gerard shifting in place had me glancing at him, and when I looked back at Master Chong, his eyes had fallen on mine. His stare once again became neutral, though a gleam of intensity shone somewhere far in the back. 
 
    “Did you see Mercer?” asked Gerard. 
 
    His next blink had Master Chong staring at Gerard. “I saw a young man with a tattered, shrunken soul surrounded by broken scales.” 
 
    “That sounds like Mercer. What was he doing?” 
 
    “Difficult to say, Your Highness. His spirit was being… pulled away from me.” 
 
    “Pulled away? What does that mean?” 
 
    “It can mean one of two things. For one, it can mean the dragon knight desires strongly not to be found.” 
 
    “An unlikely prospect. He should be heading for us at this very moment. What’s the second meaning?” 
 
    “That another seer’s power hovers over his fate.” 
 
    “Really? So another seer is helping him?” 
 
    “Help? I fear not. One seer’s power should not disrupt another’s vision unless their aim was borne of selfishness or resentment. I awakened such an influence.” 
 
    “We did,” corrected his counterpart. 
 
    “Ah, yes. And for once I’m glad my apprentice’s presence distracted someone other than me. I would have surely failed to glimpse any destiny were I alone.” 
 
    “Then you did see something of Mercer’s future?” I asked, not enjoying anything I heard so far. “Was he back with us? In Wregor?” 
 
    “Location is difficult to determine. Too much gloom clouds your friend. There was only one image I saw with any true clarity.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    A long exhale came after a terse inhale. Next he shut his eyes to recall the scene. His right hand traced invisible shapes in the air as he spoke. “There are three figures standing in an endless pool of water. One of them rattles my vision, blade in hand. Perhaps a woman. A flame in the form of a dragon is being cast by a second figure, though it flickers wildly. The third figure moves behind the second. The caster of fire falls to his knees, his body and flame overwhelmed by the shadow now consuming him. He goes mad. The third figure takes the woman’s sword and impales the caster in the back. Utter darkness pushes me away.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I did not sleep well. I knew not to reflect so much on a vision that could very well end up being wrong, but I was just as upset at my naive self for believing a seer would only bring me glad tidings, no matter how hard I craved for it. What concerned me more than the vision itself was the unanticipated interference the seers sensed. While any seer’s soothsaying could be disputed, I assumed Master Chong would be less amiss when it came to recognizing another seer’s influence. 
 
    I suppose I should not have been surprised to learn that a dragon knight would have different entities interested in his fate and potential. I trusted Mercer’s judgment, but I also knew he was at a vulnerable point in his life. He might find himself ambushed by people indifferent to his well-being, uninterested in fighting the Advent, or outright wanted him dead. Still, who was the woman? Was she the antagonizing seer? Who stabbed him in the back? And why did I have to seek out a vision before the prince’s procedure? That’s what being decisive got me this time. 
 
    Whatever questions or worries I had, I could do nothing to aid Mercer until we reunited. With that in mind, I told Gerard not to tell Clarissa about the vision. There was no need to add to her anxiety just yet. Accepting my inability to help Mercer only consoled me enough to find an hour long, restless nap before dawn broke through my window. From there I decided not to even bother trying to go back to sleep. 
 
    At breakfast I learned that Gerard and Clarissa had talked to Ikumi while I tossed and turned in bed. The imperial princess informed them that the prince was free to “train” with me after finishing his morning studies, two hours after breakfast. I was glad that the procedure was to take place sooner rather than later. It forced me to move the vision to the back of my mind. I consequently felt a sudden onset of lassitude after I ate, so I jumped back to bed and found a deep nap for those two hours. 
 
    Ghevont knocked on my door to tell me it was time to head to the sparring room. There we found the prince and his retainers waiting for us, and once again the retainers left in a bad mood. A minute after I shut the door, the willing prince was lying on a table as before. 
 
    “Start slow,” I told Ghevont. “Only rush once you get the hang of whatever you’re doing. If this takes more than a day, so be it.” 
 
    “Oh, well, if I have to stop before I can eliminate all trace of the spores, then they’ll certainly multiply again. It may take a few days for them to return to their former numbers, but I would prefer not giving them a chance to spread and force me to expend more nismerdon prana.” 
 
    “I prefer that as well, but we may not have a choice if the procedure ends up as harmful as the desiccation itself, or if the prince can’t handle it.” 
 
    “I can handle it!” said Yukata. “Don’t forget that I’m no commoner! I’m an imperial valkrean! My blood and soul can cleanse corruption itself. A little weird pain is nothing.” 
 
    “Your father and ancestors will be proud to know that even their youngest sons exhibit great courage in the face of the unknown. It’s so easy to be afraid of it, but people like us understand that the unknown is an opportunity to be seized, not shirked or shunned, right?” He nodded. “Good. Just remember to focus on your breathing and listen to anything Ghevont tells you. He will stop whenever you need a quick break, even if it’s to pray. The gods will grant you strength if they find you worthy. Are you worthy?” 
 
    “I-I am.” 
 
    “Then we can begin.” 
 
    I backed away to let Ghevont take his position by the prince. Not too keen on watching the procedure up close and personal, I sat on a chair between Ghevont and the sparring entrance. However, when my nerves demanded it, I sometimes paced around the room. To trick any prana finders into thinking I was training with the prince, I often cast my ward and manipulated it into different shapes and widths. This also gave me something for me to distract myself from the gagging sounds the prince made when Ghevont pulled out the collected spores from his mouth and nose. Sometimes flecks of blood came out with them. 
 
    Especially in the first hour, Yukata needed several breaks to stop himself from losing too much contents held by his veins, stomach, and sinuses. The scholar had to occasionally use a water spell and a rag to help clean his patient and the table’s surface. The expulsions did nothing to deter the prince. 
 
    Near the end of the second hour, which was pointed out by a bronze clock on a wall, the prince’s body was drenched in sweat and too weak to do much more than sit up for a minute or two. Ghevont dried him up with a rag and gave him lukewarm water before resuming the operation. Except for being a little paler, Yukata did not look too the worse for wear. 
 
    More than three hours into the procedure, Ghevont replied to my question by saying he estimated that he removed about a third of the spores, but as he became more efficient in gathering them, he thought he could expedite the operation in the next couple of hours. The most problematic part of the procedure would be when he focused on the spores attached to his major organs. He decided to save that for last. 
 
    So I waited another hour before I truly worried that the prince’s attendants would soon check on the prince’s condition. If he were in a stronger state I would have told him put on his clothes and tell the attendants himself that he needed more time to train, but his delicate condition made that impossible. Going out by myself would only spur suspicion and a quicker assessment, so I was forced to wait it out at the edge of my seat. 
 
    The fifth hour neared. I heard the table creak and the prince gag out a moan. I could see his hand gripping the table’s edge tight. Ghevont’s flame burned twice as brightly and three times long from those I last remembered. 
 
    Over the coughs of the prince, the scholar said, “That was a big clump!” 
 
    Ghevont’s flame died away, but Yukata’s coughing refused to abate. That’s when I heard the door open. Multiple pairs of steps rushed down the stairs. Hearing their prince barking up the frog in his throat made them rush even faster. As I went to stand next to Ghevont, the female attendant made herself known. Yukata’s protector and Gerard quickly followed her. Gerard was prevented from coming any closer by the bodyguard’s extended arm. 
 
    “What is going on here?!” asked the woman in yellow. “Why is the prince without his clothes? Why is his prana so unsettled? Explain yourselves!” 
 
    “Shall you or I?” Ghevont asked me. 
 
    Between his coughs, which were finally easing, Yukata said, “I will.” The young man’s hand sought something to help him raise his upper body. I offered my shoulder. Grunting his way upward, he said, “They’re… helping me, N-Nuan. It’s… it’s fine.” 
 
    “You don’t sound fine at all, child. What kind of training is this?” 
 
    “It’s not training… They want to get rid of the des… desiccation.” 
 
    “The desiccation? You told them of it?” 
 
    “No, I did,” said Ikumi, who had just finished coming down the steps. 
 
    “Princess Ashina? Does the emperor know about this?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t risk his disapproval, but if Master Rathmore can cleanse the desiccation from his son, then that means the others can be cured as well.” 
 
    “But to risk the boy’s life-” 
 
    “His life is not in danger, madam,” I said. “I assure you, I would entrust the lives of my family to this scholar if I needed to. And with his staff holding a piece of the Hoic-Dro’s power, he has a real chance to purge the sickness they may have very well implanted to weaken your emperor’s position in his own land. We’ve only been down here for this long because the procedure is working. How much longer until you’ve eliminated all trace of the sickness, Ghevont?” 
 
    “Hmm, three hours to be safe. Four to be more so.” 
 
    “I can take it, Nuan. Yeah, i-it feels damn weird when this redheaded ass moves my blood and pulls out the spores, but I can sense my body getting, um… cleaner. It’s working. Let him finish. If I do die, then you can have them all executed. Just don’t tell my father yet. The spores will only spread again if he makes them stop now… I don’t care if I throw up a hundred more times.” His hand trembled. He let go of my shoulder so he could lie back down. “Nuan, please, I don’t want to be afraid of drying up like a damn raisin tomorrow.” 
 
    Nuan walked toward the prince, coming between me and Ghevont. A maternal hand clasped Yukata’s. “Foolish boy, you will not die with me here.” She slammed the bottom of her staff on the ground. “You, scholar! His fate will be tied to your own. If he so much as approaches death’s door, then so will you. Understand?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, it’s a simple scheme you’ve presented. But really, madam, the worst that can happen to the prince is an ex-” 
 
    “Finishing that sentence will not make anyone feel better,” I said. “Continue the procedure whenever Yukata is ready.” 
 
    Walking to the other side of the table, Nuan told Ghevont, “And you will explain everything you’re doing as you’re doing it.” 
 
    “Wonderful! I tend to think better aloud, but everyone else seems perturbed by it.” 
 
    Relieved to have come to an understanding, I walked back to my chair and slumped in it. Gerard, now free to move farther into the room, came to lay a firm hand on my shoulder. I laid my head upon it. I perhaps would have napped in that position if I did not hear Yukata begin his retching again. 
 
    “That sound always riles my own stomach,” said Gerard. 
 
    “Are you all right? You don’t have to be here.” 
 
    “You mean in Wregor?” 
 
    “Ready to go back home?” 
 
    “I’m ready to join an army and confront the Advent directly. I’d rather rely on my sword and spells to determine my fate, not wait to see whether someone else will prevent us from being executed.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt we’ll all be executed. Ghevont will surely be beheaded, but I suspect we’ll only be imprisoned. And if we can hear from Mercer soon, then maybe Ghevont’s head can be saved as well.” 
 
    “How cheerfully pragmatic of you.” He bent forward to put his mouth closer to my ear. Lowering his voice so that the armored protector did not overhear, he said, “If I may be less so, I say we subdue the prince’s attendants if it looks like Ghevont is losing him. We cannot afford to waste away in a dungeon while we wait for someone who might be a long time getting here, if at all. I’m sure Princess Ashina can help us escape.” 
 
    “I agree, but it won’t come to that. I’m confident Ghevont will not push past the prince’s limit. At worst, we learn that the desiccation cannot be cleansed by the scholar’s procedure and that we put the boy through misery for nothing.” 
 
    “Well, you take on the woman and I’ll take on the soldier. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal. Now stop whispering, he’s looking at us from the corner of his eye.” 
 
    Gerard’s lips pecked my cheek before standing straight again. 
 
    Practicing with my shield would probably unnerve Nuan and the bodyguard, so I paced away my apprehension. Since the sparring room echoed the prince’s gags and coughs, I would have to leave the chamber to gain a reprieve from the repugnant sounds, but I never wanted the prince to notice that I left him. While she tried to hold her own, Princess Ashina needed to revive her constitution every now and again by heading above ground for a few minutes. She otherwise kept close to me. 
 
    Nuan’s presence appeared to slow proceedings, but her casting ability also eased the prince’s woes after his fouler fits. For three hours she and Ghevont worked in tandem. During the moments Yukata caught his breath, Ikumi and I offered words of encouragement and sometimes gain appraisals from the casters. 
 
    On his latest appraisal, Ghevont said, “My spell is having great difficulty detecting any more spores outside of his heart. I shall make one more extensive sweep to gather the tiniest of scraps before I finish with his most vital of organs.” 
 
    “Just a little longer, then,” said Ikumi. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” said the prince, looking as though he lost at least five pounds through sweat alone. 
 
    “Hush, child,” said Nuan. “Save your energy. Breathe.” 
 
    I drew back to give the boy some air. Starting from his feet, Ghevont’s staff hovered over his patient. The orb of green light surrounding the crystal shrunk and brightened in long intervals. Then the orb became a focused ray of light that almost pierced the skin of the prince. Ghevont let this ray linger over a small segment of his body for a couple of moments before moving on to another segment. After ten or fifteen minutes, Yukata coughed out the residual spores that dallied outside of his heart. 
 
    For the first time in the ordeal, the scholar sat on a nearby chair. He dried his hands, rubbed his eyes, yawned, and cracked his knuckles and the bones in his feet. Everyone stayed silent as we wondered how long his break was going to be. 
 
    Between one and two minutes was the answer. He stood up and placed a hand emanating golden light on Yukata’s chest. I imagined he was sensing Yukata’s heartbeat. Nuan must have known what he was doing, for she stated nothing against it. 
 
    The scholar’s hand was hastily removed and replaced by his staff’s crystal, its green aura as sharp as ever. Taking a rag, Ghevont said, “I suspect this will not be pleasant. Bite down on this if you please.” 
 
    “What does your spell sense?” asked Nuan. 
 
    “Three sizeable spore clusters… Along with two or three smaller ones. I’ll begin by concentrating on the smaller ones first. If you can, I’ll need you to help steady the blood around his heart as best you can. No doubt I’ll have to shake those clusters a bit to loosen the most entrenched spores. His heart may react negatively.” Muffled by the rag in his mouth, the prince groaned. “Shush, shush, young sir.” 
 
    “That is ‘Prince Ashina’ to you, lowly scholar. You’ve been far too informal with him. Or do you dare mock my own familiarity with him?” 
 
    “He means no offense, Lady Nuan,” I said. “I assure you, he has never developed the ability to mock or speak sarcastically, and once he cures your prince, the informality will be well-earned.” 
 
    Nuan looked ready to argue with me, but my best royal bearing reminded her of the formality I was owed. Instead, she said, “It’s time for us to focus. I’m ready when you are, scholar.” 
 
    Ghevont was ready immediately. The crystal palpitated like the heartbeat below it. His patient grumbled and bonded his fingers with the edge of the table. Nuan’s staff and its blue light was brought alongside Ghevont’s to add her spell of stability. Ghevont’s nismerdon-enhanced spell started to pluck the spores from that all-important organ. How grotesquely outlandish it must have felt to the unfortunate prince when the blood in and around his heart swirled and slushed. 
 
    In what I assumed to be vulgarities in his natural tongue, Yukata expressed stifled words through the rag. A few minutes later and he could not say anything as Ghevont methodically pulled the first batch of heart spores toward his face. When the green crystal hung over his face, Ghevont took away the rag so Yukata could cough out the foreign bodies. Nuan provided the cleansing fire this time. The light of that flame revealed her to be quite satisfied at knowing she was helping to burn the sickness in her beloved prince. 
 
    The duo casters permitted their patient and themselves to rest up for a while. Every other exhale from Yukata was a wheeze. It would take hours of rest to get rid of that. When his heart composed itself, they moved on to the next session. 
 
    Two more sessions were completed within the next hour. Each one became harder on the prince, but we were oh so close to releasing him from the desiccation’s harsh, arid grip. Ghevont stated that two more attempts would be all that was needed to purify the young man’s body from the spores he could sense with his nismerdon-enhanced spell. So after Yukata’s longest respite yet, they proceeded with the operation. 
 
    Mirroring their previous actions, scholar and attendant hovered their staffs and hands over the prince’s chest. They stayed in this same position longer than previous efforts. 
 
    Finally, Nuan asked, “Is something wrong, scholar?” 
 
    Opening his shut eyes, Ghevont answered, “They’re quite dug in. If his heart is not bruised now, it will be. Uh, merely mild contusions, of course.” 
 
    “Pray that is the worst outcome.” 
 
    “We have little time for prayer, madam. Can you cast a sleeping spell?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This will be a good time to cast it. The incantation should work long enough to get him through the worst of it.” 
 
    “I see. Very well.” 
 
    Nuan pulled out Yukata’s rag and told him something in their native tongue. The prince’s response was to close his eyes and take a deep breath. His attendant next placed a glowing blue hand over his eyes and forehead. She removed her hand several moments later. Ghevont tapped the prince’s forehead a couple of times. No response. 
 
    “Good, now follow my lead.” 
 
    Since they did not speak, the rest of us could only follow that lead by watching how their staffs and hands moved. 
 
    “Guanyu,” said Nuan. “Stand by the prince’s head. Press his shoulders down if he wakes up suddenly.” 
 
    Yukata’s bodyguard, who had been standing behind Nuan, went to do as instructed. Everyone else not directly involved with the procedure stood a few steps away from Yukata’s feet. For a long time the two casters merely made small motions over Yukata’s torso. It was understandable why they were being so careful, but every second acted like another cat’s claw hooking somewhere on my body. I wished I had asked Ghevont to put me under a sleeping spell for the next hour. 
 
    As it turned out, Yukata’s sleep was dispelled as soon as Ghevont put any significant nismerdon prana into his patient. Yukata grumbled and writhed. Guanyu gently placed his gloved hands on the boy’s shoulders. Meanwhile, Ghevont’s staff smoldered a very pure, bright green only possible through magic. The color mixed with the blue light from Nuan’s staff, creating a cyan shade in the middle. 
 
    Yukata appeared to want to say something, but his mouth and tongue failed to form any intelligible words. He let go of the table’s edge and wanted to hold his chest. However, at the behest of Nuan, Guanyu firmly slid his hands down to the prince’s forearms to hold him down. After a handful of seconds, I saw the rivulet of a couple of tears glistening Yukata’s cheeks. Unable to make his arms move, his legs were all he could flail. 
 
    A torturous minute later, Nuan exclaimed, “His heart is frantic! Do what you have to do now or release him!” Ghevont did not seem to pay any heed to the attendant. “Scholar!” She glared at me. “Stop him or I will!” 
 
    Sprinting up to him, I said, “Ghevont! Is this necessary?” 
 
    “Just a little longer!” he answered, his voice as strained as he ever made it. “Hold down his legs! I need him still!” 
 
    Moving to do what he said, I replied with, “One more moment!” I regretted listening to him the instant I pinned Yukata’s legs to the table. I felt like the assistant to an executioner. Poor boy just wanted to squirm. The best he could do was cry and croak out shrieks repressed by the pressure in his chest. “Damn it, Ghevont! Hurry it up!” 
 
    A third of an eternity was squeezed into roughly three seconds. Once it passed, we saw Ghevont’s staff sluggishly move away from the prince’s heart and toward his neck. I wondered whether I should let go or not, but the question was answered for me when Yukata’s body stopped convulsing. His eyes rolled back and his head went limp. 
 
    Electric arcs sparked between Nuan’s fingers. But before she could do anything with the harnessed lightning, Ghevont said, “Not yet.” Despite her hideous scowl, Nuan obeyed. With excruciating deliberateness, Ghevont hauled the spores up through the neck. To Guanyu, Ghevont said, “Open his mouth.” 
 
    The protector conformed to the request. Somehow keeping his focus, the scholar used his free hand to cast a flame over the prince’s insensible face. No one stirred the air with either breath or movement during the last couple of inches Ghevont’s staff needed to traverse. Then the staff’s tip rose above the open mouth. The flame he held together flickered wildly when the crystal nearly touched it. 
 
    Not waiting any longer, Nuan bolstered the lightning encompassing her hand and floated it over Yukata’s chest like a thundercloud. Arcs of electricity prickled his skin. Ghevont’s flame raged for a moment before flashing out of existence. The scholar stumbled backward, looking exhausted for the first time today. Gerard guided him into a chair. I went to take Ghevont’s place by the boy. 
 
    Nuan’s hand of lightning lowered bit by bit. When her fingernails grazed his chest, she slapped the rest of her hand on Yukata’s chest. The boy’s eyes opened wide and his head jerked upward. As Nuan helped him sit up, her prince coughed, gagged, and panted. 
 
    “We’re not doing that again!” said Nuan. 
 
    “I doubt we have to,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “I thought you needed another spore cluster?” 
 
    “To be sure, but once I sensed the boy-, er, the prince, about to faint, I took the opportunity to seize the last cluster. The imperial prince should now be free of desiccation spores, though I’ll check again in a moment.” 
 
    Running up to embrace her recovering nephew, Ikumi said, “Wouldn’t that be wonderful!? And with Nuan’s help we can cure everyone!” 
 
    “Ah, I wouldn’t be so sure.” 
 
    “What do you mean now?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean that the nismerdon crystal will not likely have enough prana to cure more than two people, and that’s assuming someone does not have more spores than the boy did.” 
 
    “Just two?” said Ikumi. 
 
    “Unless we can find more nismerdon prana to entrap, I estimate two to be the maximum.” 
 
    “We’ll have to inform the emperor of everything,” said Nuan. “No more secrets.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “I commend your instinct to trust us this far, Lady Nuan.” 
 
    “I trusted the prince. We yet have weeks to wait to see if he was right to trust you, and within the hour it will be the emperor who will determine if he trusts you to attempt this procedure on anyone else.” 
 
    “All I request is that Princess Ikumi and Prince Ashina tell their side of the story.” I stepped up to Yukata, who had stopped coughing, and offered him the backside of my hand. “I trust you’ll give us a good word, Your Grace?” 
 
    He took my hand and kissed it. “I’ll be sure to put in every shared word I know on your behalf, Princess Astor.” 
 
    “At least consider placing us in your finest dungeons,” said Gerard. 
 
    Another sweep by Ghevont’s staff confirmed that no appreciable trace of the spores inhabited his being. It’s possible there were spores too small to be detected by Ghevont’s spell, but instead of being worried about his future, I was happier that the present Yukata came through for us. The relief granted me the chance to get a big bite to eat. 
 
    It was late in the evening when three armored soldiers told me the emperor needed to speak with me in the war room. I was escorted across the palace and into a windowless, circular chamber filled with large tables, detailed maps, scrolls, and the light of runes and lit braziers. Standing by the widest table was the emperor with his two ever present defenders. However, once I entered the room, he ordered everyone to leave. 
 
    When both iron doors closed behind me, Hynjun, hands behind his back, said, “I underestimated my sister’s willingness to seek help from outsiders.” 
 
    “Desperate times and all that, my lord.” 
 
    “And I assume that’s your answer as to why you wasted no time in involving yourself in my affairs.” 
 
    “Yes. I did not fly halfway around the world to sit idle while the Advent run rampant. If I believe them to have influence in your empire, then I will do what I can to purge it. I do not know whether the desiccation in your family is the work of the cult, but I think it will be best on our consciences if we do everything in our power to remove it.” 
 
    “Do not dare presume what will or will not be easier on my conscience.” 
 
    “Exactly the reason I did not seek out your permission. Forgive me for the transgression, truly, but I risked what I risked because I fear our enemy more than I fear you. I also did not fear losing your son to my scholar’s procedure.” 
 
    “However confident you may have been in his abilities, his life will be forfeit if my son suffers any mortal blow associated with the operation. Your scholar will also be sequestered from the rest of your group until I determine that my son is free of such danger. In this way I know you will not interfere with my ruling.” 
 
    “And what will you do once you determine Master Rathmore abetted more than harmed?” 
 
    “Then all you’ve done is hand me nigh impossible choices. Master Rathmore says he can only perform the procedure twice more, correct? Assuming my youngest son is cured, that still leaves five others in my family with the disease.” 
 
    “Two more is his limit with the current nismerdon prana he has stored. I’m willing to bet my life that there is plenty of nismerdon prana available in Jegeru right now. All the more reason to begin mobilizing your armies and to seek reinforcements from beyond your borders. Send word to the Warriors Guild. Tell them Alslana will hire the best warriors in Efios.” 
 
    “If anyone is to hire the guild in my lands, it will be with my coin and my word.” 
 
    “Fair enough, my lord, but my point still stands. I’m certain you do not want to only put the lives of your own warriors in danger.” 
 
    “You’re still contemplating too far into the future, Princess Astor. We shall have to wait on my son’s condition before I order anything based on your suggestions. If he comes out well, then I will consider your recommendations. Until then, please refrain from attempting any more transgressions.” 
 
    Not one hundred percent truthful, I said, “You have my word.” 
 
    “Extend that word to your companions as well. Don’t force me to make unpleasant choices. Your blood may give you more latitude than most outsiders, but it is not endless.” 
 
    “As you wish. Now, if I may ask, what are the latest reports concerning Jegeru?” 
 
    He glanced at some papers lying on the table. His eyes had eased in their sternness when they met mine again. “It’s the lack of reports that concern me. I’ve lost contact with much of my Jegeru connections. The little that trickles through only confirms a situation you’ve already appraised me of. All other reports are observations from afar. It looks as if approximately half of Jegeru’s forces defending the Iunt border have left their posts, and their naval vessels don’t seem to be receiving any unifying orders. Confusion appears widespread.” 
 
    “And refugees?” 
 
    “I take them in if they make it to my ships or across the border, but it appears most refugees are sailing to Shia. As a consequence, anything more proactive on my part would force my men to occupy Jegeru lands, something I won’t do unless I do it in mass.” 
 
    “Understandable, if frustrating.” 
 
    “My father always said no rational ruler is ever free of frustration.” 
 
    “Or suspicions.” 
 
    “Is there something you wish to say, Princess Astor? Do you mistrust me?” 
 
    “No, actually. If the Advent are responsible for infecting your family, then it tells me they have not been successful in manipulating you more directly. Granted, there may still be someone close to you giving the Advent information, but the fact I’m alive must mean their sway is low.” 
 
    “So you carry suspicions about everyone else.” 
 
    “I have to. Our enemy has spent decades pervading nations and organizations. They must have targeted my mother years before they attacked, knowing she could summon Mytariss’ holy power without being a great warrior herself. And so cultists invaded my kingdom and her biggest rival. Long ago the Advent decided to use Jegeru as their nismerdon feeding grounds, so there’s no question they’ve infiltrated her biggest rival as well. It’s only a matter of who and how. I recommend being wary of any voice that makes light of the danger Jegeru’s turmoil poses.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, princess. You may go.” 
 
    “Can I make a request before I leave?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “My friends and I do not find loafing in the guest hall productive. With your permission, I would like for us to have access to a sparring room for at least two hours a day.” 
 
    “I’ll see what accommodations I can make. Will there be anything else?” 
 
    Bowing, I said, “No, my lord. Thank you.” 
 
    Ghevont had already been removed from his room by the time I returned to the guest hall. I would have asked Ikumi or even the prince where they were keeping him, but I did not see them over the next few days. As long as they did not deprive him of books or scrolls, I believed he would not mind being isolated from everyone for a while. 
 
    Some of the fretfulness that came from waiting to see what happened with the prince came out in sweat during the training sessions we were granted. The emperor allowed us to use a sparring room for an hour either after breakfast or lunch. My group, which excluded Ghevont and included the riders, did our utmost to take advantage of the courtesy. The time limit forced us to train fast and hard. I was glad to get my muscles sore so I could briefly think of something else every time I moved. 
 
    One evening, as I rested my tender muscles in a chair in Gerard’s room, someone knocked on the door. Gerard opened it to reveal a happy Ikumi. 
 
    After she and I hugged, the Wregor princess said, “I bring good news.” 
 
    “About the prince?” 
 
    “No, although he’s looking healthier every day. It’s about Master Eberwolf. My brother has just learned that the Tawahori Warriors Guild received a message from the dragon knight!” 
 
    Copying her little jump, I exclaimed, “Thank the gods! What else did you learn? What did the message say?” 
 
    “Something about being in Yong-Yin and to not expect him to be in Tawahori for some weeks.” 
 
    “Oh, I see…” I felt my teeth of my lower lip. “Then your brother has weeks to prepare for his coming. Do you know what he plans to do?” 
 
    “I know he’s heartened to see Yukata dashing to and fro without running out of breath so quickly. I also know he’s instructed his eldest and his wife to return to the palace. I suspect he’s preparing to have one or both of them go through the procedure. You’d have to speak with him to learn any other of his impending plans.” 
 
    “I mean to.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    The same village healer who watched over the first rescued victim of the slaver attack was the same one to give me an alchemic potion to numb the pain in my jaw. There wasn’t much of it and it numbed more than my jaw, so I only sipped it before going to sleep. The rest of the time I had to grin and bear it, minus the “grin” part. Kiku helped me eat solid food by shredding fruits and meats into small pieces I could swallow without chewing, but I otherwise drank more than ate over the next few days. 
 
    I started to believe that one of the side effects of the numbing concoction was hallucinating someone murmuring in my brain as I tried falling asleep, but the more I listened, the more I realized that voice was coming from outside of my head. The voice was a woman’s, a woman named Kiku Du. 
 
    Exploiting the fact that my jaw was not so sore in the morning, I asked Kiku, “Do you talk to yourself?” 
 
    She stopped stoking the fire with a stick that held a piece of rabbit meat. A playfully wicked smile grew on her lips. “You caught me. Sorry, I can’t help myself. Master says I have so much personality that I had to make another one inside my head.” 
 
    “Charming. This other personality of yours won’t be a problem, will she?” 
 
    “How did you know she’s a she?” 
 
    “It was more of a hope. Talking to a man in your head may have been too crazy for my tastes.” 
 
    “Ah, well, she’s a sweetheart, so no problems from her. Besides, it’s more like she’s another part of me, not someone else entirely. She’s like my younger self, but better.” 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Yeah, better. Like more innocent? I don’t know. I think she’s cute.” 
 
    “Does she have a name or something?” 
 
    “I just call her ‘Little One.’ Don’t you ever talk to yourself?” 
 
    Laying my head back down, I answered, “I keep that sort of thing to myself.” 
 
    The end of this same day was when we reached sight of the Siti Bin River. Rather than rest by the shore, we took advantage of the perfect weather and pushed forward. Kiku summoned her beast and we rode him in cool water that no spell could make calmer or quieter. Without torchlight, trees, or much in the way of clouds, the stars and half-moon shown themselves quite spectacularly against the black sky. It was one of those nights where the distant blue world of Recloria could be seen without the aid of a glass contraption. The same went for a purplish band of stars going up the middle of the sky, the Ara Solymus. 
 
    Kiku explained that the Fadraeesa’s belief system involved the worship of the celestial realm. They would see outlines of their gods in the twinkling points in the sky. It was these gods that gave them access to strange hexes that supposedly enhanced their senses and unlocked the ability to summon the spirits of their dead ancestors to intangibly aid them in battle. I was not familiar with anything relating to gods written in the sky, but I knew enough to appreciate the view. 
 
    While not as pristine as the first night, the next few days of unspoiled weather and lack of distractions permitted us to travel well over a hundred miles a day. Following the river westward also had us going a bit south, but it didn’t become a drastic slant until the beginning of the third day, when the main river drained to a large lake two hundred miles farther down the map. We stayed on the western route, though this shallower branch of water only continued for half a day longer. Regardless, we made good time. 
 
    The new land we walked on belonged to Shia, a middling kingdom not too dissimilar from Yong-Yin, if a tad more single-minded. They used to belong to the Yong-Ying collective, but a civil war split them apart shortly after the War of Dragon Fire. Kiku said she was born in this land, though she would not tell me which town. I assumed her Little One was born in this land as well, no doubt to help her cope with her destitute past. 
 
    Except for a handful of minor lakes and rivers, around six hundred miles of Shia had to be crossed by land. My aching jaw forced us to tread slowly, but after days of sitting on Akachii the Fat, I welcomed being able to use my legs again, so walking over two dozen miles a day was still a reachable goal. Indeed, we only stopped to eat and sleep out in the open during the first two days in Shia territory. An uninvited change in the weather on the third afternoon compelled us to seek shelter. 
 
    After an hour being drenched in hard rain, the road we roughly followed led us to a large town. A big wooden wall protected the older districts that lied on top of a hill. Not interested in anything too cheap, I passed a couple of smaller inns and entered a larger, sturdier establishment. It appeared to be a popular haunt to escape the nasty weather, for the place was half full despite the traditional supper hour being numerous clock tocks away. 
 
    Kiku ordered a whole roasted chicken, which she kindly chopped into tattered pieces for me to eat whole. As I ate, a man in leather armor came near the wall my table stood against and nailed a piece of paper on one of the notice boards in the inn. The poster was of an artist’s rendition of a middle-aged man with a curly mustache. 
 
    Unable to read the Shia lettering, I asked Kiku, “Is that a criminal?” 
 
    Once she read the notice, she said, “Sort of.” 
 
    “Anyone we have to look out for?” 
 
    “Doubt it. It’s an escaped slave.” 
 
    “They have slaves here?” 
 
    “Yes, though they can earn their freedom if they fulfill their contracts. It’s an oft abused system, of course.” 
 
    “But who are they making slaves of?” 
 
    “The Igseti-Ky, one of the original tribes living in these lands. They weren’t always slaves, but after a rat plague killed half of Shia’s people hundreds of years ago, the kingdom needed healthy bodies to work their lands. The slave system stayed in place even after Shia recovered her numbers. I don’t know enough history to tell you the details, but I know the civil war had something to do with the slaves.” 
 
    “Then the slaves is why Shia has no Warriors Guild?” 
 
    “Hmm, I never thought about it, but I guess you’re right. The guild doesn’t approve of slaves, so yeah, Shia would not like the guild around.” 
 
    A runaway slave would not stick to civilization, so I did not have to worry about getting involved in the poster man’s life after we hit the road again the next day. 
 
    Something related to the rat plague came up again a week later when two young men in a tavern sought help in finding a rat’s nest. And not just any rat’s nest, a Pukam rat’s nest. These were the giant forest rats thought responsible for spreading the plague that led to the slavery of a whole tribe. 
 
    Pukam rats were the size of the average house cat, making the felines more liable to being prey rather than their predators. The pests liked to came down from the northern forest every now and again to eat the crops the slaves toiled over, and the only real way to combat them was using trained dogs to sniff them out and for human hunters to kill every single one in sight. I was only interested in hunting bigger game, so I declined the men’s offer to aid in their hunt. 
 
    Two days after that and we crossed into an undulating land filled with tree laden hills and narrow rivers snaking within the gorges. When a road could not circumvent the ravines, bridges were assembled over the crevices. The greatest bridge in the area was a five hundred yard long stone structure that led to the second largest city in Shia, a forty thousand person town called Manvi. It was here that trade from and to Siti Bin happened to converge. 
 
    From what I could see, a stone wall defended the northern districts of the city, but the southern side had the steepness of the gorge to protect it, though a handful of watchtowers still overlooked the region. Having a little more room on the eastern side, a smaller, thinner wall and larger watchtowers rose up in the available space. At the moment, I could only assume a wall was present to the west of the city. 
 
    The gray and white Manvi Bridge was a solidly erected piece of architecture supported by six massive pillars that touched the river bottom over three hundred feet down. At eighty feet wide, only eidolons of legendary size would have trouble walking across it. Currently, as the sun fell behind the city skyline, the bridge had no trouble supporting dozens and dozens of non-legendary people. 
 
    The gray and white stone used to make the bridge and walls were also implemented in Manvi itself. Three and four-story buildings appeared more common than one and two-story ones, and apart from a few exceptions, I had never seen a city so devoid of wood and plant life. It’s as if someone made it a law against it. Perhaps there was. Maybe less plant life meant less invasive rats. I did not care enough to find out. 
 
    After getting a little something to eat at our chosen inn, Kiku left to explore the city, something she rarely got to do in service of her master. Her tone and body language implied she wanted to do this on her own, so I figured she simply wanted some time alone. Not counting her Little One, of course. I actually felt somewhat rejected by her indirect insistence on going out alone. It was a fleeting feeling. 
 
    My brain battled against itself for a minute. It struggled to decide between doing a little exploring on my own or going to my room. I wasn’t exactly all that tired yet, but not knowing the native language convinced me to not risk a lonesome excursion. I drank my almost depleted treatment and went to bed. 
 
    My dream barely began before I woke up. A slit in the wall acted as my window. It revealed a night still young and boisterous. While not as strong as the initial relief, a dulling tingle remained on the surface of my skin. I lied in bed for a while, enjoying the tingling and a few minutes of an empty head. 
 
    My fragments of thought eventually coalesced in my brain. It told me to check Kiku’s room to see if she had returned. I did not expect her to come back so soon, and I expected her to be the one to provide a topic to talk about if she was there, but I was really just looking for something to do. Her door was only two doors farther into the hall, but as I never liked the idea of being caught off-guard, I still took the time to put on my armor before heading out. 
 
    I knocked. No answer. 
 
    On turning to head back to my cramped room, a man who had been strumming a lute-like instrument got up from his spot near the stairs. He patted the back of a furry, white animal sleeping in a corner to get it to wake. I suspected it to be a dog or a large cat, but the creature that uncurled turned out to look like something crossed between a monkey and a fox. Its general body shape was that of a lean simian, but it had the ears, snout, and tail of a fox. Its big eyes would enchant any child. The monkey-fox yawned and stretched much like a feline would. 
 
    The monkey-fox’s clean shaven partner, who looked to be in his late twenties, wore dark blue warrior’s robes, though no weapon hung anywhere. I did see a sheath for what appeared to be a flute or something. His most distinctive fashion feature was a wide brim black hat secured under his chin with a string. Wanting to know whether I was his point of interest, I stood still and waited. 
 
    The monkey-fox started out by walking on all fours, but when its human companion stopped in front of me, it stood on its hind legs. Its pink nose, now about waist high, sniffed the air in front of me. 
 
    “Still smell it?” the man asked what had to be a summoned beast. 
 
    The monkey-fox responded by stuttering out a trilling sound several times. 
 
    “Smell what?” I asked. 
 
    “Shifa here smells the scent of a dragon around you.” 
 
    “That so? She’s smelled a dragon before?” 
 
    The man opened his mouth, then creased his face into a confused mien. Looking down at Shifa, he asked, “Hey, how do you know the scent of a dragon?” Shifa’s throat exploded into a hail of chirps, bleats, and weird chirrups not natural to Orda. “All right, all right, calm down. It was a fair question.” To me, he said, “Sorry, drenindru can be touchy.” 
 
    “You understood all that?” 
 
    “Uh, mainly the nouns. It’s easy to point at something and ask how she’d say it. I have to use the little common sense I have for the other stuff. Now then, we’re getting off topic. My life is presently of little consequence to the world, but if you’re who I think you are, well, I’ll find that much more consequential. Are you the Alslana dragon knight?” 
 
    After a moment of thinking it over, I said, “I’m trying to get back to him. Your little friend there is probably smelling the dragon scales I’m wearing.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. I suppose that’s almost as good. Where is the dragon knight, then? How did you end up here?” 
 
    “Jegeru is under attack, so I had to leave it in a hurry. Now I’m trying to get back to Wregor. The rest of my friends should be there. Maybe with their help I can… reconnect with the dragon knight as well.” 
 
    “Jegeru is fucked, huh? Who’s doing the fucking? Those Hoic-Dro people?” 
 
    “With help from some resurrected giants, yes.” 
 
    “Oh… Uhh, should I be running? Should everyone be running?” 
 
    “They’ll undoubtedly move on from Jegeru if left unopposed. If you don’t hear about Wregor armies invading Jegeru lands in the next couple of months, I would recommend keeping Shifa in her own realm and getting everyone else you care about to run as far from Jegeru as possible.” 
 
    “A couple of months, eh? Good, not too bad.” He glanced at the door I knocked. “You’re here with someone else?” 
 
    “Aye. She still appears to be out, however.” 
 
    “It’s a lively town at night. I wouldn’t expect her to be back anytime soon. There are plays to go to, taverns open all night long, games to bet on, and upstanding people to help out of trouble.” 
 
    “Ah, and you wanted the dragon knight for that last one.” 
 
    “Well, it didn’t have to be a dragon knight. I was looking to hire a little support before Shifa sniffed out a dragon’s scent. When I saw a human foreigner was the cause, I assumed he was the dragon knight himself. Alas, I’m not despairing. A friend of the dragon knight must still be quite the warrior if he’s worthy of dragon scales, yes? I would be doing my own friend a great disservice if I did not attempt to secure the best aid possible, no?” 
 
    “So it’s your friend who needs the help?” 
 
    “Ah, good, you’re receptive. Yes, my friend is currently in dire straits. Perhaps he placed himself in said situation, but I still say her father and her betrothed’s family are overreacting. It’s not like he’s been keeping faithful. Anyway, the only reason he hasn’t hanged yet is due to his own rich name. Dae-Won is counting on me to set him free before the riches of two men beats out the other.” 
 
    “It sounds like being caught trying to free your friend will get you to hang with him.” 
 
    “That’s why I won’t be caught. I already have a plan. I just prefer adding all the help I can get, but if I had to do it with what I have now, I’m still fairly confident I could free him. His lover doesn’t want him dead either, so she’s been helping me. All there’s left to do now is get the rope and the girls I hired.” 
 
    “Girls?” 
 
    “That’s right. Five promising entertainers looking for their big break. They’ll provide a little distraction while the operation is underway. So, are you in?” 
 
    I surprised myself by not instantly declining his appeal. There was still a part of me that felt no reason to care what happened to a misguided stranger, but there was another part of me that wanted to embrace what I started in the slaver’s cave. If ruthless slavers could not overthrow my half-soul, then what did I have to fear from a few nobleman’s guardsmen? And freeing a wayward lover sounded like an amusing diversion compared to slaughtering a crew of slavers. 
 
    “You planned on freeing him tonight?” 
 
    “More like when it felt right. It definitely feels right if you’re coming along.” 
 
    “All right, let’s see where this goes. Just know I will abandon you if I have to choose between my life or yours.” 
 
    “Hey, fair enough. I get it, you’re important, I’m not. Name’s Ujin Ro by the way.” 
 
    “Mercer.” 
 
    “All right, Mercer, let’s go get the rope and the girls!” 
 
    Ujin lowered his shoulder to invite Shifa to climb on. The otherworldly creature took him up on the offer. The brim of the hat made it impossible to sit up, so she draped herself over his shoulder as though she were a fashionable pelt. It did not look especially comfortable, but she seemed to like it. 
 
    Before leaving the inn, I had Ujin tell the innkeeper to tell Kiku that I would be back if she ended up asking around about me. My conspirator and I went over the particulars of the plan as we walked to wherever the girls lived. With me now part of the calculations, Ujin could take on a little less risk than originally intended. He would stay down with the girls while Shifa went with me and add a distraction by burning something if necessary. Assuring him that I had recently been largely successful in silent infiltrations, my job was to do the actual freeing. 
 
    Not unlike the other structures in its neighborhood, the cobblestone building Ujin entered was stained by water and yellow moss. He came out of it a couple of minutes later without the girls. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “They’re getting ready, but we have to go get Yunsoo. The other girls will be a sorry sight without her leading them.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s singing in a high-class tavern not far from here. She’s always been the busiest one. Come on.” 
 
    Seeing that Ujin seemed to know his way through the streets, I asked, “How long have you lived here?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, since last summer.” 
 
    “Then you’re here visiting your friend?” 
 
    “That’s part of it. I’m a wanderer at heart, so I would have visited this place eventually, though it’s good to see an old friend. We hadn’t seen each other in five or six years. We met back in this nice coastal town I lived in, which his family sometimes visited.” 
 
    “But what do you do for coin? You’re no craftsman or warrior.” 
 
    “Hey, how would you know I’m not secretly a master blacksmith or martial arts master?” 
 
    “Your hands are too smooth and clean. You don’t take in your surroundings very often, so you’re not worried about what’s behind every corner or tree. Your long strides suggests-” 
 
    “Okay, okay, you got me. I don’t do physical labor well. I usually help out other music makers when I have to earn a little coin for myself, but I’ve learned that making friends in the right places works out even better. Anyway, don’t think you have me figured out. I can cast summoning spells pretty well. Even most of you warrior guys can only ever attune their prana to a single beast and an object or two. I can attune my prana to multiple items and beasts without much trouble, and I haven’t honed my spirit in years. I always wondered what I would be capable of if I really devoted myself to training.” 
 
    “A force to be reckoned with, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Hmm, a sardonic one, aren’t you?” 
 
    Crossing a few more streets led us to a cleaner, brighter side of Manvi. The outsized, two-story, high-end tavern we walked toward was named The Delighted Jester. 
 
    “Why is the name in the shared tongue?” I asked Ujin. 
 
    “The shared tongue is still the tongue of coin, yes? It’s why tutors still teach it to those in the upper classes. Restricting the shared tongue also helps add another layer of separation between those with coin and those without, so anything with the shared tongue here is pretty much seen as a status thing.” He opened the door. “Do warriors go in first or last?” 
 
    “Last.” 
 
    “After me, then.” 
 
    When it was my turn to step through the entrance, I noticed that the dark wood decorating much of the stone foundations partly absorbed the bright light inside the tavern. In the middle of the expansive space was a small, raised stage with four stools. A man playing a large harp and a harmoniously singing woman sat on this platform. 
 
    “Is that her?” 
 
    “Nah. Yunsoo is younger, thinner, and with long, long hair. Let’s go and-” 
 
    A big man in dark gray leather armor strode up to us. With a condescending tone, he asked, “Are you two in the right place?” 
 
    Ujin lifted part of my shirt. “See these scales? I could sell one and buy this whole place if I wanted to. Go ahead, feel them. It’s like steel made out of feathers. Do you think someone like him would leave his homeland behind only to buy second-rate service somewhere else?” 
 
    The bruiser snorted. “Make sure you buy something.” 
 
    Going deeper into the tavern, I asked Ujin, “Couldn’t you just have answered ‘yes’?” 
 
    “Eh, it’s his job to be hard on strangers, so you have to act like you belong.” Walking by the long bar counter on the left side of the building, Ujin asked me, “Want a drink?” 
 
    “Not the drinking type. Just ask the barkeep where Yunsoo is.” 
 
    Ujin separated from me as I let him squeeze through a small crowd of people to get to one of the barkeeps. He eventually returned with a mug filled with a dark liquid. Drinking from his cup, he pointed at the stairs leading up to the second floor. 
 
    After taking his gulp, he said, “She apparently works as a server when she’s not singing. She must be more strapped for coin than I thought.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem to be the case for those she’s serving.” 
 
    “Yeah, this place is getting half of this city’s wealth drunk right now. We’re rubbing elbows with the greats. Don’t give any of them the evil eye or that bruiser will kick both of us out. And no matter how much you may want to, don’t touch the girls here too much. Places like these attract the best girls by promising to treat them better than the competition.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    A smaller bar above supplied drinks and food to the patrons wishing for a higher point of view of the building. While the first floor had rectangular tables capable of seating a large party, the round tables that filled the balconies of the second story were better suited for parties of three or four. With fewer people able to fit in this space, it was a little more muted than the one below, though neither space resembled the typical tavern in terms of potential rowdiness. A good number of patrons actually seemed to be listening to the music being strung and sung. 
 
    “There she is. Uh, let’s sit down. The barkeeps probably won’t like it if it looks like she’s wasting her time talking to some friends.” 
 
    Not bothered by the idea, I let Ujin take me to a small table against a balcony railing in what appeared to be Yunsoo’s section of responsibility. Shifa bounded on to the table and waved over Yunsoo when she turned to look in our direction. She cracked a smile for the summoned beast, but it wasn’t there for the humans. 
 
    Yunsoo picked up two empty cups, put them on her tray, and walked over to us. She and Ujin spoke in their inborn tongue. Even the drenindru added her own chirps and chitters into the mix. No one looked too thrilled with what the other had to say. 
 
    As Yunsoo walked away, Ujin said, “Hmm, she won’t give me a straight answer.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About when she can leave. She said something about me inspiring her somehow.” 
 
    “Are you putting words in her mouth?” 
 
    “No, no! I mean it. I think she’s talking about my plan to free Dae-Won.” 
 
    “She’s inspired by that? Then she wants to do something daring herself.” 
 
    “My thoughts, yes.” 
 
    “Fine, tell her we’ll help her so she can help us.” 
 
    “Sounds fair to me. I ordered us two vegetable dishes. It’s nothing they have to heat or too complicated to make, so it’ll be here quick. I’ll eat yours if you don’t want any.” 
 
    With no kitchen in the second floor, Yunsoo gave our order to one of the young men going up and down the stairs. It was he that returned carrying our meals. Shortly after our bowls were set down, Yunsoo came back on the pretense of refilling Ujin’s cup and handing Shifa an apple. Another round of alien words bumbled into my ears while I tried out the food. I recognized the green beans, peanuts, cabbage, and cucumbers, but there were also what appeared to be two different kinds of unknown seeds. Everything was cold, crunchy, and crisp. 
 
    Someone calling for Yunsoo cut the conversation short. Ujin, seeing his food as more interesting, did not inform me what they had been talking about. The flurry of activity that came between performers being replaced kept Yunsoo busy long enough for me to finish much of my salad bowl by the time she returned. The new performers were a pair of older female singers dressed in spotless white gowns. I listened to their sad sounding melody during the dialogue’s continuance. They went on for a good while this time. 
 
    I could see both of their expressions gradually progress from a neutral-stern state to one that better fit the relaxed contours of their faces. However, as she opened up more, she regressed back into a dour mien. She also lowered her voice to a loud whisper. 
 
    When she walked away with our dishes on her tray, Ujin, in a similarly loud whisper said, “Well, well, she’s out for revenge.” 
 
    “Against who?” 
 
    “A man who owned her half-sister.” 
 
    “Wait, even Shia citizens can be slaves?” 
 
    “When they have at least half the blood of the Igseti-Ky, yes. It seems this half-sister of hers died after her owner refused to aid in the birth of her child, which was probably his. Hearing that I will risk my life for my friend has compelled her to risk her own life to avenge her sister.” 
 
    “And how does she plan on achieving her revenge?” 
 
    “She took a job here because she knows her sister’s owner frequents the tavern. Indeed, he’s here now, near the stage. Do you see him? Ripe fellow with the gray hair, skinny beard? She wants to poison his food, but only if he orders a particularly dangerous meal. That may take a while.” 
 
    “What can be so dangerous about a meal?” 
 
    “She wants him to order a poisonous fish that swims in the Siti Bin River. The ploplu, I believe. I hear the taste is like no other fish on this side of Orda, but it can come at a steep price if prepared wrong.” 
 
    “Who would order that?” 
 
    “I doubt it’s all that big of a risk. I’m sure there’s just as high a chance of someone choking on a chicken bone than dying of this fish’s poison, but no one gets to tell the story of how one successfully ate a chicken. Still, if Yunsoo can add her poison to the fish…” 
 
    “Then everyone will blame the fish.” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “Where did she even get poison?” 
 
    “Er, that was actually on me. I pointed her to an alchemist I knew a few days ago. He likes to make potions for those too poor to buy it themselves, but he has to sell some nasty stuff to some bad people to keep them off his back, so he has some banned ingredients on him. I just thought she wanted some cheaper remedies or something.” 
 
    I got up from my chair and stretched. “Okay, so all we have to do is get that guy to order the damn fish, right? She’ll poison it, he eats it, we can go?” 
 
    “Uhh, sure. How are you going to get him to order the fish?” 
 
    “With my strange outsider powers. Tell Yunsoo to be ready, then follow me.” 
 
    “Oh, good, I don’t have to take any blame if the plan fails.” 
 
    Ujin got up to do as I bid. He met back with me at the bottom of the stairs. Together we walked toward the table with our target, who sat with a group of six other discriminating individuals. 
 
    Right when I walked behind the target, I slapped Ujin’s back and, in a tone louder and more animated than my usual efforts, I said, “Let’s ask these upstanding gentlemen! Excuse me, my friend here claims that the sirs and lords of Shia actually venture to eat the ploplu. I say he’s trying to goad me and other foolish outsiders to eat it. How many of you have eaten it by your own volition?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to say that your friend is right,” answered a small, youthfully old man at the head of the table. “Eating the ploplu is a rite of passage in these lands.” 
 
    “Ah, so it’s still society that forces it upon you, to prove your courage.” I laid a hand on my target’s shoulder. “What about you? When was the last time you had to test your courage and trust?” 
 
    “Hmph, not three fortnights ago! I trust my cook to prepare it at every craving.” 
 
    A collective groan. One of the groaners said, “I think we’ve all craved the ploplu more than once these past three fortnights, Master Chegal, so it’s obviously not at every craving.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I do not often restrict myself from the piquancy. It’s the outsider who seems to be searching for an excuse not to partake in the fraught little fish.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said. “If this is truly the way here, then I will have the ploplu if at least one other person at this table proves himself just as willing.” 
 
    After a little incitement from the table, three of the seven men took me up on my proposition, including Master Chegal, whose previous assertion had put him too much on the spot to refuse otherwise. I was able to secure a seat to his left while Ujin sat on a corner two people away from me. Ujin delivered a sly hand signal to Yunsoo after the order for the fish was made. She made it down the first floor and into the kitchen a minute later. 
 
    During our wait, Ujin was able to supply most of the stories to keep the aristocrats entertained. As per my usual cover, I told them I was Ujin’s bodyguard, which allowed him to appear more affluent than he currently was. His knowledge of affluent family names also added to our legitimacy. On top of that, the drenindru’s presence attracted the attention of the server girls, who came up to pet the cuddly creature. The men enjoyed the extra feminine company. 
 
    The lively atmosphere I helped usher in became restrained again when someone noticed our fish food on its way. As we were being served, I saw Yunsoo walk over to Ujin and whisper something to him. She left once they spoke for a bit, leaving Ujin to sit in thought for a moment. 
 
    When he finished thinking, he got up and went over to me, a false drunken sway moving his hips. Leaning down, he whispered, “She couldn’t get the poison in herself. They watch it too carefully.” I felt his hand slip something into mine. “I’ll distract ‘em in a minute.” 
 
    Ujin shuffled his feet toward the two girls still with Shifa. I shifted my focus back to my food. Ten thin strips of white fish meat, a small bowl filled with a brown sauce, and red slices of some vegetable lied on a black plate. Now that it was in front of me, the prospect of being felled by a dead fish annexed my mind. Would Kiku come running into the tavern if she had foreseen me ingesting my death? Not witnessing such a thing, I took a deep breath and picked up my wooden utensils. 
 
    No one wanted to eat as slow as the outsider, pushing the others to slurp down their first slice of ploplu just as I my piece landed on my tongue. Its icy coldness was the leading sensation, followed by its oily slickness. Chewing it released squirts of flavorsome salt. A mild yet distinctly bitter aftertaste lingered until I ate the next piece, which I dipped in the sour sauce. Not bad for a meal that could kill me and which pained my jaw, though the price in coin alone would deter me from trying this again. 
 
    A girl squealed uncomfortably. A louder yelp drew the attention of everyone who could hear it. At a table adjacent mine, Ujin was groping a server’s body. He ignored the young woman’s attempts to get him off her, meaning the bruiser could not ignore him. Two big guys sprinted out of nowhere to act as the woman’s arms. As they dragged my “drunk” companion away, I uncorked the vial in my hand and tilted its clear contents onto my neighbor’s fish. 
 
    I had just clasped my fingers around the vial when one of the men sitting in front of me turned back around and said, “Can’t protect them against themselves, eh?” 
 
    Picking the third strip of fish, I replied, “I can, but it costs extra.” 
 
    Once Ujin and Shifa went through the door, everyone went back to what they were doing. With no hint he tasted anything different, Master Chegal continued to eat his slightly shinier and wetter ploplu. I wished I had asked how quickly to expect the poison to take effect. I looked up to search for Yunsoo. We caught eyes. She returned a nod I scarcely moved my neck to achieve. 
 
    I ate the remaining food in relative peace. Only when I consumed it all did I revive the energy in the table. They congratulated me and the others on completing the feat. Once I accepted their praises with all the fake rapport I could muster, I excused myself to get back to Ujin. A second after stepping outside, a concise whistle had me looking at Ujin’s head going behind the corner of the tavern. 
 
    When I joined him around the corner, he asked, “You did it?” 
 
    “Yeah. How soon will the poison do its thing?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I suppose it will depend what kind of poison she bought, how strong it is. Might not even kill him, but we did our part, yes?” 
 
    “And when will I know whether the ploplu poisoned me?” 
 
    “Can’t imagine it will take too long, but I’m no expert on the matter.” 
 
    “Comforting. Did the bruisers try to break anything?” 
 
    “Nah, just a quick punch under the ribs. Thanks for caring.” 
 
    “I was only wondering whether your own mission was still in play. So, do we wait for Yunsoo out here?” 
 
    “Sure. I doubt she’ll be much longer.” 
 
    Hence, with nothing better to do, I shut my eyes and paid close attention to the churnings and gurgling of my stomach, waiting for any sign that I needed to expel my stomach’s contents and get to a healer. Moreover, the last thing I wanted to see was a worried Kiku running up to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    For about half an hour we waited around the corner for Yunsoo to come out. She actually came out of the back kitchen entrance, but she found us easily enough. She thanked us for what we did with a teary hug. Her hair still carried the woody, spiced fragrance of the tavern. 
 
    Ujin asked her about the poison and its effects. According to the alchemist she bought it from, the toxic concoction was intended to mimic a low dosage of the ploplu’s poison. Using anything more devastating would likely be noticed as not being a cause of the fish. This apparently meant that Master Chegal would fall ill over the next couple of hours, then, if the poison was made well enough, would suffer an attack of the heart and nerves. The strength of this attack would be the determining factor in whether Master Chegal lived or died. 
 
    Whatever happened to Master Chegal, it at least sounded as though Yunsoo would not be a suspect if suspicions were thrown around. As for how I felt about the whole thing, it was surprisingly refreshing to deal out justice without swinging my sword or expending prana. Perhaps I could become an assassin if my position of dragon knight fell through. 
 
    We soon brought Yunsoo to her troupe’s home. Ujin went up with her to gather the rope he stashed in their room. Yunsoo did not take long to get ready, so she and her troupe came down in a few minutes wearing long purple skirts and delicate pink mantles. While their clothes matched, their hairstyles ranged from short and loose to long and braided. Two of them held instruments that jingled with every movement. Ujin brought the rope and an excited Shifa liked to leap from one person’s shoulder to another, including mine. She weighed heavier than she looked, but balanced herself well. 
 
    Ujin handed me the coiled rope and gave me one last outline of the plan as we promenaded through the neighborhoods. The first part of the plan came into view inside a wide alleyway next to the stone wall of the high-priced residence. Standing at the end of the alley was a leafless tree fifty feet tall. With the rope and the drenindru on my shoulders, I headed for the possibly dead plant. Ujin and the girls walked over to the front gate to present themselves as the distraction. 
 
    I pulled out my thickest dagger at the base of the tree trunk. I used it to stab the soft bark when my fingers alone could not find a good grip. Shifa climbed up ahead of me, either taunting or encouraging my climbing ability by scampering downward and horizontally at her leisure. The ascent became less of a chore on reaching the lowest hanging branch. From there it was easy to gain my footing and pull myself ever higher. 
 
    My goal was to get a little higher than a three-story window of the four-story pagoda tower built near the property wall. Achieving that goal, I tied one end of the rope to the trunk and gave Shifa the other end. Then, hearing the jingles of the instruments being lifted by the breeze, we waited for our visual signal. 
 
    That signal came several minutes later in the form of the window shutters opening and a woman’s outline being lighted by a small candle. Taking the rope in its mouth, Shifa backed up as far as she could go, then applying prana like a human would, its four limbs bolted toward the tower. It leaped right at the branch’s tip, spreading its limbs outward like a flying squirrel, though she did not have much of that extra skin to aid her glide. Nevertheless, the drenindru cast an outburst of wind beneath her that provided the extra forward momentum she needed. 
 
    Shifa gracefully landed at the edge of the eave and was welcomed by the woman when she crossed through the window. The woman took the rope and tied it to a post near the window, making it taut. I pulled on the rope a few times to be certain it could carry my weight and not come loose. Satisfied it would hold, I grabbed the rope with both hands, then wrapped my legs around it. In this upside down way I slinked forward one hand grip at a time. 
 
    Not bothered by heights, I made good progress across the gap, not hesitating even in the times I looked down. A tad less elegantly than Shifa, I put my feet on the eave of the building. Hunched over, I crossed the window and entered a mostly darkened woman’s bedroom. That pretty young woman wore a yellow robe and had her hair cut up to her earlobes. 
 
    “You must be Lady Cho.” 
 
    “That’s right. Ujin did not tell me your name.” 
 
    “Mercer. Now, where’s Dae-Won?” 
 
    “He’s being held in the cellar in horrid conditions. I persuaded one of the guards who watches over him to leave, but one remains. I ask you do not kill him.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lady.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mercer. I assure you my servants and guards are honorable. They do not deserve to be seriously harmed even if it frees Dae-Won.” 
 
    “Well, not harming anyone probably means I’ll have to fetter him somehow. Some of your clothes and a bedsheet will have to do.” 
 
    “My clothes?” 
 
    “Your most durable ones. I’m sure you can afford new ones if necessary.” 
 
    “Oh, very well.” 
 
    She opened her wardrobe as I pulled out her bedsheet. Lady Cho handed me several articles of clothing to choose from. I picked a full-bodied gown and a skirt, rolling them up with the bedsheet. 
 
    “Oh! There’s something else…” Lady Cho stepped up to a desk and opened a drawer. From it she pulled out a small, clasped purse. Glancing between me and Shifa, she said, “This is for Ujin. Please make sure he gets it.” 
 
    Extending my hand under the purse, I said, “You have my word, Lady Cho.” Shifa chirped. “Oh, right. Our word.” 
 
    She nodded and put the purse in my hand. “We must be quick. My father will surely send away the troupe when he hears of it.” She cracked open her sliding door and popped her head out. Her hand motioned for me to follow. Joining her in the dark hall, she whispered, “I was able to send most of the guards and staff to the surprise fun I planned for them. Everyone else should be asleep in their rooms, so stay quiet.” 
 
    Shifa scampered ahead of us to help Lady Cho check for people around the corners or down the stairs. She didn’t have to tell us about the giggling children we heard somewhere down in the second story. Lady Cho went ahead and ushered the kids back into their room. The children had apparently been watching the troupe from an open window, which also let in their cheerful music. 
 
    As we descended the steps leading to the first floor, Shifa turned around and pointed her paw back up the staircase. I stopped as Lady Cho climbed back to check what it was the little creature heard. 
 
    After taking her peek, she sprinted back down and her hushed voice said, “It’s Father! Hurry!” At the bottom of the stairs we made a quick left and entered a short hallway. “The cellar door is at the end of the hall on the left. I’ll keep Father occupied for as long as I can.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped deeper into the hall using the lightest steps my weight and training allowed. Regardless, a floorboard or two couldn’t repress their creaks. Shifa was better at not revealing her location. I reached the open cellar door as Lady Cho and her father began a conversation in their native tongue. Their voices receded as they headed outside. 
 
    Not knowing where the guard’s exact position or awareness level, I crouched to be nearer Shifa’s ears and said, “Go in first. Pretend you’re a scared fox or something. Make sure the guard is facing away from the entrance. Squeak like crazy if he reacts by going toward me, or just come get me if he’s sleeping.” 
 
    Shifa patted my knee to assert her understanding. The summoned beast got on all fours and hopped down the stairs. I could see her halt and look about at the last step. At the same time I overheard a man say an unfamiliar word, she scurried off to her left. A human shadow chased after her. Taking that as my cue, I pursued the shadow. 
 
    The guard was in the process of scooping up Shifa when I dropped the bedsheet, hooked my arm around his neck, and put a hand over his mouth. Using a technique taught to me by the pirates, I placed a great deal of pressure on the neck’s blood vessels. The guard resisted, of course, but my response to him walking backward was to control my fall. I fell on my back and wrangled him on top of my body rather than make a commotion on the noisy ground. 
 
    I was just able to avoid his fingers’ attempt to claw my eyes, and his elbow hit only armor. He went for the short sword hanging by his hip, but I pinned the sword to the floor by turning him on his side. From there I sensed him losing consciousness. Even after he stopped moving I held the chokehold for another few seconds. Not wanting to cause him lasting damage, I ultimately let go and pushed him off me. I bought myself maybe a couple of minutes before his unobstructed blood woke him up. 
 
    I twisted the bedsheet into a crude rope and tied his hands and feet together like a farmer would one of his animals. Not too strong a restraint if he could cast a fire or strength spell, but it was better than nothing. I put as much of the balled up skirt into his mouth as possible, then tied the coiled gown around his eyes and forehead. Waking up blindfolded hopefully stopped him from thrashing around too much when he woke up. 
 
    Meanwhile, Shifa chatted with a door at the end of the not-so-big cellar. Behind the door, someone said a line of words, with “Shifa” being the only one I recognized. 
 
    When I finished up with the guard, I said, “You in there. You’re Dae-Won, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes! You’re with Ujin, right?” 
 
    “Aye. I didn’t see keys on the guard, so I’m going to have to burn the lock off. Stay back.” 
 
    “Fire? Is that a good idea?” 
 
    “It’s a brilliant idea. Now get back.” 
 
    I ignited a dragon stone and waited until the stone dissolved away to use it to bore through the lock’s shackle. The flame I focused only needed a few seconds to melt away the piece of metal. I let it drop on my boot to lessen its noisy impact with the ground, leaving a burn mark in the places the searing metal touched. Pushing open the unlatched door exposed the tiny room the overweight man had been caged in. A stinking bucket, an empty plate, a pile of straw, and a ratty blanket crowded the tight space originally meant to hold cases of wine or small barrels. 
 
    The free man, whose nice clothes were turning into rags, did not hesitate to embrace me. “Thank you, new friend.” 
 
    Slipping away from his strong but still squishy arms, I said, “You’re not free yet. I hope you realize how we plan to get you out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, Ga-Min was able to tell me one or two things about Ujin’s plan. I have to climb down a rope or something, right?” 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    “Do you think I can see Ga-Min before I leave?” 
 
    “If we happen to cross her path, but she should be busy distracting her father right now. Otherwise, follow me and keep quiet. Go against what I say or where I go and I’ll have no problem leaving you behind.” 
 
    “Message received. Lead the way.” 
 
    To Shifa, I said, “Lead the way.” 
 
    The fox-monkey bounded up the stairs. Her tail and paw flicked at us to come forward once she confirmed the coast was clear. Signaling Ujin and Lady Cho’s continued success, we could still hear the troupe’s bestowing their performance onto their captive audience. Things were quieter on the second floor, forcing us to tiptoe a little slower. I felt sorry for Dae-Won’s toes. 
 
    Halfway down the third floor hall, the drenindru stopped and puffed up her fur. Something darted out of a shadow near Ga-Min’s room. The little brown animal yapped at us with extreme fury. It almost had me unsheathing my sword. 
 
    “Kick the little bastard or something!” said Dae-Won. 
 
    “Shifa will distract him!” 
 
    I sprinted for Ga-Min’s door. Shifa played her part and ran up to growl and snap at the dog. I heard a door slide open somewhere at the same time I shut Ga-Min’s door behind Dae-Won. Going by the retreating racket, Shifa was fruitfully leading the dog and a woman’s voice away from us. 
 
    “Now what?” asked Dae-Won. I pointed at the rope. His eyes followed it out the window. “Do you think the rope will hold me?” 
 
    “I’ll hold the rope on this end, and I tied the other end myself, so I know that end will stay tied. I’d be more worried about your grip.” 
 
    Staring at his chubby hands, he asked, “There’s not a backup plan, is there?” 
 
    “Sure, I can push you out the window.” 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “It’s a little funny. Listen, this is what your life choices have led to—either use the rope or go back to the cellar. What’s it gonna be?” 
 
    Dae-Won sighed. He mumbled in his tongue to himself as he climbed through the window. I followed him out. 
 
    “This is how you got here?” 
 
    “Yes, now stop dallying. I saw no such thing from your lover and friend. Or shall I tell them that Dae-Won was too cowardly to run from his broken cage?” 
 
    He groaned and rolled his eyes. His hands grabbed the rope and tugged it a few times. I grasped the rope to cease its shaking. Dae-Won took a step closer to the edge and got himself under the rope. 
 
    “Can you help me with this part?” 
 
    “Start lifting yourself up and I’ll catch your legs.” 
 
    After taking a few quick breaths, Dae-Won seized the rope and tried pulling his girth up. I grabbed his feet when he got his legs to dangle, then stretched and wrapped them around the rope. 
 
    Letting go of him, I asked, “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. This isn’t so bad.” 
 
    “Good. Always keep at least one hand on the rope, and I’m not saying you have to go fast, but once you get moving, don’t stop until your head hits the tree.” 
 
    “Head on tree. Got it…” 
 
    “Any day now.” 
 
    “Right, right.” 
 
    He extended a hand, clutched a higher segment of rope, and squirmed forward. I hated how slowly he started, but he found a reasonable pace in due course. Even with my pulling the rope, it slackened by one or two feet when he reached the midway point, hindering his speed again. The gusts of wind did not help either. 
 
    Going by the number of different voices and footfalls echoing nearby, Shifa’s chittering and the dog’s yapping seemed to have woken the entire tower. None of them would have much trouble spotting the rotund man gently swaying on a rope if they glanced out an eastern facing window. The strengthening wind and the activity from the tower made it difficult to hear whether the troupe carried on in their diversion, so I was getting anxious to get a move on. 
 
    Once Dae-Won was wriggling over tree branches, I decided to risk the extra weight. I inverted my sight and clambered my way up the rope. The wind made it a touch more precarious, but when I saw that Dae-Won’s feet had settled on a branch, I pulled out a dagger and cut the rope. My side of the rope swung me through the air and over the wall. My extended, prana-filled legs lessened the shock the rest of my body received when they contacted the tree. For some damn reason I forgot about the crack in my jaw, which the tremors going up my body kindly reminded me of. 
 
    Looking at a sweaty Dae-Won a few branches above me, I said, “Get on the other side of the tree, then climb down to the lowest branch.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    As Dae-Won hugged the trunk and maneuvered himself to be on the other side of it, I climbed up to cut a length of rope. That in hand, I climbed down to the lowest branch on Dae-Won’s side and tied it to it. 
 
    When an out of breath Dae-Won finally caught up to me, he looked at the dangling rope and said, “Are you kidding me? My arms are noodles. I can’t climb down that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t use ‘noodles’ as your comparison.” 
 
    “Shut up, I’m serious. I’d lose my grip and break my legs.” 
 
    “So you’d rather jump?” 
 
    “No, no. You look like a strong guy. I’m thinking I hold on to your back as you climb down.” 
 
    The groan in my head escaped my lips. “Fine, but don’t squirm those ‘noodle’ arms of yours too much. I have a crack in my jaw that’s barely feeling better.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. Anything for my knight in shining armor.” 
 
    I turned around and allowed Dae-Won’s chunky limbs to drape over my shoulders. His hefty gut precluded his legs from doing anything other than droop from his body, putting all his weight on my shoulders and back. I hoped Ga-Min was never beneath her lover. Only by expending my prana throughout my body could I expect to last more than a few seconds in this position. I was thankful that the ground was not so far away. 
 
    I think Dae-Won did his best not to push his arms against my jaw, but it happened anyway. All I could do to keep the most sensitive area of my injury from becoming too inflamed was to press the left side of my face against his left arm. Now it was his squalid stink that bothered me more. 
 
    The ground soon graced our feet with its presence. Dae-Won fell on his knees and touched the ground with his forehead. 
 
    After giving him a moment, I said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Standing up to follow me, he asked, “Where?” 
 
    “A cheap tavern Ujin told me to meet him at. Said you’ll want a drink or two once you got free.” 
 
    “Gods yes. I don’t care how cheap it is.” 
 
    “I imagine you’ll have to get used to cheap.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, my path will have to go through a rough patch for a while, but I’m sure Ujin and I can figure out a way to bring me back to my former glory. You will certainly be better rewarded when that occurs.” 
 
    “Give that reward to some orphan or war widow. Coin is useless to someone who can obtain it easily enough.” 
 
    “That so? Who is my savior, anyway?” 
 
    “Mercer.” 
 
    “Well, Mercer, how did Ujin find you? Not many northerners visit Shia.” 
 
    “Shifa found me. She liked my scent. From that Ujin figured I was worth talking to. He mentioned the plight of his friend, and I didn’t see the harm in helping him out.” 
 
    “Glad you thought so. But I’m still confused. You didn’t accept any kind of reward for freeing me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Even knowing the danger?” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re confused about risk and danger. You must have known beforehand what would have happened if you were ever caught with Lady Cho, yet you risked it all the same.” 
 
    “That I did, but being with Lady Cho for a night is a grand reward. I don’t see what’s in it for you.” 
 
    “Let me put it this way—you wanted to embrace Lady Cho, and I wanted to embrace my selfish ambitions.” 
 
    “Selfish? Hmm, I’m thinking we’re two different kinds of people.” 
 
    “Aye, we might be.” 
 
    Dae-Won lacked the lungs to continue talking and jogging at the same time. I was glad not to have a conversation distracting me, as I sometimes needed a few moments to remember the way back to the rendezvous point near the troupe’s home. The problem exacerbated itself when I entered poorer areas that contained buildings that resembled one another. I once had to circle a block of homes twice to confirm that I headed in the right direction. Anyway, without a sign we were being hounded, I felt free to take a little time to choose the right path. 
 
    We eventually saw the correct tavern, the one with a white banner fluttering above the doorless entry. We doubled the amount of patrons when we entered and sat in the dimly lit place. Already satisfied, I told Dae-Won to order nothing for me, but he used me as an excuse to order another meal and drink for himself. 
 
    Just as “our” courses of skewered meats and cooked vegetables arrived, so did Ujin and his little partner. The old friends cheerily greeted one another in their native tongue. Shifa jumped on the table and grabbed herself a skewer. I got up and placed Lady Cho’s purse next to Shifa, then I turned to go. 
 
    “Hey, where you goin’?” asked Dae-Won. “We’re just beginning to celebrate!” 
 
    “I’ve done my part, which is to say I’ve now grown tired enough to get some sleep. That’s how I’ll celebrate.” 
 
    Opening the purse to rummage its contents, Ujin said, “Ah, but I invite you to extend your part in our escape.” 
 
    “And why would I do so?” 
 
    “Mostly as a precaution. There’s no guarantee Lady Cho will keep our part in this quiet, and it will be particularly easy for guards to identify you. I recommend leaving with us tonight.” 
 
    “Ga-Min would never rat you out,” said Dae-Won. 
 
    “Hey, I would bet all the coin I’ve ever owned that she wouldn’t, but I’m not betting my life. It may not even be her. A servant or neighbor could have spotted us at some point. Best not to take chances. It’s why the girls are coming with us.” 
 
    “Where are you going, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “To the coast. Probably Nogoro. We’ll have friends and options there. The coin and jewels Lady Cho generously donated will pay for our journey. I just have to check with a couple people to see which convoy we can join, then we’ll be off at dawn.” 
 
    “A convoy? I presume they’ll be armed. Are you expecting trouble?” 
 
    “I expect those we slighted will not think twice about hiring unscrupulous types to start a search for Dae-Won.” 
 
    “Ah, so that explains why you want me to come with you.” 
 
    “Mere precaution, friend. And why not join us? Traveling is always safer and more comfortable in a convoy, no? You want to reach your friends safe and sound, no? And you can sleep away most of the journey.” 
 
    “I’ll have to talk to my friend first.” 
 
    “Of course. Tell you what, go back to your inn, talk to your friend, and I’ll be over before dawn to get your answer. How’s that?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “You can find your way back, yes?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, thanks. Make sure Shifa doesn’t get too close to Dae-Won. His stomach has only been growling louder since I met him.” 
 
    “Ha-fucking-ha,” said Dae-Won’s full mouth, a few wet crumbs falling out. “Like to see how you eat after being imprisoned.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Ujin, “he’s earned a joke or two, just like you’ve earned every meal you can stuff down that giant-ass neck of yours.” 
 
    The pair of friends continued talking as I saw myself out. 
 
    After an uneventful excursion back to my inn, I walked down the second story hall and noticed that Kiku’s room had its door open. I looked in to see her sitting on her bed, in the dark, eyes closed. 
 
    “You awake?” 
 
    “Yes. Where have you been?” 
 
    “Someone asked for my help, so I gave it.” 
 
    “Are we in danger?” 
 
    “It may be safer to leave the city.” 
 
    Her eyes opened. “Now?” 
 
    “The man I helped should be here before dawn. He invited us to join a convoy heading west. Any visions suggesting that’s a bad idea?” 
 
    “There are visions suggesting drinking too much water is a bad idea, so your question is a bit too broad. My advice is to trust your instincts. What do they say?” 
 
    “I don’t know about instincts, but logic tells me I should leave the trouble I stirred up as soon as possible, and we can always leave the convoy whenever we want.” 
 
    “Then I suppose it’s decided. Does the one you helped know who you are?” 
 
    “Not exactly. His summoned beast sniffed out my dragon scales, so I told him I was allied with the dragon knight.” 
 
    “Should I be as well?” 
 
    “Be whatever you want… uh, within reason.” 
 
    “Then I want to be sleeping. Please shut my door.” 
 
    I actually hoped she would continue the conversation. It was turning into one of those nights where sleep itself had taken a sojourn, and I had no idea when it would return. 
 
    The best I managed to do was meditate into a short-lived state of languor that was interrupted by a knock. Kiku and Ujin stood on the other side of my door, with Shifa sniffing Kiku’s legs. 
 
    “You ready?” asked Ujin. 
 
    Closing my door behind me, I replied, “Aye. You found a convoy?” 
 
    “Yes. My favored choice, actually. They’re in a respectable trade guild mainly transporting fabrics and furs, and they’ll be well defended. We can stick with their wagons the whole way to the coast if we wanted to. They won’t go straight for Nogoro, but they’ll get pretty close.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Come on, then. They’ll be on the move soon.” 
 
    Our fast walking guide led us to Manvi’s wide central road. Here we passed other travelers preparing their steeds, carts, and wagons for journeys that would start when the shade of black above us diminished its oppression within the next hour. We headed toward a convoy made up of nine heavy wagons, four carts, and plenty of work horses and oxen to pull them. Including the fifteen armed men and women on foot or horseback, there looked to be about forty people total, some taking shelter under the dark gray fabric arched over four of the wagons. 
 
    Ujin went up to a well-dressed, well-groomed gentleman sitting alone in one of the carts. They spoke in Shia’s tongue for a moment, the man’s leery eyes making it obvious that he was most concerned about the foreigner. The convoy leader’s scratchy voice spoke with Kiku next. When he was mollified with her replies, he moved on to me. 
 
    “What is your blood name?” he asked in a rough form of the shared tongue. 
 
    “I assume you mean my family name. It’s Eberwolf.” 
 
    “Well, Master Eberwolf, Master Ro vouches for your character, yet I’ve never known strangers to bring good omens to these lands.” 
 
    “Then you should be happy to know that my intent is to leave your lands as quickly as possible, omens and all. You should have peace of mind knowing that every day I spend in your convoy will be another day closer to having Wregor bear my presence.” 
 
    He snorted. “Peace of mind? Eh, perhaps it would be best to have you under my watch rather than roaming free…” He looked behind me. “Master Ro, I hold you to your word. If anyone you’ve vouched for brings hardship to my people, then all of you will be sent away. Understand?” 
 
    “Very much so, but I guarantee the girls alone will justify your decision to bring us along.” 
 
    The three of us thanked the leader with a bow. 
 
    Kiku and I wanted to get an uninterrupted round of sleep, so Ujin led us to a covered wagon hiding Dae-Won and two young men. Since most of the crates inside this wagon were draped with furs and linens, it looked to be a wagon specifically outfitted to allow a few people to get some rest. Using my lap as a pillow, Kiku achieved our goal first. I found the early stages of sleep soon after the convoy got moving. Not the smoothest ride, but I coped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    Interested in getting himself back into prime fighting shape, Yukata often found himself joining us in the sparring room. Since physical fitness was his main goal, the young lad liked to train with his fists rather than weapon or elemental spell. Given that Wregor revered the god of stone and admired the brawn of the minotaurs, it was obvious that the empire favored strength over the elements or trickery. 
 
    Yukata liked to bash his fists on my shield in an attempt to break it, though he had trouble putting cracks or dents in it. Only when I wanted to give him some encouragement did I lessen my shield’s durability enough for him to bend it. He wanted to fight Gerard, Clarissa, or one of the riders in a hand-to-hand contest, but his retainers denied him the desire. As a consolation, the prince was able to witness two elite combatants display their prowess with close range combat when he convinced Guanyu and Gerard to spar with heavy wooden poles. 
 
    Guanyu boasted experience and a longer reach, but Gerard was sturdier and could counter speed well. Thus begun a whirling, smacking dance that entertained everyone watching. Even Lady Nuan looked to be invested in the mock match. A smattering of understated cheers and applause met every blow that landed anywhere below their heads. My knight held up well, but Guanyu adhered to Wregor’s preference for persistent brute force and incrementally gained more and more total hits. When it reached a point that Gerard needed half an hour of accumulated bruises to catch up, I forced him to concede defeat. 
 
    Yukata’s presence helped us to extend our time in the sparring room, though we still tried not to exceed the allotted hour by too much. However, the day after the match between Gerard and Guanyu, our training session was cut short by a woman’s forceful voice coming down the stairs. 
 
    As Yukata responded to the voice in his tongue, Nuan said, “It’s the empress.” 
 
    It couldn’t have just been the empress alone, for multiple sets of footsteps trampled the ground. A tall woman with equally tall hair appeared first. A beautiful green and yellow gown enveloped her lissome frame, the dress barely ruffling in her precise movements. Her strides were short but quick. Her acute stare cut through the dim light and reminded me of a cat’s intense stare as it stalked its prey. 
 
    Four men in armor trailed close behind her. One of them wore an ornate breastplate overlaid with black glass and gold etching. Half of it was covered by a red shoulder cape. Despite the helmet, I noted that he resembled the emperor quite a bit, so it was no great leap to assume him to be Prince Wuhen Ashina, heir to the throne. 
 
    Yukata, in a restrained run, went up to his mother and hugged her. They each said something in words I could not understand. Empress Satiko Ashina ran her fingers through her son’s messy hair and passed him off to her eldest. 
 
    Stepping up to me, Satiko asked, “You are Princess Astor?” 
 
    I bowed and answered, “Yes. A pleasure to mee-” A hard slap reddened my left cheek when my head leveled out from its bow. Considering how much the pain stunned me, I knew her hand had to have been propelled by prana. 
 
    In a shouting kind of whisper, she said, “Your blood does not give you the right to decide what is best for my children!” 
 
    “Mother!” said Yukata. “She and her friend helped me! I’m better!” 
 
    “And that fact is the only reason she and her friends are not in our dungeons at this very moment, but hindsight is no excuse for the danger she exposed you to. No, the young princess needs reminding that she cannot always expect her reckless actions to be pardoned because of her name and blood.” 
 
    My opening mouth prepared to defend its master, but intuition told me that someone angry enough to slap someone else was seldom receptive to rationality. Consequently, in the interest of abridging and cooling the conversation, I said, “I’d feel the same way if a stranger risked the welfare of my sisters without apprising me beforehand. I know that resentment would suppress all other emotions for some time.” 
 
    Perhaps she anticipated a more childish response from me, for she stayed silent for a heated moment. Realizing she was obligated to at least act as self-possessed as the youth in front of her, the vehemence in Satiko’s eyes mellowed to a haughty glare. I’m certain I heard her internal monologue wishing for us to be alone. Without another sound, Satiko turned around and directed her youngest up the stairs, taking his retainers with her. 
 
    The man in black and gold remained behind. Offering me a small bow, he said, “Forgive her, Princess Astor. I’ve never known my mother to inhibit her emotions when it comes to her children.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right, Prince Ashina. I imagine being helpless against the desiccation disease these past months has also rattled her composure and sense of security.” 
 
    “No doubt it has.” 
 
    “Thank you for your understanding.” 
 
    “I admit I wasn’t so understanding when I first heard what you did. It honestly took hearing and seeing my brother healthy for the first time in months to remove all my reservations. If your special healing method is truly a way to cure the disease, then my mother will soon treat you as one of her own.” 
 
    “I look forward to the day. May I ask how you’ve fared with the disease?” 
 
    “I’m perhaps the least affected by it. It’s why I can still go out at sea and command my ships without too much fear of a severe relapse.” 
 
    “And your mother was at sea with you?” 
 
    “Not with me, but yes, she was out overseeing coastal defenses. She claims her objective is to keep complacency at a minimum, but it’s really an excuse to leave the stuffiness of the palace and let down her hair. However, the desiccation hits her hard when it comes, so I don’t approve of her latest outings.” 
 
    Coming up beside me, Clarissa said, “It doesn’t seem like the empress cares much for someone else’s approval.” 
 
    “You’d be right about that, Lady…” 
 
    “Oh, uh, it’s Lorraine. Clarissa Lorraine, Your Highness. So, Odet, does your cheek hurt? It’s still red.” 
 
    “There’s only a tingle. There are those here with worse afflictions.” Back to the prince, I asked, “Will you and your mother be the ones to undergo the procedure?” 
 
    “Considering my position, both of my parents will insist that I be cured next. That will leave your scholar with only one more chance at treating someone, correct?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “There will likely be a long discussion on who will receive that final treatment. I don’t want to be a part of it. It could be choosing who lives and who dies.” 
 
    “Not if we counter the Advent swiftly. In Jegeru we can surely collect more nismerdon prana to help your family.” 
 
    Changing his unruffled expression to a brooding one, his hand slipped under his helmet to scratch his cheek. “Acting swiftly is looking more and more difficult to achieve.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “There are signs that several Chiszir tribes are amassing along the border. Not too unusual in and of itself. They often like to raid our territory to test for weaknesses, but our scouts are reporting larger than average numbers.” 
 
    “Sounds like more Advent meddling,” said Gerard. 
 
    “It wouldn’t take much meddling to induce the Chiszir to attack my people, even after all the times we’ve repelled them. So you see our problem. The Chiszir will undoubtedly make the most out of our softer defenses if we pull too many soldiers from our border. Wregor could find itself in a two-front war.” 
 
    “All the more reason to begin persuading other kingdoms to align with our cause,” I said. “The more men that join us, the less strain it will be on your own manpower.” 
 
    “My father may not consider bringing in different groups of outsiders as a solution.” 
 
    “And what does the future of this empire think? Does he believe the Advent threat is a matter of wait and see?” 
 
    “I believe action should be taken, Princess Astor, but we must remain sensible. Would you leave yourself open to one enemy to attack another? Do you trust kingdoms you only have a distant connection with to fight alongside your people?” 
 
    “All valid points against a traditional enemy, but ours is not. There hasn’t been an enemy like the Advent since the dragon war. And like that war, it will require cooperation between different nations to end this once and for all. Make no mistake, Prince Ashina, war has come to your doorstep from beyond this realm. Please make your father understand that. Sometimes older generations have a harder time imagining beyond their life experience.” 
 
    “Someday we’ll fall into that trap as well. Until then, I’ll do my best to convey your earnest desire to take action. I especially see no harm in contacting other Efios kingdoms to learn how difficult it will be to pull their soldiers away from their borders. We won’t be the only ones worried about diluting our defenses. I imagine the dragon knight may stand a better chance at uniting foreign banners together.” 
 
    “I agree, and he’ll be here in a few weeks, but two royal valkrean families will have to do for now. Besides, I don’t think your father wants to appear subservient to a single outsider’s wishes, even if that outsider is a dragon knight. The emperor should be the one to spur action if he wants to maintain his image as the most powerful man in Efios.” 
 
    A boisterous chuckle left the prince. “Now that might be your strongest point yet. My father and grandfather have sacrificed much to merely maintain the appearance of control.” 
 
    “As have my ancestors. The Alslana Empire nearly collapsed on itself for the sake of keeping up appearances, and mainly for people who could not care less about staying under our banner, no less. The point is, whatever you can say to your father, say it.” 
 
    “It’ll be the least I can do if your scholar’s procedure releases me from the desiccation’s grip. Speaking of which, no one has yet to tell me exactly what this procedure involves. It’s not too harrowing, I hope.” 
 
    “It’s not the most pleasant experience from what I’ve seen, but your brother handled it well, so only brace yourself for some odd discomfort and queasiness.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, thank you. I need to get going, but it’s been an honor to meet with a fellow royal valkrean. I believe we can bring more balance to the world if we worked together more often.” 
 
    “It would certainly make us better prepared to counter attacks from other realms. Good luck with the procedure, Prince Ashina.” 
 
    He left after a parting bow. 
 
    According to Ikumi, the elder prince underwent the scholar’s procedure the next afternoon. Two days later and his prospects appeared to equal his brother’s. Ikumi was thrilled with the results, but knowing Ghevont could only perform on one other person tempered a full-fledged celebration. I was also afraid that expending all of the nismerdon prana on another procedure would leave us blind to any enemies that may bear the nismerdon power. I prayed that the remaining desiccation victims could hold out long enough for us to find a tidy solution, no matter how unlikely that was looking. 
 
    Four days after Wuhen’s procedure, I got the chance to speak with him again. As I finished eating my dinner, the armored prince entered the guest banquet hall, helmet under his arm. Everyone stood up from their seats in respect. He talked a little with a couple of palace visitors, but it became clear that my part of the table was his destination. 
 
    Coming up to me, he said, “Princess Astor, I hope you’ve satisfied your appetite.” 
 
    “That will depend on what kind of news you’ve brought me.” 
 
    “It’s news I’d rather not discuss openly. Please, follow me to a sitting room. Your friends can finish their meals. This won’t take long.” 
 
    There were several nearby rooms to choose from. He picked one occupied by an older couple, who left when he requested privacy. A mirrored wall helped to reflect the light that came from two small fireplaces. 
 
    Taking our seats, I asked, “What’s this about?” 
 
    “Jegeru. We’ve just received word that Prince Mochimoto Tokkosho has arrived in Nattu.” 
 
    “A Jegeru prince, huh? And what and where is Nattu?” 
 
    “A rocky island about two hundred miles northwest of Watawara. As we each have a fort there, it’s often used as a neutral meeting place between our two nations.” 
 
    “I see. So, what has the prince said?” 
 
    “Nothing as of yet. There hasn’t even been an official announcement that has confirmed the prince’s whereabouts. It’s only because of our spies that we know a boy fitting Mochimoto’s description has made it to Koubeng Fortress.” 
 
    “But then it’s possible he’s not the prince at all.” 
 
    “There are many possibilities that could explain Jegeru’s hesitance to give away a royal’s location, which is why Father wants me to head there and uncover the truth myself. If it is the prince, then it will be the first Jegeru royal confirmed to be alive. We have to find out what he knows, especially if he turns out to be the last of his line. The emperor has allowed me to take you along if you wish it.” 
 
    “He’ll allow me to leave?” 
 
    A smirk formed on the left half of his mouth. “I think your presence makes the emperor nervous. Seeing what you risked to help my brother, he knows you have the capacity to take drastic measures to attain your ambitious goal, measures that may force him to rein in a royal valkrean and cause an incident that will span oceans. He has enough problems.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to be the cause of your father’s consternations, so I will accept your offer to meet the Jegeru prince. I assume I can take my companions along as well?” 
 
    “Yes, even the scholar. As I understand it, we’ll need his staff to sense any nismerdon prana we may encounter on the island. Can’t have us falling into a trap too easily.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” 
 
    “As soon as you and your friends equip themselves with whatever they need. I’ll inform the guards to escort you outside once you’re ready.” 
 
    Excited about doing anything outside of the palace, and with permission, I forgot to bow to my host before exiting the room. I had to turn around and bow through the open door. The prince responded with an amused nod. 
 
    My group felt as much enthusiasm as I did when I told them we were finally leaving the palace confines. And while Prince Ashina was presumably ordered not to let us roam too far out of his sights, I had a feeling the emperor would prefer it if we went our own way. Getting back into our former attire did not take long, and being escorted outside the palace grounds took even less time. Including the prince and Ghevont, a squadron of twenty-two griffins and their riders waited for us. Our own riders were still not given lenience, so they had to be passengers as well. 
 
    Flying east meant flying toward the incoming night. Assuming uninterrupted flights, I expected for us to reach Nattu as the night surrendered her throne to the morning sun. Patches of sprinkling rain and strong gusts slowed us down a couple hours after we lifted off the ground, though nothing that hindered us by more than a few minutes in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Sometime around midnight, we traded for fresh griffins on one of those large wooden platforms. It was during the exchange that I got to speak with Ghevont. 
 
    “Were you treated well in your isolation?” 
 
    “Well? Hmm, I won’t exactly describe it as so, but I can say their conduct towards me was not unwell. Nothing to ruffle anyone’s feathers over.” 
 
    “Oh, then I suppose that’s fine. And what’s the state of the nismerdon crystal?” 
 
    “There’s not much prana left. Unless it’s particularly strong, I doubt I could sense nismerdon prana beyond a few dozen yards.” 
 
    “Curing Wuhen took its toll, then? Can you really cure another person of the desiccation?” 
 
    “I believe so. Er, as long as the case is not too severe. I would like to examine the rest of those afflicted so I can determine who has the least number of spores, but my request has not yet been granted.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have to be so frugal if we could get more nismerdon prana,” said Clarissa. “How hard would that be, anyway? Wouldn’t we need to absorb the prana from a living giant, or one of the Advent?” 
 
    “Or one of their active spells. I’m confident the absorption process itself won’t be too challenging for me, but yes, restraining a nismerdon or cultist will be the perilous part.” 
 
    “And unless we have a considerable advantage, I’m not sure it’s worth the risk,” said Gerard. “Killing the Advent and their monsters should always be our top priority.” 
 
    “It’s not really up to us,” I said, watching as our escort brought out fresh griffins from below deck. “It will purely depend on the opportunities we’re dealt and whether we can create our own. So let’s focus on this opportunity for now.” 
 
    Going by how fast many of them wanted to go, I think our new griffins had not been taken out to fly in some time. At least my whiptail appeared to be well taken care of during her confinement. Her feathers were so soft and glossy. To my disappointment, their flying dash eventually wore on them after an hour, putting us at a more practical speed the rest of the way. 
 
    A rectangular, gray island two or three miles long came within sight at the fringes of dawn. Made from the same rock as the island were unspectacular fortresses erected at each end of Nattu. We headed for the center of the six-sided western fort. Wuhen, now sitting in the open courtyard filled with six stone tables, spoke to some soldiers and proceeded to eat the bowls and plates of breakfast put down in front of him. My group and most of the riders sat down to eat with him. Being a princess, I sat to his right. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Prince Ashina?” I asked. 
 
    After taking a sip out of his mug, he answered, “I’ve sent a messenger to our neighbor letting them know that Wregor’s heir and an Alslana princess needs to speak with Jegeru’s prince.” 
 
    “Not being discreet, I see.” 
 
    “There’s no need. Their response to my bluntness will be enough to inform my next actions. They could draw this out by denying their prince’s absence, but I’m prepared to play any game of theirs until the evening. However, I hope announcing your presence will convince them that Wregor is not interested in harming their prince. It’s likely they haven’t declared their prince’s whereabouts because they don’t know who to trust, but if there’s anyone they can trust, it will be the princess who was traveling with the dragon knight.” 
 
    “So that’s why I’m really here.” 
 
    “There can be more than one reason, and I honestly thought you would have figured it out before now.” 
 
    “Ah, well, I’ll think better after a nap.” 
 
    “My people will give you and anyone else a room to rest your mind. I may do the same if there isn’t a quick answer from Jegeru.” 
 
    I did not actually feel all that tired, but I still took Wuhen’s offer to limit my future yawns once I stifled my stomach’s growling with some food. As expected from recently occupied military barracks, my accommodations were not remarkable and they smelled, um, sweaty. The human odor must have been appealing to the vampire, for she fidgeted more than usual. A tempting odor was better than a bothersome sun, so she lingered inside. With nothing to read, Ghevont joined me in my search for a little sleep. 
 
    I returned from what felt like a short reprieve when Gerard nudged me awake. A nod at Clarissa had her opening the door. 
 
    Taking a step inside, Wuhen said, “We’ve received confirmation that Prince Tokkosho is indeed being held in Koubeng. He was not in Watawara when the attack occurred, so he escaped the fate of many in his home city. Regrettably, the fortress commander claims the boy is not fit enough to speak. Whatever struck him, they expect he’ll succumb to it in the coming days. That’s evidently their reason for keeping his presence a secret.” 
 
    “So we’re too late to help him? Can your healers take a look? Or Ghevont?” 
 
    “A messenger is already on his way with an offer of aid.” 
 
    “Good, good. Did Jegeru’s commander give you any other information?” 
 
    “He implied he’s too isolated from the mainland to know what’s happening there, but Prince Tokkosho did not come alone. Among his group were three noble children, including a younger cousin. If the prince dies, then it may be this cousin who is next in line to the throne. However, he needs another few months for his age to cross into double-digits, and until reliable news from the mainland reaches us, no one will recognize his rule just yet.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but if he and the others he came with can talk, then they can tell us some reliable information about what’s happening on the mainland. We should request to speak with them.” 
 
    “The commander would have already mentioned anything noteworthy.” 
 
    “Unless he doesn’t believe what he’s heard, or wants to keep more secrets. Either way, there’s no harm in requesting it. Any little bit of information we can gather will be useful.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll send the request. I’ll return with their reply.” 
 
    I could not find my sleep again, so I took my turn watching over the others who entered their dream realm. Ghevont, who had not been awoken by Wuhen’s interruption, seemed particularly peaceful in his slumber. Clarissa, to help lessen the alluring human aroma, covered herself in three blankets. A weak flame spell from a rider helped to burn off some of the human scent on them. 
 
    Just as my eyelids became too heavy to bother leaving them open, a knock on the door forced me to lift away the drowsiness. 
 
    “Our request has been granted,” said Prince Ashina. “We’ll be meeting them at the center of the island. Are you ready?” 
 
    Shaking Clarissa awake, I answered, “Yes, in a second.” 
 
    We followed the prince to the courtyard once everyone was roused. Griffins flew us out the fort and toward a large stone roof. On landing near the structure I saw that the roof was not supported by walls, but by eight thick columns. Two white tables divided the open-air room lengthwise, almost cutting through the entirety of the elongated space. Jegeru’s people had not come yet, so we waited by the tables for a few minutes. 
 
    Someone spotted numerous griffins heading our way. We stood up to greet the people that dismounted the dozen creatures. Other than two children and a pair of their caretakers, most of them were soldiers. The commander of these warriors, a somewhat brutish man no taller than me, exchanged proper introductions with Prince Ashina. 
 
    After I was announced, I bowed and said, “Commander Sadatore, you have my deepest sympathies and more. You have my word that I will continue to do my utmost to rid your kingdom of the Hoic-Dro.” 
 
    “I’m grateful, princess of Alslana. I only hope these Hoic-Dro are truly our only enemy.” 
 
    “As I’ve already assured you,” began Wuhen, “Wregor is not championing the old cult.” 
 
    Adding to that, I said, “As difficult as it is to accept, commander, the Hoic-Dro have created an elaborate system of allies that have allowed them to do much harm throughout Orda. It’s proved incredibly difficult to predict who’s been subjugated by them, but I’ve come to the conclusion that Wregor’s ability to make its own decisions, while perhaps shaken, has not been spoiled. Your homeland will need outside help if it hopes to expel the Hoic-Dro.” 
 
    “Wregor wants Jegeru,” said a timid, squeaky voice. It came from Koreteru Tokkosho, the young cousin of Jegeru’s prince. He was staring at his feet. “It’s Wregor’s fault.” 
 
    Master Jia, the elderly attendant standing behind him, told him something in their tongue. I couldn’t understand the exact words spoken, but body language and tone told me he was instructing the young lord to keep quiet. 
 
    Seeing an opportunity to treat a potential leader seriously, I sat on the bench seat in front of the youth and said, “Please, Lord Tokkosho, have a seat.” 
 
    His startled eyes met mine before going up to his attendant’s face. The elder nodded. Koreteru took a seat and looked behind me to gawk at all the armed adults from other lands. 
 
    Getting his attention back to me, I said, “I believe you’re right, Lord Tokkosho, Wregor would someday like to have Jegeru’s people as their own. However, there is an enemy in your homeland who is doing much worse than ruling over your people. They pretend to be allies for a long time, then they strike. You’re not here because of Wregor soldiers. What were you escaping from? Giants?” 
 
    “N-no, not giants. They were like fiends, but they had a human shape.” 
 
    “We don’t know what they were,” said Master Jia. “We never got close to them.” 
 
    “But one group did get close to us,” corrected the boy. “Remember? We told you. We didn’t wake you up because we didn’t want to make noise. But we saw her—me and Ujimoro. She was getting closer to our hiding spot. A few more steps and she would have found us, but she stopped moving. They all stopped, all at once. She wouldn’t even blink. Her clothes were torn and bloody. I could see her ugliness. She looked too skinny and was like a black-green color. She was a fiend summoned by Wregor.” 
 
    “Black-green?” said the scholar. “Sounds like nismerdon magic to me. I fear your theory of fiends is unlikely.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Ghevont,” I said. “I’ve seen it to a lesser degree in Lady Vealora. It sounds as though the giants are now able to directly control their victims on a larger scale.” 
 
    “They can have thousands of mindless servants by now if they can enthrall everyone they feed from,” said Gerard. “All of Jegeru’s armies could be on our side and it will still be quite a battle.” 
 
    “Then Mochimoto is gonna become a fiend, too?” asked Ujimoro, the second child. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked him. 
 
    “Because he’s too skinny. They give him lots of water, but he only gets skinner and blacker.” 
 
    “Water?” I glanced at Wuhen, whose thin eyebrow raised up in response. To the commander, I asked, “What exactly is the sickness that has afflicted the prince?” 
 
    “Our healers say his sickness is little understood, but they believe it to be some kind of infection that saps the prince’s inner water.” 
 
    “The desiccation disease. I understand it’s naturally found in the Chiszir desert. It won’t make him an Advent thrall, but they were probably the ones who spread it to your kingdom. They’ve done it before. Depending on how many in the royal family were exposed, the Advent could threaten to do much harm by withholding treatment.” 
 
    “Yes, a treatment,” said Master Jia. “As the prince’s illness worsened, he kept asking for us to head for the palace. He wanted to acquire more of a tonic that he said helped him. But we could not go to Watawara. Everyone that came from the city told us much of it was overgrown with incarnate roots. A little later and they described those human fiends. That same day we saw them for ourselves. Still, Master Lai decided to risk everything for his ward. We even waited for him by the shore for two extra days, but he never returned. We had to leave.” 
 
    “As difficult as it was, you made the right choice. You had other children to safeguard. Commander, will you allow my scholar to examine the prince? He has experience in treating the desiccation disease. He may at least help lessen the prince’s suffering.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “May I speak with you, Princess Astor?” asked Prince Ashina in a non-asking manner. 
 
    I smiled at the young lord and stood up to oblige Wuhen. 
 
    After taking a couple of steps away from the table and toward Ghevont, the imperial prince said, “I don’t wish to sound too heartless, but if your scholar senses that he can do nothing more than offer a few extra hours of life, instruct him not to commit too much of his nismerdon prana to the task. It would be a shame if another life was lost because the crystal was needlessly wasted on someone who could not be saved.” 
 
    “And if he can be saved? Will you allow that, my lord?” 
 
    “Only if the scholar is absolutely certain he can be. Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “Despite the emotional bias of your appeal, it does seem the pragmatic thing to do. Very well…” I sighed. “Ghevont, if Prince Tokkosho is too far gone, then follow Prince Ashina’s wishes, understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly.” 
 
    Turning back to the commander, I said, “He can leave immediately. My knight shall also accompany him. Can you take them now?” 
 
    “Yes, they can ride on our griffins.” 
 
    “Is the prince properly isolated?” asked Ghevont. 
 
    “He’s always behind a ward, and we burn the air around him when someone has to go through it.” 
 
    “Sounds proper enough. Which griffin shall I ride?” 
 
    Commander Sadatore used his the language of his homeland to order two of his men to escort Ghevont and Gerard to their whiptails. As they flew away, the commander said, “Speaking of griffins, I believe those are Jegeru riders behind you, princess.” 
 
    “They are indeed. They were instrumental in getting my companions out of danger on multiple occasions. As much as I would like to keep them by my side, they will not be able to fulfill their oaths under Wregor’s skies. They are yours now. I was wary about letting them go anywhere in Jegeru, but I’m heartened by the fact that you’ve kept those under your command on the island. It tells me you’re not panicking and wisely waiting for dependable information before dedicating your men to a battle you do not yet understand.” 
 
    “Thank you for your praise, but as my main charge is keeping a close eye on Wregor, it’s duty that keeps me here, not wisdom.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, if you can, you should begin to make this fortress a larger command post. It may make for a good staging area for both Jegeru and Wregor forces once we start organizing en masse. The Advent have yet to display a mastery over the sea, so an island could become one of our more defensible positions.” 
 
    “An attainable goal if we can gain Wregor support. My ability to communicate quickly from here was not vast to begin with, and it will take more than my voice to convince my superiors or naval captains to gather here.” 
 
    “We have to start somewhere.” Gazing at Prince Ashina, I said, “And I don’t think it will strain Wregor too much if they choose to lend you a little communication support.” 
 
    “We can certainly negotiate it,” responded the prince. 
 
    From here on the commander and Wuhen slipped more and more into tongues I did not comprehend. They presumably discussed people and places I held no knowledge in. My exclusion from their conversation would have bothered me more if not for the children. They clearly needed a distraction from serious talk. I wish I could get Elisa to speak with them. She had a knack for instantly connecting with people around her age. I had to be a bit more conscientious as I prodded their interests. 
 
    Clarissa helped me socialize with the youths. As an orphan herself, she could identify with them better than I ever could. We were able to pull additional information about their last few days in the mainland, such as the fact that a band of marauders was what led to an early split between their smaller group and a group that included many of their relatives. It seemed bandits were taking advantage of the largely absent Jegeru army to add their own form of depravity to the chaotic situation. In any case, much of our conversation veered toward the less traumatic. 
 
    Two hours since they left, Gerard and Ghevont returned. The scholar and a man in white healer’s robes went to speak with the commander while Gerard came back to me. 
 
    Stepping away from the children, I asked Gerard, “How did the prince look?” 
 
    “They did not allow me to get too close, and I was glad to keep the distance. He already looked like a skeleton made of cracked clay from where I stood. All the poor boy did was make a hoarse, groaning noise the entire time.” 
 
    “Did Ghevont do anything to help him?” 
 
    “He told me he tried clearing his throat a little, but he can’t do much more without replenishing his nismerdon prana, and he said it within earshot of the healer. I suspect that’s what he and the healer are discussing with the commander right about now.” 
 
    Confirming Gerard’s suspicions, the commander called over Prince Ashina and I a minute later. Keeping Ghevont at his side, the commander said, “Princess Astor, your scholar tells me there’s a chance the prince can be saved if his staff’s crystal can reclaim some of its lost prana.” 
 
    “How much of a chance, Ghevont?” 
 
    “Um, it’s low. I say there’s almost no chance at all of curing his condition all at once, but there is a fair possibility I can manage it to the point his life is no longer in immediate danger. Treatment can continue from there until he’s reached a state of near normalcy.” 
 
    “Good news if we had the prana, prana that is only on Jegeru’s mainland.” 
 
    The commander said, “I understand that we need the prana of the giants or one of their worshipers, but if those human thralls are somehow being controlled by the giants, then it’s possible they carry some of their prana, no? They would be easier targets to obtain this special prana from.” 
 
    “Assuming you only face a few at a time,” said Wuhen. 
 
    “I’m prepared to dispatch every rider I have to the mainland if it will save my prince. He could very well be the rightful king. I will not sit still as he lays dying. Would either of you, Prince Ashina, Princess Astor, expect your vassals to leave you to die when they’re told they could save you?” 
 
    “He has you there,” whispered Gerard. 
 
    “What are you proposing, then?” I asked the commander. 
 
    “Simple, princess. I want my riders to take your scholar to the mainland so he can see whether the thralls will give him the prana he needs to heal the prince. They can reach the coast by evening if they leave now.” 
 
    “Invading in the dark may not be the best strategy if we wish to avoid settling near a group of thralls large enough to overwhelm us.” 
 
    “But time is of the essence. The prince does not have long.” 
 
    “I understand your impatience, but I will not send my people into greater danger than already present. We will have to leave somewhere between midnight and dawn.” 
 
    “We?” noted Wuhen. 
 
    “Aye. If I do agree to this mission, it will mean taking me along as well.” 
 
    “Is that necessary?” 
 
    “It is. I will not be comfortable without knowing my shield is protecting both a friend and one of our most valuable allies against the Advent.” 
 
    “Hmm, interesting,” said a retrospective Ghevont. “I suddenly feel big-headed.” 
 
    “Besides,” I continued, “I don’t want to help just the prince. Commander Sadatore, if we can secure a position at the coast, we can help some of your people escape the chaos.” 
 
    “That will require ships to escape to. I currently have none under my command.” 
 
    “Wregor has a ship docked here, and if I remember correctly, two others within sight of the island. Prince Ashina, will you be willing to part with at least one of them? Or will you need your father’s permission?” 
 
    “There’s no need to tease, princess. I can part with the ship here. It can be at Jegeru’s coast by tomorrow evening if it sails now. The only question will be exactly where I send it to. Watawara will surely have an abundance of thralls to choose from, but I doubt ‘abundance’ is what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “No, we’ll have to choose a settlement well north of the city, yet not so far away that neither victims nor thralls are too scarce.” 
 
    “What about Seopo?” said Master Jia. “Or at least somewhere nearby. That’s where we held out for two days, in its lighthouse. A large mudslide buried much of the fortress years ago, so the land is rough, but perhaps because of that we only saw a trickle of thralls in our time there.” 
 
    “And what about people?” 
 
    “A few more of those. Most passed on or tried climbing the muddy hills.” 
 
    “Does Seopo sound acceptable to you, Prince Ashina?” 
 
    “In theory. Is all this planning more than mere theory?” 
 
    “As long as the planning doesn’t hit a snag. So far I think it’s coming along fine. What do you think, commander?” 
 
    “I would prefer leaving earlier, but if your personal aid and a Wregor ship comes with your terms, then I will gratefully accept them.” 
 
    “Then I believe we have a plan without a snag. It hopefully won’t take more than a day to learn how much prana the thralls carry. That will go a long way in determining our primary goals on the mainland.” 
 
    Wuhen patted down some hairs that were coming loose from the unrelenting wind. “I’ll have the ship set sail immediately. The warrior in me wants nothing more than to lend you his blade, but I fear Wregor’s prince can’t risk his blood on another land just yet.” 
 
    “And the warrior in me wants to see what a Wregor prince can do with spell and sword, but the princess understands where your obligations currently lie. The princess is also glad to hear you are not forbidding her from taking action.” 
 
    “It’s not my business to instruct another royal valkrean what to do. However, it will be a bad look on the empire if you die, so I highly recommend you avoid such a fate.” 
 
    “How your empire is perceived is my number one priority, Prince Ashina. I will therefore do my utmost to treat death as undesirable. Will you please order your ship to set sail?” As the prince walked over to his men, I told the commander, “My people will try to rest as much as possible before we go. I assume you’ll order your riders to do the same. We’ll find few opportunities to sleep once we leave the island. We’ll meet here again shortly after midnight. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    We met in the open-air room again with rested bodies and full stomachs. Since they were as eager as I was to do something meaningful with their skills, neither Gerard nor Clarissa ever said anything unfavorable about the plan. No mission was going to be risk-free when it came to anything having to do with the Advent, so there was little point arguing for the only safe option—doing nothing. 
 
    Per my request, Eu-Sook’s squad would be responsible for flying my group over the mainland. Until then, Eu-Sook and her comrades joined us and half of the Jegeru troops as passengers over the sea. Not counting the four warrior women I was already friendly with, my Jegeru allies amounted to five squads total, each comprising six riders. When I estimated that we would reach the mainland around daybreak, our feathered carriages flapped their living cargo off the ground. 
 
    Our journey went well. No stout winds or heavy rain disrupted our flight. Nevertheless, an overcast sky kept the night darker than normal. A light fog curling over the water added to the decreased visibility as we neared the shoreline. In any case, the faraway dawn helped to outline the undulant hill peaks we searched for. Finding the buried Seopo was simply a matter of flying to their southernmost point. 
 
    Finally, with the fog breaking apart and the sunbeams extending their reach to the surface, we saw the end of the hill range. Our aloft transports were steered toward the last of their peaks. On closer inspection, I could see that the hill consisted of a loose pile of large rocks held together by sodden soil and the roots of small shrubs. Nothing alive appeared to be moving anywhere. Not even a bird or moth fluttered about. Thank Radosis for her breeze or I would have assumed we were about to fly into a vast painting. 
 
    Standing on Orda again, the weary riders unsummoned their griffins while the former passengers summoned their steeds. I elected to stay on foot as I searched the peak for any signs of people in need or the enemy they fled from. I did not get far before a rider’s aerial advantage allowed him to spot something noteworthy. He landed and called my group over in his own tongue. As we came up to him, his finger sliced across his neck while another pointed at the ground. It turned out he was trying to prepare us for the grisly sight we came upon. 
 
    Lying on its side was a charred, headless body, its top half being little more than a blackened skeleton. Considering frayed strands of floral dress wrapped around its legs, I guessed the corpse was once a woman. Everyone but Ghevont stopped several steps away from it. The undisturbed scholar crouched next to the body and inspected the victim. 
 
    I did not have to be a practiced scholar to conclude that the woman had been a thrall. Blotches of dark green skin still dyed parts of her skin, and I imagined the beheading and flame resulted from someone defending themselves and assuring themselves that the thrall would stay dead. Clarissa discovered the burned skull in a shrub several yards away. She found it slightly uphill, meaning the beheader kicked the head away from the burnt body as an added precaution. Of course, the kicking may have just been a way to release some frustration. 
 
    Gerard perceived footsteps to track from the area around the dead thrall. They moved northward, deeper into the unstable hills. 
 
    “There’s a lot of activity,” said Gerard. “There’s practically a trail through those shrubs, and signs of a camp a few feet away from it.” 
 
    “They can’t be too far,” said Clarissa. “These hills are too slippery and steep to climb them quickly. I’m having trouble keeping my balance up here, and I like to think I’m better at staying upright than your average human.” 
 
    To Eu-Sook, I said, “Have a squad fly north, and unless people are in immediate danger, tell them to avoid engaging any thralls they may find. We don’t know what they’re capable of, so I prefer to fight them only when we can overwhelm them together.” 
 
    “Should we go with them?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “Not yet. I want to wait until the fog clears completely, then we can search the area to the south and east. Clarissa is right, these hills are hard to climb for the average person, so I suspect we’ll find more vulnerable people at ground level than up here. Let’s look around for more clues for now.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for a rider to spot another dead thrall. However, its body, which was missing most of its left arm, lied in a crevice that would require a perilous descent down a cliff-like slope to reach. The best Ghevont could do to study it was to ride a hovering griffin for a few moments. Neither this thrall nor the first emanated any kind of residual prana. 
 
    Half an hour after that second find and the brisk wind pretty much cleared away the fog. I sent one squad east while getting another to join Eu-Sook’s squad south. I first wanted to check whether anyone was using the lighthouse to hide. It was located about two miles from our hill, just west from the buried fortress, though the structure itself had not been touched by the mudslide. Sixty feet off the ground, the smooth stone foundation of the lighthouse became a wooden platform holding a pagoda-style room twenty feet tall at its center. 
 
    As Master Jia described, part of the inner lighthouse had collapsed in the same earthquake that caused the mudslide, blocking easy access to an otherwise solid building. Master Jia bypassed the obstruction by fashioning a temporary earthen ladder that led up to a third-story window. With wings available to us, all we had to do was land on the platform. 
 
    No one was currently using the structure as a safe haven, but without any defensible positions nearby, it may have to become one again, for I did not like the idea of protecting people from atop the exposed hills. Naturally, we were going to have to use the hills as well if we assembled more than a few dozen people. For the moment, I would have been glad to see a single person to save, but it seemed that most people distrusted the hills. Or perhaps the thralls prevented their targets from ever reaching the hill range. There was only one way to learn the lay of the land and its state of affairs. 
 
    We flew in a roughly southeastern course, our griffins spread out a hundred yards from one another. To block the wind, dust, and bugs from getting into our eyes, I rose my ward, helping us achieve a clearer view without squinting and blinking so much. Aided by this magical buffer, Eu-Sook distinguished something important enough to take her whiptail to a lower altitude. 
 
    A field stained by ash soon became visible to me. A few hundred feet lower and the bodies materialized as well. The most affected area was a strip of land nearly two hundred yards long, angled north to south. It wasn’t all that wide, maybe a hundred feet in some parts, telling me this fire had been deliberate and controlled. With no smoke rising from anywhere, the fire must have burned out more than a day or two ago. We landed in front of the ashen plain, waiting a few moments for the others to join us before heading in. 
 
    Many of the bodies had been piled on top of each other, but about a third were haphazardly sprinkled throughout the burned plain. I estimated more than two hundred bodies occupied the space. Except for a few in armor and several dozen not caught in the hottest flames, the majority had everything but their bones scorched away. Nevertheless, we found a handful of bodies that showed signs of being thralls. 
 
    “So there’s some organized resistance,” said Gerard. “There are hoof prints all around this area.” 
 
    “And it’s good they’re burning the bodies,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “They’ve probably figured out that normal wounds won’t stop a thrall from attacking,” I said. 
 
    “Though the fire has left little to study,” said Ghevont. “I doubt there’s any prana to retrieve here.” 
 
    “Check anyway. Gerard, find out which direction most of the hoof prints go.” 
 
    As Gerard recruited two riders to help him track the hoofs, Eu-Sook waved over Ghevont. Clarissa and I followed the scholar to one of the piled bodies. Eu-Sook stared at two particular corpses at the edge of the pile, one on top of the other. They each exhibited thicker and more complete layers of burned skin and muscle than the others I’d seen, especially the one on top. The top one also sported odd growths sprouting from its arms. Several wrapped tightly around the arms of the second. Other bony-like growths stuck straight into the ribs. 
 
    After giving him a minute to look them over, I asked Ghevont, “What do you make of it?” 
 
    “Probably what you’ve already guessed. This is likely a thrall in mid-feeding. Offshoots from the main tendrils have burrowed into the bones themselves.” 
 
    “Ouch,” said Clarissa. “At least vampires don’t do that.” 
 
    “And we’ve never been more appreciative,” I said. 
 
    A little while later and Gerard confirmed that the hoof prints led northwest, back to the hills. We mounted the griffins and flew north, intending to meet up with the griffin squad roaming east of the hills and find out if they saw any horsemen or signs of battle. 
 
    The clouds were thinning by the time we saw a griffin. In fact, it would have taken longer to find him if the kingclaw had not been flying toward us. His rider spoke with Eu-Sook, who then told me that he had been sent to find me. They found a group of horsemen about two dozen strong fighting three times as many thralls not far from the hills. The rest of his squad was still engaging the last of the enemy when he left. 
 
    Our new path had us heading a tad to the northeast. We kept that heading long enough for the largest patches of overcast sky to break apart and give us an almost unbroken stream of sunlight. I almost wished it stayed overcast. It matched my mood more closely. Regardless, the light gave me a farther and better view of the land below. It allowed me to see gray wisps of smoke miles out. The smoke came from a few trees caught in a blaze. Dots moved about in a plain near the grove of enkindled plant life. 
 
    On our dive, the dots enlarged to recognizable shapes, namely horses, griffins, and humans. No fighting appeared to be taking place. Many of the jogging horses were lined up in a row, their purpose seeming to be to sweep the waist high grasses and expose hidden enemies. Except for a single kingclaw keeping watch from higher up, the griffins rested by using their legs rather than their wings. Every griffin was accounted for. 
 
    Landing by the winged squad, Eu-Sook asked whether any thralls remained alive. The rider nodded. He turned his griffin around to lead us to the thralls. As we toddled toward the specimens—a griffin’s talons made going any faster too awkward for comfort—several of the horsemen broke off from their row and headed for us. 
 
    Coming within clear shouting range, a familiar voice said, “Well, well, look at that! Of all the places either of us could be!” 
 
    I looked at the speaker to my right. When my eyes adjusted to the light coming from the fire and sun, I realized the shouting arose from Aritomo. 
 
    When he trotted closer, I said, “Master Kagemori, I’m glad to see you’re still alive. Does that mean Master Okazaki is alive as well?” 
 
    “That he is. He should be in the hills right now, hiding with the others.” 
 
    “How many others?” 
 
    “Uh, I’ve never counted, but there are about four hundred people scattered in different groups. There isn’t a cavern in the hills big enough to hold everyone at once.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you with them? What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “Burning every ghoul thing that comes too close to the hills. Thank Tahlous for fire, eh? We have to keep them busy or they’ll grow in numbers and overwhelm us. Lucky for us, they’re easy to distract. Most don’t seem to have much of a brain left. Still, it’s tiring work. Our horses won’t last forever. They’ve been our only physical advantage over big herds of ghouls.” 
 
    “They won’t have to last much longer. A ship should be here by the sun’s setting. We can take your people away from here by midnight if we move quickly enough.” 
 
    “Glad to fucking here it. We can sometimes see ships from atop the hills, but few have ever come close, and there are almost none by this point. We were basically moving north step by step to try to get to the Iunt, though I was having doubts we were ever going to make it out of the abominable hills. It seems the gods want me alive badly enough that they sent a royal and some real soldiers here.” 
 
    “You’ve truly never seen Jegeru soldiers around?” 
 
    “Well, Hanying told us we couldn’t trust any of ‘em, so we avoided going to forts and the like. We’ve met people that say they’ve seen soldiers marching off somewhere to the east, but they aren’t marching around here, that’s for sure.” 
 
    My squad arrived on a dirt patch safeguarded by two griffins and three horsemen. In the middle of the patch were three thralls encased in an earthen spell. Dirt covered pretty much their entire bodies and heads, muffling the groans they made. 
 
    “What’s this about, princess? The soldiers said you wanted a few of these undead bastards alive.” 
 
    “Aye. My scholar needs to study them. Their prana may save some lives. Go ahead, Ghevont.” As Ghevont went to work, I asked Aritomo, “Is someone leading your group of survivors?” 
 
    “There are a few voices that carry more weight than others.” 
 
    “Such as yours?” 
 
    “I have quite a bit of knowledge that has kept us alive.” 
 
    “Such as where to hide in those hills, yes?” 
 
    “I’ve been around here before.” 
 
    “With others who hide in hills.” 
 
    “Ah, I believe you’re insinuating that I’m a bad person, princess.” 
 
    I snickered. “Not at all, Master Kagemori. Well, at least not completely. I only find it sadly and comically ironic that criminals and their lairs are doing a better job of protecting people than soldiers who are nowhere to be found… Hmm, Jegeru will need to be rebuilt, and I imagine your connections to the underworld will put you in a good position to take advantage of it.” 
 
    “You’re blunt, princess. I always heard royals like to be delicate and play games.” 
 
    “Only to those who can undermine our positions. There’s no need to be subtle to those without such power. I only bring it up now in the hopes that you choose to support more than exploit your people. The fact that you’re out here fighting ghouls heartens me somewhat.” 
 
    “Heh, you’re thinking farther ahead about my future than I am, princess, and I’d prefer not risking my life out here if the fucking ghouls didn’t keep finding our hiding places. Distracting them is the only way to get them off our backs.” 
 
    “I see.” Noticing that Ghevont had finished examining two of the thralls, I asked him, “What have you found so far?” 
 
    “The crystal is sensing the aura of nismerdon prana, but I’ll need to actively extract it to learn exactly how much they carry. I’ll carve an absorption rune to help me. It will only take a moment.” 
 
    “It’s best we hurry,” said Aritomo. “There’s always more ghouls on the horizon.” 
 
    “Our eyes in the sky will see them well before they can overrun us,” I reassured him. “For now, take the time to feed and water your horses. We’ll be moving to the hills as soon as we finish here.” 
 
    With Gerard’s help, Ghevont carved a circular rune seven feet wide. The first thrall, a once plump, tall man no older than twenty, was dragged on to the rune by earthen spells cast by Gerard and a rider. Once secured to the ground, the staff’s crystal touched the top of the thrall’s head, causing the indented parts of the ground to glow a rusted red. 
 
    The thrall had been trying to break its constraints the entire time, but not until the rune started pulling its life force did it threaten to make headway. Gerard and the rider had to reinforce their spells and exert extra mental fortitude to prevent the thrall from achieving its goal. Going by the brightening of the rune, Ghevont too augmented his spell. A few seconds later and the thrall lost the energy to do much more than wiggle. A few moments afterward and the thrall lacked the vitality to lift its eyelids ever again. 
 
    Lifting his staff off the ground, Ghevont said, “Fascinating.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “How much prana did you absorb?” 
 
    “Not very much, I’m afraid. Do you remember the Advent who wanted to kidnap your sister?” 
 
    “I can vaguely recall her, yes.” 
 
    “Do you also remember what happened when we subdued her? She willingly ejected her nismerdon prana, effectively killing herself. The instant I cast my spell, this thrall enacted a nigh identical measure Of course, I doubt its own will had anything to do with it. It must be a reflex rooted within the prana itself.” 
 
    “Is there any way to gather the prana once it escapes the body?” 
 
    “Not in any meaningful way, and not without shifting my attention away from the richer prana in the body. The best I can do is try to hasten the speed at which I absorb the prana, though I suspect that will inhibit my efficiency quite a bit.” 
 
    “Efficiency isn’t so important with thousands of thralls out there. Do whatever you think will provide the most prana.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    While the riders carried the dead thrall to a burning pile of its brethren, we moved on to the next thrall. This time Ghevont and the others were better braced for the thrall’s thrashing and the wasteful leaking of its prana. The second thrall’s implanted life tolerated the scholar’s spell for a few moments longer than the first, but the end result was the same. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “Er, it’s an improvement.” 
 
    “That didn’t sound encouraging.” 
 
    “No, no it did not. I admit, however, that I refrained from putting all my prana into the endeavor. That won’t be the case for this last thrall.” 
 
    “Are you sure there isn’t a way from keeping the prana from dissipating so quickly?” asked Clarissa. “Like what if I enwrap the thrall in a lot of ice? Or what about Odet’s ward?” 
 
    “Hmm… Well, you will have to make both the ice and the ward exceedingly compacted to have any kind of chance at preserving the escaping prana, and I still doubt it will affect the efficiency by any substantial amount. On the other hand, it won’t hurt me if you wish to add your spells.” 
 
    “Yup, can’t hurt to try.” 
 
    So when the last thrall—a female that lost the lower half of her left leg and the whole of her right arm—was placed on the rune, the vampire collected an untold number of water droplets and draped them over the supine body and dirt. The water froze on contact. She took a minute to add another layer of ice and to increase its density. 
 
    When Clarissa nodded that she was done, I cast my shield over the ice-encased thrall. As if bending the shield around the body wasn’t already awkward enough, adding to its compactness pushed my concentration near its limit. Like Clarissa, I could repair the larger cracks that kept appearing, but we had to leave the smaller ones alone if Ghevont was ever going to include his spell. I told him to begin. 
 
    The thrall’s fidgeting created more fractures, especially at the extremities. She must have been strong for her mere trembling to disturb through every layer of her restraints. That strength drained out of her a little slower than the others, but she surrendered to the absorption spell in due course. I let my shield dissolve into the air. 
 
    Freeing the ice from her intangible grip, a mildly panting Clarissa asked, “Did that work?” 
 
    Wiping off sweat from his brow, the scholar replied, “It’s difficult to know how much of an impact your idea had, but there is some good news. This thrall enjoyed a larger prana reserve than the other two, so I was able to absorb something I consider consequential. Assuming I can find others like her, I estimate it will require forty to sixty thralls to refill the crystal.” 
 
    “Forty to sixty? That will take days to gather, won’t it?” 
 
    “It will be tiring, hazardous work, yes.” 
 
    “We don’t have to refill the whole damn thing,” said Gerard. “Just whatever can help remove the prince’s desiccation disease.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “Though I worry finding even ten thralls like this one will prove rarer than not. For now, let’s meet up with the survivors in the hills. We can help them escape without any nismerdon prana.” 
 
    The trotting horsemen led the way back to the hills. A couple of our griffins went on ahead to reconnect with the squad still flying over the range. 
 
    Six or seven miles later and the horsemen came upon a large, leafless tree just north of a hill that jutted outward more than any other in the region. Fifty yards from the tree was a narrow, steadily rising trail. From the air I could see that it led to a circular plot of trampled grass nestled at the point where two hills merged. A vertical crevice twenty feet tall opened up in the middle of the southern hill. On the opposite side of the opening, a gray, hooded figure kept a lookout on a ledge. I probably would not have been able to see him at all were it not for a reflective twinkle bouncing off the spyglass he employed. 
 
    When the horsemen were close to reaching this precipice, I had my squad of griffins land near the crevice. The hooded lookout climbed down to, presumably, learn who we were. After Eu-Sook’s tongue gave him a brief summary of our identities and goal, the sentry walked up to greet the arriving horsemen. Aritomo jumped off his horse and handed the reins to the lookout. The horses were then led into the crevice. 
 
    “We keep the horses through there,” said Aritomo. “The humans go through here…” Aritomo walked over to the rock wall opposite the crevice, below the ledge. He knelt and knocked on the smoothest part of the slope. “There’s usually a secret pattern to these things, but there’s no need in times like these.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, a man-sized piece of the wall moved deeper into the hill. It revealed an older gentleman standing in a stair-like passage going into the ground. No longer needing the griffins, Eu-Sook’s squad unsummoned them. The riders were thus able to follow us into the hideaway. The man who closed the doorway with an earth spell stayed at his post. Much of the thin, winding passageway was reinforced with wooden posts and beams. A few candles lit our way. 
 
    A wider tunnel opened up to our left, but we skipped it and walked another twenty yards. We entered a cavity large enough to fit two tiptoeing elephants. Rather than elephants, the chamber presently fit ten people, seven of them awake and armed. The remaining trio were sleeping by another tunnel opening and on a pile of way draped with animal skin. Hanying belonged to the sleepers. Aritomo’s voice got those with their weapons to relax. 
 
    The Jegeru language bounced off the walls for a while, and as he spoke, Aritomo sauntered up to Hanying and kicked the underside of his shoe. A startled Hanying looked at Aritomo, then at the rest of the room. Catching sight of me and my companions, he bolted upward and stepped over to us. 
 
    Out of habit, Hanying spoke a few words in his mother tongue first. When he caught himself, he said, “S-sorry, princess. I was just saying that I’m surprised to see you here. How d-did you find us?” 
 
    “A griffin squad caught sight of Master Kagemori and his horsemen fighting off some nismerdon thralls. How have you been?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not one of those thrall things. That’s something, right? Are you here with the dragon knight? Or an army?” 
 
    “Neither, I fear. We’re here with a few griffin squads to collect whatever survivors and nismerdon prana we can before retreating to the sea.” 
 
    “What do you need nismerdon prana for?” 
 
    “To counter some Advent influence. If we act fast enough, we may even be able to save Jegeru’s prince.” 
 
    “Oh. What about us? There are hundreds of people in these hills. Can a few griffin squads get everyone out of here?” 
 
    “A Wregor ship will be within reach later today. I will allow the horsemen and their mounts to rest for a couple of hours before we start scrambling southward, toward Seopo. From there we can use boats and wings to get people out of this troubled land. In the meantime, we need to inform everyone in the hills about our aim. How difficult will that be?” 
 
    “Uh, it will be easier to reach some groups than others. We’re not really unified, you know. Some groups were here before us. Many of them weren’t the welcoming type, but Aritomo knows how to talk to those kind of people. Anyway, some people want to wait out everything deeper in the hills, or they’ve gone ahead and headed north at their own pace. Not to mention that people everywhere are getting protective of their last bits of resources. There wasn’t much to begin with.” 
 
    “You’ve done well to hold out as long as you have. If you’re up for it, I’d like you to help me spread the word to as many groups as you can about their latest option, one that won’t include infighting and starving.” 
 
    “As m-morbid as it sounds, infighting and starving may be preferable to meeting what’s out there. I’ve gone to help distract the thralls, as you call them. They act like rabid animals most of the time, but if they ever get a hold of you, they become oddly intelligent about their gruesome business. They’ll try dragging you away somewhere if there’s a lot of danger around them, and they never try to kill you. They’ll break bones so you won’t move, but they won’t kill you.” 
 
    “The dead have no prana to give them,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “Whatever their reasons, I’d rather take an arrow to the heart than get captured by one of those things.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about all the horrible sights you’ve witnessed,” I said. “I wouldn’t expect battle-hardened warriors to come out of these experiences unscathed, but you just have to persevere a little longer. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, of, of course. I’m sorry if I sound despairing. It’s just a lot to take. There isn’t even anything to read to pass the time.” 
 
    “I understand, Hanying, I do. All we can do is keep busy. Start by telling us where the nearest survivors are.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Over a hundred people were squeezed into the first tunnel system we visited. Another two hundred were scattered in nearby hideaways, which could be reached relatively easily thanks to the wings on hand. Those who were healthy and eager enough to head to Seopo were allowed to begin the trek with only a paltry escort of armed bandits and a pair of griffins guiding them. However, many of the survivors were women, children, the infirm, and the elderly, so they required the bulk of our protection. 
 
    It took longer than I liked to get everyone moving back up to the surface. We weren’t going to have the advantage of daylight much longer, though I never expected to reach the lighthouse that same day. Regardless, if we wanted to reach Seopo with any speed, we were going to have to hike the hills throughout the night. We could join the horsemen on flatter land to quicken our pace, but that would only make it easier for a horde of thralls to overtake the frailest of us. 
 
    In the meantime, I ordered a few griffins to convey those who had the most trouble traversing the hills directly to the top of the lighthouse. If we had the beast and manpower to ferry dozens of people while still protecting those left on the ground and keep our scouts in the air, this would have become our primary means of travel. I wish there was at least a Jegeru ship in the area, but it appeared that any boat that could be sailed or rowed away from shore had been by now. 
 
    I chose to walk amongst the survivors, helping them negotiate the trickier spots with a spell from me, the griffin squad, or my contingent of friends, which now included Hanying. That griffin squad normally meant Eu-Sook’s, but her riders occasionally needed to relieve fellow riders who had exhausted their prana reserves. It was easier to provide rest periods to the squads in the revealing light of day, but the coming nightfall was a different story. It didn’t help that denser clouds rolling in through the late afternoon brought darkness a little quicker. At least they were not the inclement kind. 
 
    Griffin eyes, while powerful, did not see all that well in the dark, meaning we needed to send riders out farther and longer to properly scout an area. And according to the horsemen, the thralls often closed in between midnight and dawn. It was thus shortly before every ray of daylight disappeared that I ordered every griffin squad to scour the skies. This round of scouring led to a rider catching the dark outline of an approaching ship. I sent a rider to confirm the ship’s Wregor origin. If they confirmed its identity, my order asked for two more riders to transfer the people in the lighthouse to the ship. 
 
    Less encouraging were the reports of lone thralls running near our general direction. For now, a single thrall could be tracked and put down without great risk, allowing Ghevont to go and absorb its prana when one was caught close by. He returned from one of these excursions with a growing suspicion that these lone thralls had been intentionally sent out from a larger pack with the purpose of finding people to absorb. He theorized that the pack could sense whenever one of their own perished, giving them a location to aim for. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” asked Hanying. 
 
    “Well, according to the horsemen’s experiences and my own recent excursions, lone thralls rarely possess the prana to be a threat. There’s barely anything to absorb. Those that came from a group, however, are quite a handful in comparison. I believe the weakest thralls are used as sacrificial pawns of sorts. The theory fits well with what I’ve observed so far.” 
 
    “Then you’re saying we’ve just given away our position,” said Gerard. “How far do they have to be in order to sense each other?” 
 
    “Unknown, though I imagine they have to be organized in such a way that allows them to respond to a single thrall’s death from miles away. Or perhaps there are thralls who specialize in sensing their brethren’s prana.” 
 
    “Whatever their method,” I said, “we need to join the horsemen if a group of thralls are already on their way.” 
 
    “Isn’t it better to get on the griffins?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “We’re not trained to fight atop wings. We’ll only be adding unnecessary weight. Come on, let’s get down.” 
 
    Several of the horsemen were carrying torches, giving us pinpoints of light to head for. With my shield, Ghevont’s light spell, and Gerard’s earth spells, going downhill was a quick, harmless affair. Aritomo offered some horses to ride, but since I believed their current riders needed them more than we did, I declined. We simply joined the men and women who could not get a horse of their own, but still desired to fight if and when the need arose. They mostly consorted with the slowest horsemen at the back of the line. 
 
    We kept track of the survivors’ pace thanks to the torchbearers in their group. It wasn’t until we mingled with people who could move faster did I realize just how dreadfully slow those on the hills advanced. Why did the gods neglect to give humans wings? Maybe we would have to earn them somehow? 
 
    As I continued to contemplate the ways a human could gain the ability of dragons and griffins, the scholar stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “You sense something?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “How perceptive of you,” replied Ghevont, no trace of sarcasm in his tone. “There’s a spark of nismerdon prana coming from the east.” 
 
    “A thrall?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “It’s hard to say. Its prana is unstable, flickering. Something is muddling with it. It could simply be the sheer distance.” 
 
    “Is it coming closer?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “…Umm, maybe. It’s difficult to say for certain. It just entered my range.” 
 
    “Which is how far?” 
 
    “I can’t be certain of that either. It will depend on the strength of the nismerdon spark. If it’s weak, then it’s surely within a hundred yards of us. The more powerful the being, the farther out it is.” 
 
    “Please inform Aritomo of what we’ve learned,” I told Gerard. “Ghevont, call down a griffin and take flight. Try to get closer to the nismerdon spark. Don’t engage if its prana is stronger than the typical thrall. We can send a few horsemen to back you up if that turns out to be the case.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said the staff wielder. 
 
    The scholar cast a fire spell and spun it in a circle, the signal to let the nearest griffin rider know to land. It was Eu-Sook who answered. She took Ghevont skyward and eastward. Her griffin had barely entered the darkness when an airborne rider a thousand yards to the north spouted fire in the air, notifying us of another thrall sighting. The fire spewed upward two more times, indicating multiple thralls. 
 
    “A group,” said Clarissa. Not far from the direction Ghevont was heading for, another rider cast the same three spurt signal. “Another?” 
 
    “Or a big one,” I said. 
 
    Others who had seen the signals were quick to spread the warnings to those that had been facing another way. Fourteen of the twenty-nine horsemen were sent to investigate. They split in half to tackle both warning targets at once. Aritomo followed Gerard back to us. 
 
    “The thralls will be lured to us, correct?” I asked Aritomo. 
 
    “That’s the plan that’s worked the best. We’ll surround them and get them to cluster before we burn their mossy asses. Anyone on foot will be in charge of cutting down the ones that get past us. I take it you’re not afraid to get your hands dirty, princess?” 
 
    “My weapon is not merely for show, I assure you. There will be no need for you to worry about my well-being. Please focus on your own people.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Aritomo had his men create a wide half circle. Those of us with our feet to the ground made a smaller half circle behind the first. Three griffins flew directly above us. A fourth joined us when Eu-Sook returned with Ghevont. 
 
    “What did you see?” I asked him. 
 
    “Numerous thralls in full sprint. It won’t take long for them to reach us.” 
 
    “What about that nismerdon spark you felt?” asked Clarissa. “Did it belong to a thrall?” 
 
    “There was little time to investigate properly. Madam Hara thought it wiser to inform you of the incoming thralls. Regardless, considering that the nearby thralls do not exhibit the same kind of prana strength, I’ve concluded that the aberration must belong to a formidable being.” 
 
    “Gods, it’s not one of those giant things, is it?” asked Hanying. 
 
    “Their power is much more distinctive and intense. I would have recommended a retreat if I sensed one.” 
 
    “You could go back with the other survivors if you’re not comfortable fighting,” said Gerard. 
 
    “No, I’m fine here,” replied Hanying. He grasped his war hammer with both hands. “As long as we’re not fighting another corrupted eidolon or giant, I can handle it.” 
 
    “I thought you handled yourself very well when you faced the corrupted eidolon,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “Uh, thank you, but that was just instinct taking over.” 
 
    “Then your training is working,” said Gerard. “The point of training is to add an instinct that isn’t fleeing when a hectic situation occurs.” 
 
    “The horsemen are coming,” said Clarissa. 
 
    While the vampire could track them with her eyes, the rest of us had to rely on the sound of their galloping hooves pounding the ground, blending with my heartbeat. My eyes soon received a little help from one of the horsemen when he cast fireballs to any bush or tree he passed, creating points of light that better defined the moving shadows running toward us. It appeared as though both groups of scouting horsemen had merged their groups, and a couple of griffins had by now joined in the effort to cut down or burn any thrall that broke away from the main horde. 
 
    In preparation for their coming, Clarissa gathered a great ball of water from the air. Much of that water was then laid down and frozen in front of her. She continued to expand her ice patch to the point that not even a corrupted kangaroo could jump over it. In a similar vein, Gerard used his elemental capacity to fashion multiple trenches and large potholes that an unmindful thrall’s foot would likely stumble in. 
 
    On reaching their comrades, the charging horsemen turned back around to fill in some of the gaps. Close behind them was the thrall horde. Unlike creatures infected by corruption, they made little if any noise. If I already did not know what they were, my mind would have had trouble making sense of what a silent group of running people meant. Since I knew what I was up against, I readied my weapon and looked out for any opportunity to cast my shield. 
 
    When the enemy came in range, every horsemen with the aptitude to light a candle, cast their flame spell. They aimed either for a thrall or a thicket of shrubs in the way. In less than three seconds a swath of fire pushed back against the night. Those with bows and crossbows unleashed their projectiles. Everyone else that could fling a ranged attack did so as well. The horsemen that had no ranged attack available to them chased any thralls that threatened to outflank the half circle. I was impressed by the organization displayed by mostly untrained men. A true army would have almost no trouble dealing with thralls unsupported by giants. 
 
    Nevertheless, even on fire the thralls did not cry out in pain or cease their running and leaping. The horsemen had to back away a hundred feet to give time for the fire to eat away at the thralls the blaze touched, then they would turn around again to refocus on the undamaged thralls. A second retreat brought the horsemen and enemy to my defensive line. A handful of thralls came right for my group. 
 
    As expected, they expressed no obvious signs of discriminating awareness. The ones that crossed into the knight’s and vampire’s traps fell right for them. While tripped up, Hanying would come in and slam down his hammer on their heads. Knowing that my friends could take care of themselves, I stayed close to a pair of young men that represented the east end of the half circle. Only once did I have to raise my shield for them. A thrall ran right into it and bounced off, giving them an opening to hack at it with their weapons. 
 
    Several dozen dead thralls later and the horde had been subdued without losing anyone. The worst injury came to a horse when a burning thrall was able to latch on to its leg long enough to scald its skin. When it became safe enough, Ghevont fashioned a rune to absorb the prana of the thralls still savoring life. As for the stronger nismerdon spark from earlier, the scholar told us he no longer sensed it. However, it had not been part of the horde, so we could not have killed it. Once the thralls were burned or stripped of their life force, we resumed our march. 
 
    The rumbles of remote thunder from the sea echoed off the hills, but except for the wind picking up, there did not seem to be an impending threat of rain. For a couple of hours the torchlight toted by the survivors on higher ground made good progress when they came across a gently sloping hill. From there it was only one more major climb before the healthier survivors could practically sprint to the lighthouse. 
 
    Fortunately, many of the weaker survivors did not have to sprint anywhere. The ship offshore was confirmed to belong to Wregor, prompting me to dedicate half the griffin squads to carrying the survivors off the lighthouse and hills. Taking away the frailest survivors also had the benefit of speeding up the group as a whole. This constant flying and vigilance surely wore out the griffins’ wings and lungs, but a well-trained rider and their partner should know how to manage under such pressure. 
 
    “Odet,” said Clarissa. 
 
    I looked back to see Ghevont had stopped walking. “Is the spark back?” 
 
    “Yes, except…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He waved his staff from north to south. “There are three this time. One to the north, one to the east, and one to the southeast.” 
 
    “Does that mean three groups of thralls?” asked Hanying. 
 
    “Well, one spark meant two thrall groups before,” said Gerard. “Though it’s possible we couldn’t sense the other spark last time.” 
 
    A minute later and the griffins at the perimeter signaled the incursion of four distinct thrall groups. Three of the groups were most concentrated between the east and southeast, but with the fourth to the north, making a half circle formation was going to leave our rear exposed to them. Eight horsemen were sent to the north group in an attempt to get them to mass with the others. Meanwhile, the rest of us moved closer to the hills, though not quite abandoning flat land just yet. 
 
    According to the fires the horsemen left behind, they were succeeding in luring the northern group to the southeast. However, Ghevont noted that the north spark ignored the riders and grew in strength as it and the two others drew nearer. I would have sent the scholar with a rider to figure out what these sparks belonged to, but we needed every griffin not busy evacuating the survivors to thin out the approaching horde before the main attack commenced. Like before, we made two half circles, though considering the number of our enemy, we had to spread out our forces twice as far. 
 
    “There’s a lot more than last time,” warned Clarissa. 
 
    When the first wave of thralls reached the horsemen, the eruptions of flame gave life to Clarissa’s declaration. The first wave alone appeared to be as numerous as the initial group we encountered. This meant that the first wave was about as troublesome to handle, but the second and third groups of thralls were essentially a unified little army. We retreated and braced ourselves to meet them. 
 
    “They’re close,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “We can see that,” said Hanying. 
 
    “Not the thralls, the sparks. I say they’re right ahead of this next wave.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything unique,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “Really? The leading spark should be near the horsemen’s line by now.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Gerard. “Remember the giants in Uratama? They traveled underground.” 
 
    “Then they’re under us!” I said. “Ghevont, take us to the closest spark. Hurry!” 
 
    Ghevont ran straight ahead. Twenty yards later he halted his sprint and said, “I think it’s coming right for-” 
 
    Barbed vines shooting out of the ground interrupted the scholar. They wrapped around his staff with perfect precision. At the same second the vines pulled the staff and the scholar to the ground, Gerard cast an earth spell to harden the soil around the natural ropes. Ghevont pulled back, tightening the vines. They were too strong to break, but I was already on my way to cut them. Since the scholar was pulling as hard as he could when I sliced through the vines, he fell back when the tension released. Clarissa helped him back to his feet. 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked. 
 
    Ghevont opened his mouth to answer, but a plume of dirt twenty feet in front of us did it for him. Not far behind the plume, outbursts of flame marked the clash of horseman and thrall. The flashes of light gave form to the naked being standing before us. 
 
    I initially thought I was staring at an emaciated thrall, but as my eyes and mind adjusted, I realized it was no average thrall. For one, it must have been ten or eleven feet tall. Its height suggested it may be related to a giant, but its features were still undoubtedly human, if grossly stretched out of proportion. Even its eyes had bloated to fit in the now taller-than-wider eye sockets. As if only held by two old threads, its jaw hung loosely open. With most of its skin like the bark of a rotting tree, it was difficult to tell what sex it used to be. 
 
    “Where are the other two?” knight asked scholar. 
 
    “They’re nearing the horsemen. I can’t tell if they’re coming for us or not.” 
 
    “We can’t risk them overwhelming us or the others,” I said. “Let’s take care of this one as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Raising my ward, I ran forward, Gerard and Clarissa right behind me. The high thrall cocked its head and rose its arms. Rock and dirt shaped into spikes levitated off the ground. A flick from its dangling fingers sent each spike at me. My ward rippled from each powerful impact, but it held together. Seeing the ineffectiveness of its attack, the high thrall moved on to another tactic. 
 
    In a frightening show of speed, it dashed to my right, its long strides further propelled by its nismerdon prana. At the same time, its right hand sprang out vines. I extended my shield to intercept them before they curled around me or anybody else. However, even more vines sprouted from the originals. They did not have much offensive use, but they were making it impossible to see anything through my cover. I had no choice but to retreat and dispel it. 
 
    Nevertheless, I achieved my goal of getting the knight and vampire closer to the enemy. They each had created tentacles of water and earth that they then flung at the high thrall. Rather than attempt to dodge, the creature ran straight for them, relying on a purple ward to counter them. Its ward shattered after enough of the tendrils had crashed into it, but before the rest of the attack could reach it, the enemy leapt over us. 
 
    It aimed for the scholar, but that same person cast an arc of lightning as it careened through the air. Another nismerdon ward flickered into existence, but only briefly. Lightning enveloped the high thrall at the same moment its feet hit the ground. The shock it suffered gave Gerard the needed second to whip a couple of tendrils around the creature’s leg. It tried pulling away, but it was a lackluster effort. 
 
    As Ghevont’s electric attack ceased, Clarissa committed a trio of robust water whips to wrap around the high thrall and pull it down. That’s when it spewed a wailing scream from somewhere within its human self. Thralls were already nearby, but the bloodcurdling wailing actively drew them to the screamer. 
 
    “Hold it down and kill it!” I said. “Hanying and I will keep the thralls off your back!” 
 
    As Hanying and I ran up to the closest of our enemies, a swooping whiptail reminded me of our air support. Claw and spear made quick work of a thrall. Another tried jumping on top of the griffin, but my shield prevented the attacker from landing on its target. It thus became the next victim of the griffin. Hanying went ahead and swung his war hammer at the next thrall’s chest. With it knocked down, I impaled my sword in its neck and slashed it open. 
 
    Fifty feet away, a horseman backed away from six or seven thralls. The horse could have easily outran them if it were not for the sudden outbreak of vines grabbing at its legs. The neighing beast fell on its side. His rider was able to get up, but instead of running, he cast a fire spell at the incoming thralls. Fire only worked on the thralls when there was time for it to burn, so the burning thralls ignored their roasting situation and tackled the horseless horseman. 
 
    Eu-Sook’s whiptail screeched a pained cry. I looked back to see its back leg tangled in vines. I wanted to go help somebody, but trying to decide who to assist put me in danger. A thrall ran out from the shrubbery to my left a full moment after I should have noticed it. My reflex to raise my shield saved me from being tackled. It bounced off and I ran in to cut its face. I did not cut deep enough. It came for me again. I raised my ward again. This time Hanying came behind it and whacked the point end of his war hammer onto its back. The thrall’s body slammed into my ward, coughing up feculent blood before crumpling to the ground. 
 
    The whiptail had been screeching the entire time of my confrontation, stopping when Eu-Sook could not free her mount and was forced to unsummon it. Eu-Sook scrambled back to her feet and ran away from the still flailing vines. Also running toward me was Gerard, his sword stained with green ooze. 
 
    “It’s dead?” I asked him. 
 
    “Unless it can survive without a head and spikes of ice in its chest.” 
 
    “Let’s not stick around to find out. We have to retreat to the hills. We don’t have the advantage down here anymore.” 
 
    Eu-Sook’s signal to spread the call to retreat was two geysers of fire spells aimed at the sky. We helped protect her until we saw other riders repeat the message. From there we made our own way to the hills. Most of the horsemen and those on foot started to bunch together, but I avoided getting too close. I first wanted to see how the high thralls responded. Would they pursue us or the others? Would they split up? 
 
    As we ran, I asked Ghevont, “Where are the high thralls going?” 
 
    “One of them is following close behind us… The other is moving between us and everyone else.” 
 
    The ground was quickly transitioning into an irregular field of rocks. Every step we took brought us to higher and higher ground, and hopefully ground that was harder for the high thralls to dig through. As for the thralls in our field of vision, the faster ones looked close to catching anyone who stumbled or simply ran the slowest. Thanks to our health and training, those in my immediate group had less to worry from the lesser thralls, at least until the progressively unsteady terrain forced us to be more mindful of where we put our feet. Gods forbid we twisted an ankle. 
 
    The horses began having a difficult time climbing the slopes, so much so that those on foot were catching up and even surpassing some of them. It was difficult to tell, but I thought I saw a few riders abandon their steeds. The winged beasts above lacked concern over the untrustworthy ground. Their constant swooping was the only reason few of us fell victim to a thrall’s clutch. Regardless, as hovering above the ground for any significant time made them as vulnerable as anyone, a griffin generally shoved a thrall out of the way, not kill it with a well-aimed spear or fire spell. 
 
    When Gerard reached a stable ledge hanging over a steep section of hill, he turned around, waited for Ghevont to pass him, then spread out his prana over as much of the ground as he could mentally and spiritually grasp. The little earthquake he created started the rockslide he wanted. The darkness and my need to keep moving prevented me from seeing how effective it was. 
 
    Our climb took place on a hill adjacent the one the survivors were descending from, so when Ghevont stated that the high thralls were now moving south, it could only mean they were heading right for them. 
 
    “How fast are they moving?” I asked. “Can we intercept them?” 
 
    “Their speeds vary, but I doubt we can overtake them on foot.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go on wings. Signal the griffins to come pick us up. Eu-Sook, can you summon your griffin?” 
 
    “Not for long.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be for long. Just deliver a few words for me. I didn’t want to have to do this, but get the remaining griffins to focus on protecting the survivors and taking them off the hills and lighthouse. That’s their top two priorities, understand?” 
 
    “I do. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes. If you have any prana left, tell those on the ground to go help the survivors as well. Now get going.” 
 
    Eu-Sook needed a moment to coalesce her prana to summon her partner. As she flew off into the sky, the first couple of griffins Ghevont signaled for landed ahead of us. Needing the guidance of Ghevont’s staff, I asked him to mount a steed. Seeing that a few more griffins were on their way to pick up the rest of my group, the scholar and I took off. 
 
    Once again I lamented the fact that the gods did not grant us the convenience of flight. Distance meant so little to winged creatures. Merely getting twenty feet off the ground made the world considerably smaller. Our borrowed wings only needed several moments of flapping to get above the survivors in what would have otherwise taken five minutes of furious scrambling to achieve. There was around three dozen survivors left, and I felt a bit of solace when I saw that none of them were children. 
 
    While the griffins that dropped us off collected survivors, I asked Ghevont, “Well?” 
 
    “They’re close. Very close.” 
 
    Hoping they at least understood the motions of my arms, I turned to the survivors and yelled, “Gather together! Hurry!” 
 
    At the same time a red glow radiated off the ward he cast, Ghevont cried out, “Princess!” 
 
    I turned in time to see a high thrall’s vines slam and break through his ward. If I wasn’t already preparing myself to cast my shield before he shouted, the vines would have enveloped him. Putting a great deal of my prana into the endeavor, I stretched my shield to encompass much more than the scholar. My ward formed a dome over most of the survivors. A handful of them chose to run from the threat, not stick together. Relentless pressure on my ward and the screaming from survivors prevented me from perceiving how well those caught outside my dome fared. 
 
    Despite my best efforts to keep my ward’s strength intact, expanding it so much created weak points. Large cracks formed when a second vine attack thumped the barrier nearest my face. Thinner vines infiltrated through these fissures. Moving any part of my body would risk breaking my focus, so only Ghevont’s fire spell stopped them from finding my head. The vine attack finally eased when griffin screeches announced the arrival of reinforcements. Purple wards blocked the initial volley of physical and elemental attacks, but they were enough for me to shrink my barrier and catch one or two of my breaths. 
 
    Able to jump from a higher point than a human, Clarissa did not need her griffin to get all that close to the ground, making her the first to join those on the hill. Gerard was a tad too high to jump off his griffin, but he did so anyway. However, the knight wasn’t exactly aiming for the ground. As the vampire engaged the high thrall’s ward with a stream of water, Gerard’s sword was able to plunge on to his enemy’s back. The unwelcome interruption disrupted the high thrall’s ward, giving an opening for the tendril of water to strike. A surge of electricity followed. 
 
    With one high thrall busy, I looked out for its infected kin. It was a whiptail’s shriek that led me to the second high thrall’s position. Vines had wrapped around a wing that was attempting to take its rider and passenger away from here. Vines from its opposite hand held someone in a body-encompassing cocoon. Abetted by a hard pull, the vines slammed the griffin against the ground. The survivor tumbled off its back. The rider unleashed a stream of flame on the vines, but a nismerdon ward dispersed the heat. 
 
    With little other recourse, I cast my ward and dashed toward the high thrall. Not knowing what would happen, I rammed my ward into the enemy’s barrier. Whether instinctively or purposely, the nismerdon ward pushed back. My shield cracked. The purple ward rippled. For the briefest of moments they seemed to merge, but rather than live in balance, they each erupted in a wave of magical shards. 
 
    The griffin used this time to escape the vines, though this meant they were now free to go after me. I tried casting another ward, but I needed another split second to gather the required prana. The vines grabbed a hold of my right forearm, including the weapon I brandished. Even with the gauntlet under my sleeve, I felt the sting of several barbs cut into my skin. 
 
    I braced myself, expecting to be enveloped in more vines or be dragged against the rock. What came instead was a tentacle of water out of the corner of my eye. It wrapped around the vines and flash froze into a block of ice. Implementing my meager strength training, I poured prana into my muscles and pulled away as hard as I could. The brittle vines snapped like glass. I almost slipped from the leftover momentum, but Hanying’s hand helped keep me stable. 
 
    More griffins swooped in to support us. They saw the difficulty we were having trying to keep two high thralls at bay, so they had no choice but to ignore my wishes to help the survivors and support us in the fight. It was hard not to feel grateful for their adjustment to the plan. Being limited in my offensive capabilities, I made it my job to herd the survivors away from the battle. I also got Hanying’s mother tongue to aid in the shepherding. 
 
    Soon we had about every griffin available to us opposing the high thralls. Their attacks from above and to the flanks overwhelmed their wards, giving those on the ground plenty of openings to take a hold of the enemy, pin it down, and finish it off. 
 
    Just as the last high thrall was about to be killed by a swing of Gerard’s blade, the scholar asked him to stop. He wanted a chance to absorb its prana first. When Clarissa assured me her ice shackles could hold for a while longer, I gave Ghevont permission to try his absorption spell. We didn’t have the luxury of time or smooth ground to create a rune to refine the spell, so the scholar simply placed his staff’s crystal on the high thrall’s head and started absorbing the alien life force. 
 
    Meanwhile, most of the griffins acquired a survivor and flew off. A handful had been injured by the barbed vines, but nothing too serious. What truly pressured the griffin riders by this point was the sheer amount of time and energy expended within the last hour. Several riders already reached their limits and had to unsummon their partners. I expected a few more would not be able to come back after dropping off their passenger, and we weren’t done yet, not with the horsemen and several survivors left. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, the oddly calm creature finally shrieked and struggled like its tainted life depended on it. Stubby vines were even beginning to grow out of its arms and chest. When Clarissa’s ice shackles splintered and cracked, Gerard’s sword separated its head from its body. A fire spell from the scholar charred the oblong ball for a moment before Gerard’s earth spell buried it. 
 
    “Someone’s coming!” said Clarissa. She stared out with her water whip ready for a few seconds, then said, “It’s Eu-Sook!” 
 
    She ran up to her so she could spread her ice over a long ditch between us and the rider. Eu-Sook crossed over and I went to meet her. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine, Your Highness. My prana is low, that is all.” 
 
    “Catch your breath. There might be a little more fighting soon. Did you see how far the thralls are?” 
 
    “Not far at all, but the layout of the hills has helped scatter them.” 
 
    “Uh, more people are coming,” said Clarissa. 
 
    Two of these people were on foot, but another somehow still had his horse beneath him. I had them join the survivors, who were now climbing down a relatively smooth section of slope to move closer to the sea rather than the lighthouse. A second group of Jegeru citizens included Aritomo. 
 
    Slowing his brisk jog to match our fast walking speed, he said, “I’ve never ran… so much… in my life.” A dying scream echoed nearby. “Damn, that sounds like Yimu-Kun.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about taking away the air support from your men.” 
 
    “I’m sure you thought it necessary… I assume it had something to do with those two big dead ghouls I passed.” 
 
    “Yes. Hopefully we do not encounter any more of them tonight.” 
 
    Several more men exhausted from their incessant run reached us, a small wave of thralls right behind them. Spikes of ice and rock spun through the enemy, though with Aritomo’s men still clambering among the hills, I told Clarissa and Gerard to abandon the attack or risk impaling humans. The pattern of a human or two being chased by thralls repeated itself over the next few minutes. Mixed in with the pleasure of seeing someone saved from their relentless pursuers, came the disappointment of hearing the wails from those that just missed finding refuge. 
 
    “There’s a bunch of thralls incoming,” said Clarissa. “Over twenty for sure.” 
 
    “Get your men to form a line behind my group,” I told Kagemori. “Take care of any thrall that gets passed us.” 
 
    He nodded and proceeded to do what I ordered. Seconds later and my group’s ranged spells struck their first targets. Hanying and I didn’t involve our weapons until they came closer. From there it was a matter of choosing when to attack an enemy or letting the line behind us handle them. My shield was especially useful in directing a thrall to an area I wanted. That said, the fact that my ward wobbled with any little bump from a thrall showed just how low in prana I was getting. 
 
    A few griffins returned as we finished fighting off the latest wave. They left a pair of survivors for us to defend. Needless to say, as far as I was concerned, there was no longer a big difference between protectors and survivors. 
 
    Nearing the shore, Clarissa looked up and said, “There’s another horde coming down. They’re pretty spread out, but it’s a group at least twice as large as the last one. You know, it’d actually be funny seeing the thralls tumbling down the hill if most of them didn’t get right back up.” 
 
    “I can’t even remember the last time I laughed,” said Hanying. 
 
    “Hmm, me neither,” said Ghevont. “Perhaps I should study humorous literature.” 
 
    “I’m certain we can get Mercer to tell us some jokes once we find each other again,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “Why are we talking about this?” asked Gerard. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “There’s no choice but to make our stand by the shore,” I said. 
 
    “I can barely keep standing,” said Hanying. 
 
    “I don’t think we have to keep fighting,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Water spells are a lot easier to cast when there’s actually a lot of water nearby. I’m sure I can create an ice wall around us. That should be enough to hold back regular thralls. Get everyone bunched up and as close to the water as possible. Leave the rest to me.” 
 
    Twenty yards later and everyone got their feet wet in the rocky shore filled with puddles. With the next wave less than thirty rapid heartbeats away, Clarissa worked quickly to grab all the seawater she could. She rose two walls of water until they stood ten feet high and curved into the sea behind us. The liquid walls met and merged in front of us, then the vampire started to freeze thousands of pounds of water large chunks at a time. Though nowhere near as accomplished with water spells as the vampire, Ghevont relieved a bit of her burden with his own magic. 
 
    The first thralls crashed into the ice wall as Clarissa finished freezing the water wall. She even went as far as freezing the part of the sea that her perimeter couldn’t exclude. She had looked so energized when she embarked on her defensive goal, but as soon as ice surrounded us on every side, my drained friend fell on her knees. Every breath she took seemed to fill her lungs a spoonful beyond their capacity. 
 
    Putting my hands on her back, I asked, “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m… fine… Just got… a little dizzy.” 
 
    “Don’t push yourself that hard next time. We could have handled a few thralls coming in.” 
 
    “Mercer gave up… half his soul… to protect us. Getting a little dizzy… is nothing.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with her logic, especially when her fortification was working so well. The thralls couldn’t bash through the thick ice, and they had even less success scaling the slippery walls. Still, with dozens of thralls clambering and knocking each other around to get their chance to strike the ice, unsettling sounds of ice chipping and cracking pervaded our sanctuary. No doubt the thralls could break through if given the time, but our griffin allies were not going to give them the opportunity. 
 
    The limited space within the ice walls forced only a single griffin to enter at a time. As a result, it was a little bit of a wait for that last person to be rescued. Gerard made himself that person. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    After the griffin riders asserted that every survivor had been plucked from the hills and lighthouse, the ship’s captain gave the order to head back to Nattu. Except for accepting a few grateful words from Jegeru’s people, I had nothing more to do on the ship. Without the responsibility of keeping myself or others alive, my muscles and brain unstiffened, bringing in the unstoppable need to sleep. The captain let me borrow his quarters and narrow bed, prompting a swift entrance into the domain of the impossible. 
 
    At around noon, my body awoke when it felt it necessary to recover my strength with food rather than extending my shut-eye. I went above deck to eat my slice of ham and buttered bread under the sun. While there, I learned from Gerard that a messenger griffin from Nattu had arrived early in the morning looking for the latest information to take back to the Wregor prince. However, the messenger came with a message of his own—the Jegeru prince had died. He succumbed to his disease mere hours after we left the island. 
 
    I sighed. “So even coming back with a full crystal wouldn’t have changed his fate… Gods guide his soul… Ghevont, how much nismerdon prana did you obtain?” 
 
    “About a third as much as I had before yesterday. The high thrall in particular contributed a healthy amount of it.” 
 
    “Is that enough to cure another person of the desiccation disease?” 
 
    “Assuming their condition is not in an advanced state, yes.” 
 
    “Then we can save another member of Wregor royalty,” said Gerard. “Prince Ashina will be glad to hear that.” 
 
    “It’s still a matter of determining the importance of one life over another,” I said. “There remains a young girl with the sickness, but the emperor may choose his own wife over the girl. Or maybe Satiko’s brother means more to the empire.” 
 
    “If Wregor supported us with more men in the first place, we might have already absorbed plenty of prana to go around.” 
 
    “True. At least we have a better idea what we’re up against once we do get an army in Jegeru.” 
 
    “But there’s a good chance what we experienced was only the tip of the iceberg. There could be armies of thrall beasts out there. Not to mention the high thralls we fought might come in stronger varieties. The more time that passes, the worse it will become.” 
 
    “I’m well aware. The messenger hopefully heard all he needed to hear to give Prince Ashina a good idea of the horror that’s spreading so close to his borders.” 
 
    We rested and mingled in the packed ship for the rest of the day. Part of that mingling happened with Hanying soon after he and Clarissa awoke from their sleep. Wanting to share the best food on board with Hanying, I sought him out late in the afternoon. 
 
    I found him in a circle of five children on the forecastle deck. A young girl held a small black cat against her shoulder. Seeing me, the little girl walked up and held up her kitten to me, talking excitedly in her language. Some words from Hanying had her realizing that I couldn’t understand her. She pulled the cat back to her chest and wore an embarrassed look as she sat back down. I sat next to her, set my tray of food down, and petted the cat. 
 
    “Is this the same cat you saved in Uratama?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been teaching the children to take care of her without being too rough. I’ve always found that taking care of nature’s creatures can help one cope with life’s struggles.” 
 
    “It sounds like you have some experience on that front.” 
 
    “Nothing quite this extreme, but yes, a struggle here and there.” 
 
    I handed the tray of food to Hanying. “Are you hungry? It’s a nice warm bowl of beans and rice, a biscuit, and a cup of the best red wine on board. The cook believed I was going to eat it, so it should be made to the highest standard.” 
 
    “Thank you, princess. If you always treat those around you this way, that only makes my current predicament more confusing.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He fiddled with the biscuit. “Well, I’ve been wondering what to do next, what I even can do next. I feel like the right thing to do is to keep on fighting. The obvious thing would be to ask to join your group, but I’m no brave knight or water bending vampire. I want to throw up every time I remember the enemy we face, and all you are your friends want to do is confront them.” 
 
    “I see… Shall I give you my perspective?” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “For one, I think standing in front of a charging eidolon is very brave. Joining the fight against the thralls was equally so, so don’t sell yourself short. The presence of fear allows courage to exist in the first place. It’s all part of life’s balance. Too much fear and you would have been a paralyzed coward in the face of our enemy, and paralyzed you were not. On the other hand, lacking any fear can lead to arrogant, foolish decisions. Ironically, I would also say my fear of failure helps to keep my fear of dying in check.” 
 
    “I don’t feel balanced.” 
 
    “It would be odd if you did right at this moment. Anyway, I’m trying to say that you won’t hear me rejecting a request to join me and my friends in our mission. However, I don’t want to be the one to force you to do anything. I would welcome your help, but joining me isn’t the only way to do something worthwhile. You can stay and help your people. You have knowledge that can someday help rebuild the academy, or Jegeru itself. I won’t think any less of you if you stayed out of the front lines. And honestly, whatever you decide to do, you’ll likely end up regretting not choosing the other path.” 
 
    “That’s comforting,” he said sarcastically, though the fact he took a bite out of his biscuit implied that my advice comforted him somewhat. 
 
    “We all deal with regrets. My current regret is not giving you more time to contemplate on the matter. I’m going to give the riders a couple more hours of rest before I fly to Nattu. I recommend using that time to eat and clear your head. Just remember you’ll be valuable in whatever venture you pursue. I truly believe that.” 
 
    Splitting the biscuit with a young boy, he said, “Your advice is much a-appreciated, princess. Thank you.” 
 
    Most of the griffin squads and all of my companions stood on the main deck as Orda’s star slowly sank behind the sea. 
 
    As a way of giving me his answer, Hanying came up to me and said, “I hope we meet again, princess.” 
 
    “Someday I’ll visit Jegeru’s academy once you’ve helped to rebuild it.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    After a few more parting words from those who would be staying on board for a while longer, the squads lifted us in the air and flew us toward the sunset. Of course, no matter our speed, the sun sunk beneath the water well before we could grab it and pull it back up. 
 
    A couple of hours after the water extinguished every ray of sunlight, points of firelight flickered into view. They came from the torches scattered on Nattu’s forts. The griffins not conveying us headed for the end of the island as we dove to greet the land. Eu-Sook’s squad landed in front of the small barred gate. I didn’t want to do it, but seeing as they completed their mission, I dismissed the Jegeru riders. Despite not knowing whether we would see each other again, nobles and soldiers were rarely expected to show any kind of emotional reaction in such situations, never mind that we served different lords in different parts of the world. 
 
    So as Wregor soldiers opened the gate, the best I could do to acknowledge all that Eu-Sook and her squad did for me was say, “I suspect your squad would have ridden on the backs of dragons in an age past. May the gods continue to bless your wings.” 
 
    “We have only shared in the blessings the gods have bestowed upon you, Your Highness. For the sake of my kingdom, I will pray that they continue to bless your efforts more than my own.” 
 
    I watched the whiptails disappear into the overcast night for a moment. Then, when the gate clanged all the way up, I turned around to enter the fort. 
 
    Prince Ashina wished to speak with me when I arrived, and me alone. I was thus led into the fort’s war room while the others went to rest in the barracks. Wuhen had been asleep when we arrived, so I had to wait a few minutes for him to join me. When he did, he came in wearing a red tunic under a white robe. I was surprised by how much heftiness his armor had added to his frame, for he looked leaner than I presumed him to be. 
 
    Bowing, he said, “Forgive my delay, princess. I’ve never been one to separate myself from my bed easily.” 
 
    “Aye. My mother once had my elder sister’s bed replaced with thin animal skins after she missed one too many early morning meetings.” 
 
    “My retainers would pour a vase of cold water over my face.” 
 
    “I wonder what little miseries we will place on our children.” 
 
    “Whatever they are, I can only hope they learn to appreciate them for the lessons they are.” He took a pitcher of water and poured himself a cup. Sitting on my side of the table, he said, “Now then, I’m certain you’ve already heard about Jegeru’s prince, yes?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s unfortunate we could not help him.” 
 
    “Indeed, but did you even gather enough nismerdon prana to attempt the procedure on someone so besieged by the disease?” 
 
    “We absorbed enough to try, yes. Whether we would have succeeded is another matter entirely. Someone else less afflicted may surely be saved, however. Do you know who in your family will be chosen to undergo the procedure next?” 
 
    “It will be up to my father, though my mother and the emperor’s sisters will undoubtedly recuse themselves if it meant saving my dear little niece.” 
 
    “Sisters? Are you saying Ikumi is also ridden with desiccation spores?” 
 
    A sad smile spread on the corner of his lip. “I see. She never mentioned her condition to you. That sounds like her. You know, my younger self used to believe she was the other half of my mother. Satiko has always been a strong, independent woman with a fierce temper, but my aunt is the gentlest, meekest soul I have ever encountered. The only times I’ve even seen her upset is when she argues with my father over possible marriage alliances. She’s won every fight so far.” 
 
    “Yet another reason to head back to Jegeru as soon as possible, and with a true army at our backs.” 
 
    “To be sure. The messenger came back relating tales of inhuman humans roaming Jegeru lands.” 
 
    “And at least two types. Most are people tainted by the giant’s prana implanted in them by the very thralls that attacked them. Master Rathmore believes their main purpose is to absorb their victim’s prana in order to take it to their masters. They are not much of a threat in small numbers, but I imagine there are a great many by now throughout Jegeru. The second kind have been further transformed by the giant’s power. Their height, vine attacks, and purple wards essentially make them nascent giants. The enemy may have even gained the upper hand if one more of these high thralls appeared.” 
 
    “Then my messenger did not embellish what he heard. Thousands of monsters are at our doorstep. I wish I could have seen them with my own eyes, but I feared any Jegeru soldiers we encountered would have took to blaming Wregor for their plight, exposing the rescue team to unnecessary danger. That brings me to my next question. There was truly no sign of military resistance?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We did not travel too far inland, however. Or the resistance could be happening closer to the capital.” 
 
    “Not according to our scouts. We’ve sent aerial squads to Jegeru’s coast, and those that have flown over Watawara have not seen anything resembling military formations. If there is resistance near the shore, it’s being done without a unified command structure. There was some indication that Jegeru’s forces were on the move shortly before the Hoic-Dro attack, but it’s now obvious that movement was on a much larger scale than we initially thought.” 
 
    “And they’re either scattered in the winds or fighting monsters to avoid becoming one themselves. Without a doubt the Advent did much to infiltrate and undermine Jegeru’s military before the attack. I’m sure their first order of business was to eliminate any commander whose honor remained intact.” 
 
    “Or at least prevent them from contacting Wregor. The few Jegeru naval captains or griffin commanders we’ve spoken with have not been able to reestablish communications since the attack started.” 
 
    “If that’s their reasoning, then they would have never have bothered with such a tactic if they believed themselves invulnerable to a Wregor invasion. Yet another sign that delaying such an invasion plays right into their hands. As long as there is any kind of resistance in Jegeru, we have a chance at creating a multi-front war, but if we wait much longer-” 
 
    “There will only be a wasteland of thralls to fight.” He drank another sip from his cup. “Assuming my father feels assured that his heirs are safe from succumbing to strange diseases, he still won’t mobilize the bulk of our forces if the Chiszir remain a threat.” 
 
    “That can be allayed with the help of other kingdoms. Surely you must have heard back from some of them by now.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I have not heard from father on that front. In any event, I’m sure learning that the Hoic-Dro are already making good on the promise of large-scale devastation will spur the most skeptical to take some kind of action. I have to admit, without all the information you’ve brought us, I would have presumed Jegeru’s predicament to be the result of a civil war, not the work of ancient, otherworldly beings. I suspect many still view Jegeru’s problem as their own concern.” 
 
    “Or the consequence of Wregor’s meddling.” 
 
    “There may be a seed of truth in that statement, but everything my father and forefathers have done has been to make Efios a safer, more stable place. The present anarchic state of northern Efios is nothing compared to what the entire continent looked like after the dragon war. Order needed to be restored, and it’s our growing empire that has brought it to more and more people.” 
 
    “Yet I wonder if a less distrustful Jegeru would have given the Advent such a strong foothold in the kingdom? I wonder if Wregor will truly be the first empire in history to avoid the collapse that has happened to every empire before it?” 
 
    “Or would the Hoic-Dro have spawned a dozen deeper footholds throughout Efios if a Wregor empire did not exist?” Seeing me about to respond, he put up a hand. “Never mind, princess. I have a feeling we could debate the advantages and disadvantages of an empire for the rest of the night, but I wish to leave early tomorrow, and as I’m certain you know, a royal’s sleep is too often a sporadic thing.” 
 
    I stood from my seat and bowed. “I understand, my lord. It’s just as well. There’s no sport in winning an argument when one’s opponent is clashing with fatigue.” 
 
    Standing to return the bow, the prince said, “You’ll soon find that goading me will only sharpen my retorts in our future confrontations.” 
 
    “Ah, then I’ll simply extend my wish that my lord have himself a pleasant visit to the dream realm.” 
 
    “I extend the same pleasantry, Princess Astor.” 
 
    Despite the valkrean prince’s wish, my sojourn into the mysterious dominion of dreams allowed for the vague visions of disfigured, burning, deranged thralls to slip into my conscious. It was such a quiet, blurred nightmare, that it almost wasn’t a nightmare at all. Only when I caught my veiny, greenish reflection in a pool of water did the mental images kick me out of unconsciousness. I was actually glad to have a different kind of nightmare for once. Too often it was the vision of my mother’s death that jolted me awake. Progress? 
 
    As it turned out, I woke up minutes before a Wregor soldier came in to inform us that we had a chance to eat an early breakfast. They even offered a bottle of chicken blood to Clarissa, which she accepted. I merely asked for a bit of fruit, since the lingering memory of my despoiled face pushed away my appetite. In a rare moment, Ghevont chose a few more minutes of sleep instead of awakening his ever pensive mind. 
 
    When we stepped out into the courtyard, an armored prince came up to me and said, “I’ve received word that my uncle is experiencing symptoms from the desiccation disease.” 
 
    “Your mother’s older brother, correct?” 
 
    “Yes. Lord Louhan Ren. My father would like for your scholar to determine how severe his case is. However, he’s not to attempt to cure him, not until my father gets specific details on his condition.” 
 
    “Got that, Ghevont?” 
 
    “Yes, princess. No curing, only examining.” 
 
    A few moments later and we inhabited the sky again. With even my slumbers frequently invaded by nightmares, riding a griffin was really the last blithe activity I could enjoy in these times. I wish a griffin had a little more room to maneuver my legs to more comfortable positions. Alas, I would just have to wait for Mercer to summon Aranath again for that. All the same, it was a lovely, bright day for flying. It remained so through most of the flight. 
 
    Our invisible road led us to a large estate on the Kikokumo Plateau, its square perimeter bounded by a row of small, scraggy trees. Two long, single-story buildings with green roofs and red walls flanked a two-story edifice of the same colors. Our griffins landed in the courtyard garden at the center of the estate. Many of the plants decorating the garden were more yellow than green at this altitude and time of year. 
 
    Prince Ashina and my group followed an elderly, spry looking servant to the two-story building. Going through a sliding door inside the home brought us to a spacious bedroom with a mature woman sitting by a large bed that an even older gentleman occupied. From my point of view, the lord only appeared a little tired. Prince Ashina spoke with the couple in the Wregor tongue for a minute before introducing us. The lord’s wife then stood up to bow and allow Ghevont room to examine the patient. 
 
    Lord Ren either could not or chose not to speak the shared tongue, so it was the spry servant that translated any answers the lord gave to the scholar. While we waited, we sat by a small table and drank the tea Lady Ren poured for us. 
 
    When Ghevont finished his examination, he came over to us and said, “His current condition seems stable enough, but there are quite a few spore clusters around his kidneys and lower lungs. Oh, er, I suggest that I stay overnight. That way I can estimate just how quickly his condition is deteriorating.” 
 
    “That will be acceptable,” said Wuhen. “I’ll inform my father what you learn tomorrow morning. Until then, we can rest on some real beds and eat a fine feast. Here, let me show you the guest hall.” 
 
    The guest hall turned out to be the eastern building adjacent the main home. With the lord of the house sick these past few days, no other guests occupied the structure. The estate lacked a large force of guardsmen, so with mainly demure servants watching over us, I felt like we had some measure of privacy for the first time since entering Wregor territory. 
 
    I wanted to spend some of this private time with Gerard at once, but somebody had to watch over Ghevont. Since Clarissa’s time in the sun made her feel sluggish, Gerard took it upon himself to take first watch while I washed up, ate a hearty meal, and took a nap. 
 
    A couple of hours before midnight, it was my turn to give Gerard a chance to cleanse his body and mind. I walked into Lord Ren’s room. A few minutes after doing so, the lord asked his wife to get her own rest, or at least I believed that’s what he said, since she left the room, wished us a good night, and had the servant close the door behind her. The domestic waited by the door for a moment, hearing his lord’s wife recede farther and farther away. When he couldn’t hear her anymore, he turned and nodded at his lord. The lord returned the nod and went back to limply staring at the ceiling. 
 
    In a flat voice a tad quieter than a regular speaking tone, the servant said, “Greetings, Princess Astor. At first I did not believe the scholar when he claimed a royal would do something as menial as keeping a vigil in the middle of a capital city.” 
 
    “We have no choice to be wary, Master… I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    “Ah, it’s Tuktu Ojitaka, Your Highness. As I was saying, you and my lord each have cause to remain wary. Forgive him for not speaking to you with his own mouth, but his mastery of the shared tongue is minimal.” 
 
    “I understand. No offense taken. Now, directly or not, I get the impression your lord wished to speak with me in private.” 
 
    “Yes. Lord Ren was the one to instruct your scholar to suggest keeping an overnight watch on him. To be sure, my lord still has a little paste left. He could feel better within days, but he risked a little sickness in order to bring your scholar to him, and by extension, yourself.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “To discuss the strong possibility that someone close to the royal family is a traitor. Even before your arrival, my lord has held the suspicion that the desiccation disease was no mere accidental contamination. Your warning about the Hoic-Dro has merely confirmed that the disease was somehow brought over on purpose.” 
 
    “He isn’t the only one in his family who holds such a notion. We wouldn’t have even known about the disease were it not for a certain someone seeking a private conversation of their own.” 
 
    “Is that so? Then have you had any success in determining who is responsible for the treachery?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. While we are well aware of the danger a traitor poses, our efforts have been focused between curing the disease and liberating Jegeru.” 
 
    “Well, my lord’s efforts have been aimed at revealing any and all conspirators. Unfortunately, until he notified me of his concerns only a fortnight ago, he has been alone in this endeavor. As you can imagine, he is forced to trust no one. He can’t even bring himself to include his sister in his misgivings for fear he will place her in greater danger. He knows he can attract the wrong kind of attention if he does anything in his investigation indelicately. But now there are finally people he can trust to help him.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can, Master Ojitaka, but I’m sure you realize that my companions and I are limited in what we can do under the watchful eye of your empire.” 
 
    “I understand, princess.” We walked over to the little table and gestured me to have a seat. He poured us a cup of steaming tea and sat down as well. “Now then, Lord Ren’s investigation started with two simple assumptions. The first is that the emperor was the primary target. The second is that the disease was not taken from Chiszir lands by the same person who spread it during the royal retreat. For instance, a servant could not have gone across a well-defended border without cause, and a noble would have found such an exertion difficult to accomplish quietly. Yet, it had to have been a servant or noble to unleash the sickness upon us.” 
 
    “I see. Your lord must then believe someone who could cross the Chiszir border with impunity handed the sickness over to someone else, someone who could infiltrate the retreat.” 
 
    “Correct. Multiple conspirators points to a correspondence taking place. It was only a question of who had the freedom to cross borders and correspond with someone close to the family, and without drawing attention in either case. That line of thinking led to the nobles of the Tho Blye people. As it so happens, Tho Blye is not terribly far from the manor the retreat took place in.” 
 
    “And who are the Tho Blye people, exactly?” 
 
    “One of the latest nations to come under the empire’s banner. Unlike other civilized kingdoms who share a border with the Chiszir, Tho Blye have a fairly cordial relationship with the nomads. And like many kingdoms that come under a new rulership, there are some who resist the transition, sometimes violently. Tho Blye is not a major offender, but the sect does exist. It’s not out of the question that a noble or two supports the resistors.” 
 
    “So your lord’s next step was to investigate which noble’s ventures most resembled suspicious activity.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s this aspect of the investigation that required the most subtle and delicate kind of work. Using traders and other allies as middlemen, Lord Ren has learned as much as he could about the Tho Blye nobility. It’s thankfully not a large class of people, but sorting through dozens of people’s lives in secret took time. Nevertheless, it was time well spent.” 
 
    “He learned who the conspirators are?” 
 
    “It’s more accurate to say my lord has narrowed the list of suspects to two men. Several Tho Blye nobles have had family or friends die in the scuffles between the empire and their kingdom before a treaty was reached nearly a decade ago, and even fewer have the standing to meet with both Chiszir chieftains and Wregor nobility. My lord’s two suspects possess these motives and opportunities to accomplish the first phase of treachery.” 
 
    “And what’s your lord’s next phase?” 
 
    “To bring them in for questioning. In fact, they and others of their ilk should be somewhere between their homeland and the capital at this very moment. They should arrive in a week or so.” 
 
    “I assume they do not know they are being lured in to be questioned about a plot to assassinate the emperor.” 
 
    “No, of course not. They believe the empress invited them to one of the countless military and trade summits that take place here.” 
 
    “Many nobles simply send representatives to such meetings. Are you certain they’ll come?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Such summons also come with an invitation to one of the banquets and balls the empress throws. Those who wish to move up the ladder and stay in the empire’s good graces will do well to come. Even if the conspirator himself felt nervous enough to refuse the invitation, no doubt his peers would pressure him to grace us with his presence. In any case, I imagine a refusal would have merely forced my lord to take a different approach.” 
 
    “Then it sounds as though your lord has devised a solid plan. Where do I come in?” 
 
    “The questioning itself. Before you came, Lord Ren was planning on risking exposing his intent to the royal family by hiring interrogators, which would have surely gone through the grapevine. Now that you’re here, he was hoping you would take it upon yourself to handle the matter, or at least request the services of the interrogators using your own name.” 
 
    I noticed Ghevont turning to look back at me, his reflective eyes recalling the same circumstances I was remembering. I acknowledged him with a head tilt and an extra-long blink. 
 
    Looking back at Tuktu, I said, “Interrogators can be inefficient in a situation such as this. There is another way. I too had to lure out a traitor from my kingdom, but rather than interrogating dozens of suspects, we succeeded in getting the traitor to reveal herself to us by pretending to blackmail her. I believe we can do something similar here. Once your suspects arrive, we can separate them and have someone act as a blackmailer. Using everything we know, I’m sure we can coerce the truth out of the conspirator.” 
 
    “Hmm, an intriguing angle. But who would the blackmailer be?” 
 
    “It can be anyone in my group. We can pretend to be nobility from the north. We just have to make certain we can understand each other. Do you know whether the Tho Blye nobles can speak the shared tongue?” 
 
    “I’m not certain. Allow me a moment to discuss your proposal with my lord.” 
 
    Giving the lord and his servant a bit of space and privacy, Ghevont walked over to me. Having the situational awareness to whisper, he asked, “Do you trust what they say? He may be misdirecting you.” 
 
    “That same thought has crossed my mind, but without the ability to move about on our own accord, we have no choice but to react with what we’re presented with. Besides, if the emperor or someone in his family wanted us dead, there’s nothing we could do to stop them from overwhelming us. I say that’s enough proof that the traitor is not someone with the power to order our imprisonment or assassination, so let’s see where this thread takes us.” 
 
    “Ah, okay.” 
 
    Several moments later Tuktu finished speaking with his lord and returned to the table. He wore a mildly befuddled face as he cleared his throat to say, “My lord approves of your plan. He can’t be sure that they speak the shared tongue, but they have had years to learn the Wregor tongue. My lord says you may use me as a translator if we get the chance to interrogate the suspects.” 
 
    I gently smiled at him. “Do I sense uncertainty in you, Master Ojitaka?” 
 
    “Interrogating schemers is not normally the domain of a servant, neither is danger in general.” 
 
    “Allay your worry, good sir. My friends and I will always protect the vulnerable before ourselves.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness. I’ll manage to steel myself when the time comes. After all, I’ve vowed my life to my lord and his family, and if I can help expose the ones who made them sick, the gods require that I keep my word.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine. Still, if you wish, we can start practicing what we’ll say.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I-I suppose we could.” 
 
    “Good. In turn, you and your lord can help me figure out the finer details of what to except when the Tho Blye nobles arrive. Where will they go? How long will they be here?” 
 
    “We’ll answer what we can, princess. One other thing, may I ask what you know of the dragon knight’s situation? My lord has only heard news that he is alive, but nothing more.” 
 
    “All I know is that he’s on the move. Exactly when he gets here depends entirely on how rutted his path is.” 
 
    “Can’t he fly here?” 
 
    “He’s a young dragon knight. Wings are not always available to him. Now then, shall we get to work?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t yet chew anything harder than honey without the ache returning, but at least my jaw no longer flared up during a conversation. And unless I stomped my feet or struck my sword as hard as I could against another hard object, most vibrations did not trouble my fracture anymore. Sneezing sometimes hurt, so I stopped them when I sensed them coming. 
 
    Anyway, I was able to return to near full speed training against whoever was up for it. That typically meant the convoy defenders. Fortunately, losing half my soul did not compromise my reflexes, remove my experience, or dull my tactical skills. The training sessions usually happened early in the morning or after we reached the latest inn. I slept during the day and practiced my flame spell away from the others at night. I wasn’t trying all that hard to keep my flame a secret, so it was inevitable that someone was going to notice its unique strength. 
 
    As I walked toward the inn a little before dawn, I saw a hatless Ujin sitting against the inn’s back wall, his summoned beast atop his shoulder. He fed Shifa some pieces of fruit. When I came closer, Ujin said, “One of these days I feel you aren’t coming back.” 
 
    “The convoy is moving a bit slow for my tastes.” 
 
    “I understand. A dragon knight on foot must feel as though he’s standing still.” 
 
    I nodded to myself. “Finally figured it out, huh?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I didn’t suspect you were lying in the first place, but Shifa smelling the smoke from your burning stones clinched it. I hope I don’t know too much now.” 
 
    “That’s probably impossible for you.” 
 
    “Ah, an insult from a dragon knight. I’m honored. I have to ask, though, why aren’t you flying?” 
 
    “I no longer have the prana to do so. Simple as that.” 
 
    “So the fight in Jegeru went that bad, huh? Then why don’t you tell some general or noble who you are? I bet they can fly you on a griffin or something.” 
 
    “Even if they believe a man who can’t summon a dragon is a dragon knight, I can’t trust that someone high up in Shia isn’t working with the Advent. As much as I don’t like to admit it, if anyone stronger than a virginal bandit comes at me, I’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    “Not from what I’ve seen. You don’t even shift your feet unless two guys are coming at you with everything they’ve got.” 
 
    “Sparring with wooden poles and without casting a spell is a smidge different than a fight to the death.” 
 
    “I’ll have to trust your word on that. You know, it sounds to me like you’re in need of whatever help you can get. Shifa won’t mind lending you some of that assistance. I would have to tag along, of course.” 
 
    “That so? I’ve told you about our enemies, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Look, I’m not offering to head into the front lines with you, but I didn’t leave the comforts of my home to avoid the titillating opportunities that came my way. Furthermore, Shifa here is a fiercer fighter than you may think. Show him your moves, Shifa!” 
 
    The little creature hopped off her perch and cast little waves of fire from her punching and kicking limbs. It would have been a frightening display of flair and finesse in spellcasting for anyone less than three feet tall. 
 
    “Okay, I get it. You can tell her to stop.” He did. “Not that you need to know this, but I don’t think I’ve ever been successful in dissuading someone from following me, so do what you want. Just be aware that sometimes the front lines come to me.” 
 
    “I’m a big boy, Mercer. If I die, it’s all my fault.” 
 
    “As long as you understand. You’re not planning on brining Dae-Won along, are you?” 
 
    “Ha! No. We’ll walk even slower than the convoy if he comes along. He can barely walk a day without getting blisters from his sandals. By the way, he’s shown some interest in Kiku. You two aren’t a thing, are you?” 
 
    “In another life.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. No, we’re not a thing, though I’d warn your friend that she’s as likely to stab him as kiss him.” 
 
    “Heh, yeah. I already told him that she seems a little, uh, off. I’m assuming you know that she talks to herself.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “And that I’m pretty sure she’s making up answers to anyone that speaks with her.” 
 
    “I told her to say whatever she wants if someone asks about her past or about me. I suppose that means she’s having some fun spewing whatever comes to mind. She might open up to you when she learns you’re coming with us, but whether she wants to divulge her past to strangers is her business.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just gonna tell Dae-Won not to bother her.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    For the next two days I did nothing but sit and sleep. I wanted to save energy so that I could push myself over the next week. By then the coast should be in sight. Hurrying our legs for the better part of a day while getting only minimum rest should also be a good initial indicator of how dedicated Ujin was about following me. 
 
    An hour before the moon’s soft blue beams gave way to harsher rays of dawn, I awoke from my bed in the wagon. I sent Kiku to get Ujin from his room. He and she came out with two extra packs of food some people in the convoy kindly offered him the evening he informed everyone of our intent to go on ahead. That day and the next we ate all the perishable sweets first. They were, thankfully, soft enough for me to enjoy without putting extra caution in my bites. 
 
    So far, Ujin did well to keep pace with me and Kiku. Despite his forehead exhibiting some added sweat and speaking less, he never complained and refused to conserve energy by unsummoning Shifa any more than usual. He finally dismissed his creature companion for a while when a rainstorm made stretches of the trek a muddy affair on the third and fourth days, but he did so more out of a favor to Shifa than from duress. 
 
    Five mornings after leaving the convoy, the drenindru’s ears stiffened. Wanting a higher perch, she ran up Ujin’s back and sat on his head. She answered Ujin’s query with a few chirping squeaks. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “She hears some dogs barking.” Another chirp. “And horses.” 
 
    “Horses don’t bark, silly!” said a chuckling Kiku. 
 
    Other than a quick roll of the eyes, I ignored Kiku and asked, “Could someone be hunting out here?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. There’s no forest nearby, only farmland.” 
 
    “Maybe someone is chasing down a criminal,” said a more serious Kiku. “Do you think they’ll give us a reward if we catch him ourselves?” 
 
    A minute more of walking brought us humans in hearing range of the commotion. We came upon a village shortly afterward. Many of the villagers were women and children, each gazing toward the barking and neighing coming from the northern field of green beans. Some of them were “armed” with broomsticks, farm tools, or cookware. We could have slipped past them without being noticed, but I told Ujin to ask someone what was going on. 
 
    Getting the answer from an old woman with a pot in her hand, Ujin said, “A mischief of Pukam rats overran the fields during the wee hours of the night. They’re trying to kill or chase off any that are still feasting.” A middle-aged woman came up alongside the old woman and said something in an imploring tone. Stating the obvious, Ujin translated for her, saying, “She wants us to help. What do you think?” 
 
    “As much as I’d enjoy collecting the souls of rodents, I’m thinking we don’t have the time to worry about rats.” 
 
    “Aww, but look how wretched they are seeing their poor plants get eaten,” said Kiku. “Feel that? I bet this nice, strong breeze will blow the smell of dragon smoke a long way.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said a musing Ujin. “Don’t you always burn the ground around you before you sleep in the wild? That’s to keep animals away, right?” 
 
    “I suppose I can try burning a few stones. Fine, we can spare a little time. Bring one of the women with us. Tell her I’m going to use magical smoke to scare off the rats.” 
 
    The woman who implored our help came with us. Not trusting us completely, a few women and older children followed us as well. To the rest of the villagers it might have seem as though we were walking back where we came, but our goal was to get farther upwind. We crossed a couple of hundred yards before turning north, following a dirt path between one crop of green beans and another. Every fifty to hundred feet I burned a dragon stone and the soil around it until the flame threatened to spread to the crops themselves. 
 
    The villager we brought along vouched for us when two men on their horses came to investigate the whitish smoke they saw. They doubted my claim that the smoke of a few burning rocks was going to help drive away the rats, but when we assured them we would not demand any coin for the service, they let me complete the plan. Since they were there, I also gave the horsemen a handful of charred dragon stones. That way they could take the stones and spread them throughout the field or throw them at rallies of rats, hopefully encouraging the pests to flee from the “dragon” in the area. 
 
    A moment after we started walking back to the road, Kiku said, “Hear that?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” replied Ujin. 
 
    “The dogs stopped barking.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. At least we know they can smell the smoke.” 
 
    Less clear was how the rats were reacting to the dragon smoke, if at all. I was content in leaving the village with that question unanswered, but when we heard shrieking coming from the confines of the settlement, we sprinted to get to it. 
 
    We came upon a sight more humorous than perilous. Some of the women and children were standing on tables or chairs to get their bodies above the dozen or so dark brown rats scampering and squeaking through the village. Others stood nailed to the ground in their fright, praying that no rat brushed against their legs. A few of the braver women and older children did their best to use whatever they had on hand to herd the vermin away from their homes. For their part, the rats appeared happy to leave as fast as their little paws could take them. 
 
    To make sure none of the rats were panicky enough to attack someone, I told Shifa to chase off any rat that came too close to a child or elder. She did as bid, using her growling barks and the occasional spurt of fire to really get the rats moving. For about an hour I let Ujin’s companion give chase to anything with a scaly tail. Even with her fierceness on display, her cuteness overpowered it, attracting the children, especially once most of the rats left the premises. 
 
    When Shifa stopped her chasing to rest on top of a table, several children brought over some food for the creature to eat. Except for a tail pull or a hard pat to the head, Shifa enjoyed the attention. In turn, Ujin basked in the consideration of the younger, prettier women that came with their mothers to keep an eye on their children. A bit of sustenance was brought over to the humans as well. 
 
    As I ate a hunk of bread smothered with the jam of a plum, Kiku nudged my arm with her elbow. A jerk of her head took my line of sight to a shy looking little boy mustering up his courage to get through the other children and pet Shifa. A young woman I assumed to be his mother offered what I also assumed to be reassuring words. 
 
    “She’s speaking in the Jegeru tongue,” said Kiku. 
 
    “So she’s a refugee? Find out what she knows.” 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    Replacing her always slightly sinister smile with a guise of pastoral pleasantness, Kiku walked over to the Jegeru speaker. Meanwhile, I silently got the drenindru’s attention and pointed at the shy boy. Getting the hint, Shifa hopped over to the boy’s hand, making him and his mother happy. I hoped an appreciative mother would be more willing to loosen her tongue to a stranger. 
 
    After a few minutes of conversation, Kiku came back to me and Ujin. She said, “Yeah, she’s a tome copier from a town a few miles from Watawara. She came to Shia on a dinky boat with a few others once they realized monsters were pouring out of the capital.” 
 
    “Did she get a look at these monsters?” asked Ujin. 
 
    “Nah. It’s mostly what other people said. She only heard that they act and look a lot like corrupted humans. A lot of people think Wregor has something to do with them, so it sounds like most refugees are sailing here rather than there. Anyhow, their boat eventually made it to Shia’s coast, but by then there were already hundreds and hundreds of homeless refugees roaming the coastal towns. Lucky for her, she was able to save some of her coin before she left. She bought a cart ride to get away from all the crowds and settled in the first place that didn’t yet have a refugee presence.” 
 
    “Being lucky is if she had no coin to spend and ended up here anyway.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I was talking to you.” 
 
    “Geez, you’re touchier than I thought.” 
 
    “Part of me is.” 
 
    “The part that talks to herself?” 
 
    “The part of me that doesn’t care if you live or die.” 
 
    “Both of you shut up,” I said. “It’s time we get moving.” 
 
    “But these nice women invited us to stay for a real meal,” said Ujin. 
 
    “I won’t stop you from staying as long as you want.” 
 
    A sigh. “Yeah, yeah, all right. Let’s go, Shifa!” 
 
    By noon the next day we reached a sizeable town a handful of miles from the coast. As the Jegeru native described, dozens of her ilk occupied the streets. Unless a wealthy refugee brought over a few bags of coin to buy their way into the few available homes or inns, men and women that had once been prosperous in their communities were forced to beg for alms. Even those with valuable skills would have a difficult time competing with the local tradesmen, language barrier or not. Not to mention that the most generous of cities could only relinquish so much generosity before everyone saw the refugees as a problem to solve. 
 
    Of course, if the Advent invaded within the coming months, refugees would be the least of Shia’s concerns. I could not help them directly, but if I was successful in regaining my power, then I could help them reclaim their home. That idea, combined with being so close to the sea, incited my feet onward. I just about ran the rest of the way. 
 
    I wanted to avoid refugees and locals alike, so in the same hour we smelled the salty air, we stepped off the road. As it turned out, skirting everyone’s attention was going to be difficult. It appeared that the influx of refugees prompted Shia to call upon her defenders. From what we could tell, it wasn’t merely a contingent of resident guardsmen patrolling the coastal towns and the emptier spaces between them, but at-the-ready soldiers normally stationed in forts. 
 
    On our way to see if there was a chance we could get around the patrols, we saw an encampment of soldiers not far from a village or the sea. Along with Shifa, Kiku climbed a thirty-foot tree to get a view of the area. She came back down to tell of a shipwreck several hundred yards from shore. The Jegeru ship had run aground on a sandbar, so it seemed those on board only needed help being transported to dry land. 
 
    I concluded that finding a way around everyone was going to take too long, which meant crossing through the patrols, and if we wanted to remain incognito, we needed to wait until the tender cloak of nightfall unfurled over the sky. So we found a little patch of listless foliage to hide in for an hour or two. I wasn’t planning on falling asleep, but my body wanted to take advantage of my first real rest since the morning. 
 
    It barely felt as though I shut my eyes when I awoke with a start. Ujin was shaking my shoulder, the early darkness shadowing his finer features. 
 
    In a harsh whisper, he said, “Wake up, Mercer! Kiku ran off! I think she’s about to do something stupid.” 
 
    Getting up, I asked, “What? Why?” 
 
    Starting a jog, he replied, “We heard a bit of a commotion nearby, so I sent Shifa to check what it was. Well, it was a couple of solider guys taking some struggling girl into a tent. I told Kiku and she took off.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    It did not take long to catch a glimpse of Kiku’s silhouette running toward a large tent glowing by the mellow light of a lantern hanging on a wooden pole. If the guard standing right next to the entrance looked back, he would have certainly seen her as well. Luckily, someone or something out of view held his focus. Kiku reached one of the tent’s back corners and crouched beside it. She listened in for a moment, then used her dagger to cut a slit to peer inside. Not wasting an apparent opportunity, Kiku cut the slit all the way to the ground, creating an opening for her. She looked around, spotted me, ignored me, and then slipped right on in. 
 
    A handful of seconds later and Ujin and I used the slit to enter the tent. Blood spurted out of the neck of a solider without his pants when Kiku extracted her weapon from his flesh. The twelve to fourteen-year-old girl, who lied on top of her mostly torn clothing and a rug of animal fur, stared up in confused horror as Kiku dragged the lifeless body away from her. When her wide, upset eyes saw me, she couldn’t help but yelp out a trembling cry. Kiku dropped her load and spoke in a low, comforting voice to her. 
 
    Next, my female companion grabbed a corner of the animal rug and did her best to wrap it around the scared girl. At the same time, someone outside the tent directed their sardonic sounding Shia words toward us. 
 
    “Someone wants to know how much fun the dead guy is having,” said Ujin. 
 
    “Time to run for it,” I told Kiku. 
 
    While the voice outside said something else in a more serious tone, Kiku picked up the girl and ran for the slit. I let Ujin and Shifa run out next. The instant before I stepped outside, I saw the flaps of the tent entrance begin to move. A few seconds later and someone shouted an alarm in their native tongue. 
 
    Despite her encumbrance, Kiku ran surprisingly fast, but I knew she couldn’t hold out forever. The sea wasn’t far, but we had to get through an increasingly alert military camp first. At the outset, our path remained at the camp outskirts, only heading deeper when a break in the rows of tents and torchlight gave us a reasonably dark section to run into. Nevertheless, somebody soon noticed the suspicious sight of several human silhouettes darting through what was supposed to be a secure area. 
 
    More and more soldiers shouted out our position. Horses neighed and dogs barked. Some ten yards ahead, a soldier crossed our path, his spear pointed at Ujin, the one currently in the lead. A gush of prana in my legs pushed me to the front of Kiku and then Ujin. At the same time I surged ahead, I threw an explosive stone and set it off. The soldier’s flinch was enough for me to sidestep his spear. Not looking to kill more soldiers, I simply slammed my shoulder into his chest, planting him to the ground. 
 
    A few reinforcements were already close enough to start becoming more than shadows. The sea also converted its formerly inky shade into a glittery reflection of the moonlit sky. Kiku shoved her cargo into Ujin’s arms so she could summon our ride. We needed a few seconds for the creature to enter our realm and for us to get on its back. Since I lacked a true defensive spell, the best I managed to do was summon numerous dragon stones and raise a wall of fire. 
 
    Not bothering to conserve energy, I poured all the prana my soul could expend at once. I spread the wall’s perimeter so that it encompassed everything but the sea itself. Feeding its length and unquenchable hunger caused rapid pulses of stinging wind to flutter my clothing. I sensed something strike my flames, but whatever it was, the intensely dense heat acted almost like a solid brick barricade, preventing the spear or arrow from piercing all the way through. Considering that a hiss and a cloud of steam erupted outward, I knew that water was the next method of attack. 
 
    “Mercer!” called Kiku. 
 
    I backed up, taking part of my flame wall with me. When my legs became submerged up to my knees, I split my blaze in two and dumped them in the brink of the sea. The surface of the benevolently lapping water immediately transformed into a hot, bubbling cloud that spread in every conceivable direction. Even through my boots I felt the residual heat that came from the water that had not been vaporized. My exposed skin tingled when the steam cloud rushed past me. With my squinting eyes barely able to see through the unnatural fog, my sense of touch guided me to Akachii’s slippery scales. 
 
    On getting a grip, I yelled, “Go!” 
 
    The beast lurched forward, nearly throwing me back into the sea. However, a hard clenching of my fingers kept me from doing so. Akachii cut across the water like a vulgar insult piercing through a sensitive heart. It was a speed he only attained in brief spurts before now. On exiting the brunt of the steam, I saw that Akachii kept most of his body submerged. Only the very top of his head and back remained visible. It was wise to keep our profile low, for no matter how quickly the gitra slithered through the water, he could not outpace a winged pursuer. We needed slyness as much as speed. 
 
    Lamentably, the minimal cloud cover and half-moon meant a scout did not have to get all that close to spot us, and no doubt killing a soldier prompted the camp to send every airborne rider in the area after us. There was little chance we could reach the cover Pukam Forest offered before a swarm of scouts descended upon us, but heading farther into the sea limited our options further. Hiding out in the town sounded like a sensible idea, but even if we found a place to hunker in, the seaport hardly looked large enough to conceal four people on the run. We’d end up being surrounded. 
 
    Fuck! What I wouldn’t give to summon Aranath for five godsdamn minutes! Why couldn’t Kiku wait two fatherfucking seconds to wake me up and come up with a plan better than nothing at all? I mean, I understood why she snapped. After all, it was a rape that snapped me out of a mind rune’s magic. Still, if it wasn’t for the victim clinging on to her savior, I might have been motivated enough to raise my voice at her for a sentence or two. Of course, our impulsive situation made it imperative that everyone do nothing more than inhale, hold it for a moment, then quietly exhale. 
 
    Akachii, while keeping a hearty pace, still needed to slow down a few minutes after absconding the shore. Not satisfied with the speed reduction, Ujin said, “Kiku, make Akachii go slower. They’re just gonna follow our wake.” 
 
    “Speed is our friend right now.” 
 
    “No, being sneaky is. We can’t outrun griffins or whatever they use.” 
 
    “We’re swimming, not running.” 
 
    “Gods, just shut up for a second! Listen, I got an idea. Slow us down so the wake can dilute. If we see some soldiers coming near, then Thonsono will try to hide us.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “Shifa’s father. I mentioned him before, no? Mean fellow. Doesn’t like me much, but Shifa will persuade him to help, I’m sure.” 
 
    “And how can he help?” 
 
    “He can cast an illusion spell. He’s no master or anything, but all he would have to do is create the illusion of water around us. Nothing fancy there.” 
 
    “A good prana seeker will sniff us out,” said Kiku. 
 
    “Then you can get Akachii to swim as fast as he fucking wants in that case, but no way they’re not catching up to us. We’re not gonna win a race with them. Mercer agrees with me, yes?” 
 
    They both stared back at me. I looked behind us, inspecting the horizon. Vampiric sight would have been a real help right about now. Seeing nothing, I met Kiku’s gaze and said, “Minimize our wake and tell the girl to help us keep an eye on the sky. The second we spot anything approaching us, we’ll try Ujin’s idea, got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, got it.” 
 
    The next several minutes were spent straining my neck as it endeavored to twist my head in every direction but downward. The same went for the others. I already knew from previous queries that Shifa’s night vision was about equal to a human’s, so she gave us no advantage there. And with the wind coming from the west, her superior sense of smell became useless against any tracker coming from the east or south, the exact directions I expected to see the trackers appear from. Despite these non-advantages, it was Shifa who spotted something first. 
 
    Kiku brought Akachii to almost a complete stop as we peered at what could have been a mere seagull gliding over the southeastern horizon. It was such a speck that every blink threatened to make me lose sight of it. I therefore ended up paying too much attention to it. It took the extracted girl to point out another point of interest to the southwest. That silhouette looked to belong to something as large as a human atop a griffin, but at least it headed more west than north. With neither distant blob posing an immediate threat, Akachii slowly propelled himself again. 
 
    Creeping through the water without a good way to tell how fast time ticked meant time slunk at the same pace as Akachii’s forward movement. So in what felt like three nights into the future, we saw a flapping figure coming at us from the south. Its general shape was that of a large bird, not a griffin. Nonetheless, the top half of a human body rode upon it, so it was definitely one of the scouts. From the outset it was obvious it would be on top of Akachii very soon, so Kiku signaled for her lesser leviathan to stop completely. 
 
    “Summon him,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, just back up a little so I have some room… Thanks, that should do. Now let’s hope he doesn’t resist the summons…” 
 
    A few seconds of silence and concentration produced that puff of air that came from a fruitful summoning. In the dim light of night the black fur of our new guest almost made him invisible. He wasn’t much taller than Shifa, but his hearty build made him look three times as heavy as his daughter. Shifa started to chirp as though someone stuck a piece of ice on her back. The bigger drenindru’s cheeps sounded deeper and more drawn out. He also snuck in some growls directed at Ujin. No matter his thoughts on the situation, the parent drenindru complied with his child’s wishes. 
 
    Once he harmonized his spirit energy with the physical realm, he cast a blanket of “water” above and around our group. He held his paws up to continue fostering the spell with prana. Usually one wanted to stay as motionless as possible when behind an illusion, but the sea’s natural undulations made that impossible. Though perhaps it wasn’t so bad that Thonsono illusion rolled with the motions, as a changeless section of water might stick out in this particular case. 
 
    The illusion partly obstructed our view as well, so we only reestablished sight with the flying creature when it flew right over us. Mercifully, the scout stayed quite high in the air, evidently trusting that the higher altitude granted them the advantage in their search. Its high speed also did not allow it to linger for long. When we assumed it had gone, Thonsono dissolved the illusion. After taking a few moments to look around, Kiku urged her mount forward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    For the rest of the night we stuck to Ujin’s plan. We encountered four more instances of scouts flying overhead, and though a couple of them flew lower than the first, none lined up right over us. However, not being adept at illusion spells, Thonsono expended a great deal of prana each time he cast it. His last spell was practically transparent, and with the sun not far at all, his next spell was going to be pointlessly translucent, prompting Ujin to cut the link to save his own energy. His departure made the ride nonbelligerent again, for the annoyed creature spent his free time irritably chirping away with Shifa. 
 
    Tahlous’ cosmic red torch was quick to best Ylsuna’s placid blue candle, giving me the impression that we were as obvious as an open sore on a beautiful young maiden’s face. As a result, I instructed Kiku to make Akachii swim faster. We had not covered much distance in our attempt to be slow and discreet, but I couldn’t imagine that Pukam lied too far away by this point. I trusted that the cover provided by a major forest would let us get away for good. 
 
    The coastline came into view deeper into the morning. There even looked to be the inception of a tree line at the northern fringe, so that’s what we headed for. I would have liked to go farther into the sea before making the turn back to shore, but Kiku was approaching her summoning time limit. 
 
    Once or twice I wondered whether we should have instead taken a cue from my father’s profession and board one of the ships to hide in. Of course, I thought it likely that the scouts inspected any ship they came across to counter that very tactic. Any sailor on board would also just become another unknown variable. Then again, that idea sounded like the much better option as soon as I saw a row of flying scouts between us and the shore. Each flier was spread out by a few hundred yards, but the stark blue of the sky and sea gave everyone the potential to see anything bigger than a Shifa from a long way away. 
 
    “What now?” asked Ujin. “They’ll be all over us if we get any closer.” 
 
    “We can go under them,” said Kiku. “I mean, like, really under them. Underwater.” 
 
    “We’d have to hold our breath for a lot longer than a couple of minutes. We’ll drown before we can make it to shore.” 
 
    “We’ll take breaths of air, dummy! We only have to get our noses above the water for a second, no? They can’t see a few noses from that high. And unless you can come up with something better, we have no choice but to try. What do you say, Mercer?” 
 
    Opening my eyes, I said, “I say we could have done that instead of the illusion spell. Anyway, you’re right, we don’t have the prana to try anything else. Tell the girl our plan.” 
 
    “Her name is Masai.” 
 
    “Noted. Also, since I assume she’ll be in need of it the most often, tell her we’ll come up to take a breath whenever she requests it. Come up with some kind of signal.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    A few sentences in the Jegeru tongue later and Kiku urged Akachii to not only go on ahead, but to begin sinking into the water. In a couple of seconds the sea went from lapping against my waist to enveloping my neck. From there I took a deep breath and dunked my head below the surface before Akachii did it for me. Even if half of my body had not spent an entire night becoming accustomed to the seawater, the temperature was bearable enough to not shock a warrior’s senses. 
 
    Holding my breath had never been a part of my training regimen, but my lungs seemed to have benefited from the exertions all the same. To be sure, I experienced more distress from the salt in my eyes than any water going up my nose. So in what was easily less than half the time before I sensed that I needed to inhale, Akachii slackened his pace and floated to the surface. Given that my eyes were compromised, I took in air when I felt the lessening of water pressure around my head, not by seeing the clouds or coastline. Prior to diving again, I had time to fill my lungs with two quick breaths. 
 
    This bobbing pattern repeated itself six or seven more times, with the time between breaths varying greatly. As we came up for the next life absorbing act, the gitra’s long throat bellowed out an abrupt, whale-like call. Following Akachii’s gaze, which looked out to our left, I spotted a griffin some three hundred yards away flying lower and toward us. Not far from that one, a red, vulture-like bird was circling back to face our direction. 
 
    Akachii was going to dive again, but I said, “Stop him, Kiku! They know we’re here! Just get him to go as fast as he can!” 
 
    In a few seconds most of our bodies breached the surface. Besides making the air colder than it otherwise would have been, our wet skin and clothes seemed to make us five times as heavy as before. Whether or not Akachii actually felt encumbered by the extra water weight, his maximum speed did not suffer for it. Nevertheless, air was much easier to cut through than water. The aerial scouts must have been going twice as fast as the water-bound creature, and with the coast still hundreds of yards off, they had the space to catch up to us. 
 
    I clutched a dragon stone in one hand and an explosive one in the other, hoping I did not have to do anything more than give them a fire show. I suspected that none of them knew the reason why their fellow brother-in-arms was killed, so gravely wounding warriors merely following orders did not sit well with me. Ujin struck me as someone who would have trouble killing anyone, much less soldiers of his homeland. I wished to avoid testing his mettle against such circumstances. 
 
    The other scouts had been a little slower to react to our presence. Regardless, at least three more were trimming the distance between us and them. When the red bird came within fifty yards, I turned around and threw the explosive stone near its beak and set it off. As expected, the little blast made the bird flinch, but its rider quickly corrected its flight path, going a tad higher in the sky. 
 
    I pulled out another dragon stone and threw it and its duplicate a few yards behind Akachii, making sure the flames I elicited did not burn the beast by way of the boiling water. I held the ball of flames right above the water’s surface, getting them to produce rising streaks of steam as we moved. Hiding our position was impossible, so the steam was really meant to give the scouts something to think about. It sort of worked. Both the bird and the griffin had to waste some precious seconds climbing the sky to make sure they kept us in their sights. With a moment gained, I let the fireballs die out. 
 
    To recoup the distance lost, the red bird’s rider decided now was a good time to unleash a burst of speed. Using the wisps of steam to perceive the invisible, I noticed that the air under bird’s wings swirled. The bird dove and released the assembled air on its next flap. I couldn’t know what the rider’s plan was once he got over us, but I didn’t want to give him the chance to impede us. 
 
    Enacting the only plan that came to mind, I picked up Shifa. “Sorry about this! Just unsummon yourself before they can get you!” 
 
    Putting all my might behind it, I hurled Shifa toward the incoming scout, prompting a “Hey!” from Ujin. Understanding my intent at some point between my apology and being launched into the air, Shifa cast an air spell to propel herself even more. The bird saw the drenindru coming. It banked to my right, but Shifa was able to grab on to the tip of its wing. From there she scrambled under the feathered appendage, all while holding on to the wingtip. Bending the tip was enough to unbalance the bird, careening it into the sea. 
 
    After the impact with the water, Ujin said, “She’s back in her own realm.” 
 
    Kiku laughed. “Did you really just throw him?! Has the great dragon knight sunk so low that he has to toss innocent creatures at his enemies?” 
 
    Pointing a finger at the shore, I said, “Focus on Akachii! We’re almost there!” 
 
    The “we’re almost there” could also be exclaimed by the whiptail rider behind us. However, seeing her companion hit the water must have convinced her to wait for the reinforcements to catch up, for she seemed to forgo using her superior speed to close the distance any more than she already did. That extra time gave us the chance to get within a hundred feet from shore before the other pair of scouts came inside a worrisome range. A tired Akachii was losing his momentum while the three scouts now felt they had the numbers to test our ability to counter them. 
 
    Kiku yelled something in a Jegeru tongue. Akachii responded by dunking his head in the sea. A few seconds later and we entered shallow water. Kiku slipped into the chest high waves, encouraging Masai to jump after her. Assuming we needed to do the same, Ujin and I dismounted the aquatic steed. That’s when Akachii turned his body to face backward and rose his head above the surface. An opening jaw then shot out a jet of water at the scouts. 
 
    The first targeted griffin was struck directly in the chest. It looked as though it was going to be able to bear the brunt of it, but Akachii next aimed the aggressive water spout at its right wing. That sent the griffin splashing into the sea. With more time to react, the subsequent whiptail dodged the hard line of seawater while the last one blocked it with a ward. Akachii kept up his attack until the rider who dodged it gained partial control of the spout with a water spell and ruptured it. When the scout who had blocked the attack with a ward looked ready to throw a short spear at the gitra, Kiku unsummoned him. 
 
    Meanwhile, our bodies were having an easier time running through shallower and shallower water. Not wanting her to fall behind, I took it upon myself to carry Masai all the way to the pebble-strewn beach. I would have continued carrying her from there if it wasn’t better to have my hands free. We ran toward the first clump of trees over fifty yards from shore. 
 
    I reached into each of my pockets to pull out my dragon stones, but my fingers only found one. Apparently, all our time in the sea had dislodged the other three I thought I still had. The beach flaunted plenty of stones that looked perfect for carving dragon runes into them. Seeing as I did not even have the time to summon additional stones, I had to leave the rock picking for later. 
 
    No matter how fast a competent human runner could move his ass, a soldier’s trained griffin was going to have the advantage in speed. What’s more, Kiku, Ujin, and Masai could not run as fast as I, so unless I abandoned them to their fate, I was forced to slow my legs to their pace in order to protect them. 
 
    One of the scouts overtook us and flew low to the ground. The rider cast an earth spell, raising a wall of pebbled sand behind him to impede our way. The second rider pulled tendrils of sand behind her, ready to whip them at us. I ran on ahead. Igniting my last stone, I hurled a ball of dragon fire at the seven foot tall wall. I thought sand would be easier to burn than rock, but I needed to add just as much prana to scorch away the material in the few seconds we had. When the breach was made, I pushed aside the flames to allow the others to get across. 
 
    A thick rope of sand shot forward, ready to twist around Masai’s body. Using my right hand to guide it, I countered with a rope of flame. The fire was hot enough to consume whatever sand was being shoved into it, giving Masai the second she needed to get through the breach. As I backed away to cross the opening, my left hand took control of some of the fire still chewing on the wall. Without sacrificing any of their heat and power, I condensed the flames into a smaller and smaller area. Splitting my prana in this way meant the sand rope started winning, especially with its propagator closing in, but I wanted her to get closer. 
 
    When my shrunken ball of rolling fire became no bigger than an apple, I whisked it toward the flame battling the sand, which was now in the breach. I fed the unfocused flame into the core of my apple-sized sun, purposely unbalancing my hold on it. I closed my eyes. In a flash briefly brighter than the morning, the fireball burst. The pebble filled shockwave nearly knocked me back, but more importantly, it blew apart much of the sand wall. The griffin squawked somewhere in the enlarging sand cloud. With any luck, the sand had blinded the rider. 
 
    I opened my eyes to a squint and turned to run out of the billow. There was little to discern other than sandy dust in my first half dozen strides. Fuzzy shapes on the move eventually materialized, giving me something to correct my slightly off course run. On exiting from the main body of the cloud, I saw the shadow of a griffin swooping above me and toward my indistinct companions. Shouts in the Shia language came out of him, which the coughing woman rider answered. 
 
    The male scout either did not see me or decided to ignore the man who made fire explode and take his chances on the others. He moved too fast for me to personally interfere, so I went with the next best thing. I yelled, “Throw the stones at the griffin!” 
 
    Hearing me, the Kiku-shaped outline stopped in her tracks and turned around to face down her airborne pursuer. She had to yell out the same instructions to Ujin to get him to do what I bid. Each reached into their pockets to throw several small objects at the winged beast. I reached out with my prana and set them all off. A couple were the explosive kind, so the lives of their flames lasted too short for me to grab a hold of them. My prana swept over the more enduring flames, successfully latching on to one of the larger embers. 
 
    The distance made it difficult to fan the flame, so I settled to pulling the fireball toward me. With the whiptail between me and the miniature bolide, that meant the directed path led it right to the rider and his steed. The soldier cast a ward to block the attack. Though I could not add to the flame’s power, I retained possession of it, and since a little dragon fire equaled the fury of a master pyromancer’s blazing invocation, the ordinary ward buckled and broke from the heat. 
 
    Seeing an opening, Kiku threw something else into the mix. A glint of light told me it was a dagger. The rider was taking his griffin higher after the ward fell to ephemeral pieces, so even if he saw the dagger, he had no chance to take evasive maneuvers. The dagger struck somewhere between the whiptail’s right wing and breast. Not enough to bring it down, but enough for the beast to squawk in pain and turn away. 
 
    I caught up with the rest of the fugitives at the first gathering of trees. Masai needed a few seconds to lean against a truck and catch her breath. I took the chance to evaluate the situation. Here I saw the female scout well above the settling sand cloud while her partner landed on the beach. Another flapping form appeared to be incoming, but this bluish creature was still too far out to worry about. My chief concern was escaping to the next assembly of trees. 
 
    Ready before she was, I scooped up Masai and set off again. The woman rider followed us to the increasingly dense line of trees, though she stayed at a cautious height. For a while we could see the tracker through Pukam’s canopy, which I favored over her sudden disappearance a few minutes later, as it forced me to be extra attentive to an ambush. 
 
    In any event, no ambush or the scout herself came into view when exhaustion slowed Ujin and Kiku to a plodding halt. I put Masai’s feet to the ground and sucked in and blew out a lot of air at the same time I surveyed the area, making me a tad dizzy. Putting a finger to my lips instructed everyone not to make conversation. I didn’t hear or see anything alarming, but we were going to have to operate at our sneakiest for at least the rest of the day. 
 
    To aid in our clandestine escape, I led us around clearings rather than through them and stayed under the shadiest trees. Besides the forest’s terrain and leafy obstacles, our running speed was limited by shrinking energy reserves and athletic ability. Ujin and Kiku did relatively fine on their own, but Masai still needed to be carried over rough or steep topography every so often. To top it off, the sea breeze and shade curbed what would have otherwise been a refreshing warmth wafting over our wet clothes and skin. 
 
    For the first few hours, the prospect of being chased acted as a good motivator to abstain from long rest periods. It wasn’t until the early afternoon did the complete absence of scouts finally motivate us to take our first real break. That’s when the realization of just how tired we really were hit us like a hard belly flop on the water. I actually regretted stopping so abruptly. For the next hour I felt my weight doubling with every step. The others were not doing much better. Our whirlwind run had turned into a cumbersome, fast amble. 
 
    The only good thing that came out of our endless effort was recognizing that my legs had not crossed so much land at once in all my life. And one of the numerous bad things that came out of this day was the odd stink and sensation of my salty sweat mixing with the sea salt that adhered itself to most of my crevices after a minute on Akachii. A tub or pool of warm freshwater had now become my main reason to find civilization again. 
 
    Since we planned to use Akachii again, we headed back to the coastline in the evening hours. Between the edges of the forest and the sea lied a transitional slope of white, brown, and gray rock. While much of it looked too steep and wet to safely descend on, gentler paths made themselves known now and again. Of course, Kiku was in no shape to summon her gitra at the moment. So as the sun frittered away its final daylight, the four of us finally settled for longer than ten minutes. 
 
    Allowing everyone to converse at regular tones, Kiku and Masai started talking to one another in the Jegeru tongue. It sounded cordial enough at first, but at some point Masai’s tone changed into a quarreling inflection. Then her words fought through tears. 
 
    “Do you understand the Jegeru speech?” I asked Ujin. 
 
    “Uh, I’ve picked up a little from Jegeru traders when I was growing up. If you want to know what they’re talking about, all I can say for sure is that Masai keeps mentioning the word ‘brother.’ Going by other random phrases, I can guess she wants to get back to him, but that’s impossible at this point, of course. It doesn’t help that we’re getting closer to the kingdom she escaped from. She’s just one scared girl.” 
 
    “We’ll have to keep an eye on her. I don’t want her running off after all the trouble we’ve gone through.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that. I’m sure she’s just airing out all her feelings. What else can she do?” 
 
    “Nevertheless. Let her and Kiku rest up first. You’ll go next a little while afterward. When it’s my turn I’ll trust you to keep an eye on Masai while Kiku watches out for scouts, got it?” 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain. By the way, I know you don’t want to hear it, but my legs and lungs regret joining you. Not my toes, though. They’re fine. Did I tell you that I only have nine? The baby one on my left foot had to be amputated after a dog bit it.” 
 
    “That explains why you run funny.” 
 
    “Really? Can you tell?” 
 
    “Uhh, sure. It’s all part of a dragon knight’s mystical powers.” 
 
    The waves crashing against the rocks made listening out for flapping wings and stamping hooves difficult, but that was the compromise if I wanted to see the western horizon. In spite of my ass sitting on a bumpy rock, I caught my head drooping a few times. If I had given my back some support, I would have certainly fallen asleep on my watch. At night’s end, however, no scout appeared to either me or the others. Kiku said she might have seen a large bird sweeping over the water where sea met horizon, but it never came close enough for her to bother waking me up. 
 
    At dawn, Kiku summoned Akachii and we departed to the north, doing well to swim just outside of the turbulent meeting point between the unstoppable sea and immovable landmass. The Raquldir worshiper assured Masai that we were not going to cross into Jegeru. The idea was to use Pukam’s coastline as a marker and a place to rest before we had to rely on islands and perhaps a ship or two to get to Daidu-Lu. I presumed the emperor would not allow a foreign princess to associate with the Warriors Guild for long, so I figured I should first check Daidu-Lu for the princess’ presence. 
 
    Seemingly less moveable than a continent were our lips and jaws during the first leg of the journey, even after I stated that we no longer needed to keep so quiet. Much of that came from the awkward aura shared by Kiku and Masai. Regardless, it was still Kiku that Masai held on to as Akachii swam through the lumpier parts of the sea. 
 
    The end of the day had me believing we were officially out of the reach of Shia authorities. Unless we killed royalty, no commander would order so many resources to be spent on chasing down strangers hiding in an impossibly tangled forest, a forest now adjacent a growing threat to the north. Keen on just getting to my original companions, I insisted we walk for a few hours after dismounting the gitra. I realized that it covered ground that Akachii could swim across in less than half an hour, but my twitching muscles and fitful mind made sitting around for too long unbearable. 
 
    It was during this late evening walk that Masai’s mood shifted from awkward and sad to curious and more talkative. Since much of her curious glances were directed toward me, I could guess that Kiku told her who I was, or who hoped to be, at any rate. 
 
    That same night, as I carved a dragon rune on a stone I found along the coastline before me, the distant sound of a snapping branch alerted me to a mobile presence somewhere in the forest. While crouching, I ran to inform my sleeping acquaintances of the disturbance. They slept under the skinny branches of a tree with a thick, bending trunk. For some reason, about half of its leaves sported bright purple dots. 
 
    I threw a pebble at Shifa’s face to wake her from her short slumber. Her startled stirring inevitably awoke her partner as well. I merely squatted in silence, waiting for Shifa to hear. Sure enough, the rustling of leaves and jumbled voices drifted into our ears. Whoever they were, they were not doing their best to stay clandestine. Shifa had no problem scampering toward the source. 
 
    After a quick meander past a few trees, I saw the weak glow of a lantern or simmering torch moving through the trees. The narrow beams of moonlight did a better job of illuminating the dozen or so people traversing the forest floor than the cinder of light being carried by the group’s leader. At any other situation it would have struck me as suspicious to see people wandering the middle of a dense forest at night, but it took no great genius to surmise that this group was striving to find a sanctuary as fast and far as their legs could take them. 
 
    Ujin and Kiku caught up to me and Shifa a moment later. 
 
    “Jegeru survivors?” Ujin wondered aloud. 
 
    “Looks like it,” replied Kiku. “They’re moving south and speaking the Jegeru tongue. Shall we check up on them? They could be in dire straits, hm?” 
 
    “Or maybe we can hand over Masai to them.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “She’ll want to get back to her brother, and that’s when the soldiers will find her. Whether or not she likes it, she’ll be better off with us for now. In fact, is she still asleep?” 
 
    “As deeply as a sheep in a shark.” 
 
    “Then don’t even tell her we saw some of her people here. Let them pass. They’re going the right way and it’s not like we have much of anything to give them. And unless we actually bump into people who are in immediate danger, that will go for anyone else we see out here.” 
 
    Kiku shrugged and Ujin put a fleeting hand on my shoulder before they walked back to their tree. Therefore, in a decision that would have irked some of the people I was trying to reunite with, I let the exiles continue on their way undisturbed. 
 
    Naturally, anyone traveling through Pukam might end up being disturbed by the innumerable hazards lurking in, around, or below the trees. Bandit hideouts, prowling tigers, poisonous plants, and even the occasional vampire clan would normally spell doom to the typical human, but assuming there were hundreds if not thousands of individuals migrating through the forest, I anticipated that the sheer number of people would act as a deterrent to many of these problems. Really, it was probably the availability of food and fresh water that would determine how many people made it to Shia and Yong-Yin. 
 
    The rest of the night brought no other groups of survivors near our vicinity. Shia woke me up to warn me about an intruder, but that stalker turned out to be a spiky yellow caterpillar longer than my hand climbing down the tree. Kiku recognized it as a species poisonous to the touch, so I moved to a different tree while Shifa sniffed the bug from a safe distance. 
 
    Expecting that lingering in the forest would eventually draw us into a refugee’s time-consuming predicament, I slept only a little and got us up and moving again before the darkness surrendered to the light. And when it came time to rest again, I told Kiku to lead Akachii to a small island of bare rock half a mile from the shore to separate us from the refugee possibility. Not the most comfortable of places, but it worked. 
 
    On this night I insisted that Kiku be the one to rest the most. Akachii was going to have to cross the open sea from this point onward, so I needed his summoner to be ready to push her summoning spell beyond her comfort level more than once. Unless some hazard compelled Akachii swim astray, Daidu-Lu should enter our visual range in three days’ time. Consequently, if I permitted myself to envision a hopeful future, that meant I could be reclaiming the power of a true Veknu Milaris in less time than it took to forge the average sword. 
 
    Hmm, I wonder what kind of sword a master blacksmith could forge for a true dragon knight? Something I would need to look into someday. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    Taxa Babaya and Klurit Uesato were the names of the possible conspirators. Master Babaya was the younger of the two, having not quite reached his thirtieth year of life. He had not yet inherited his father’s connections and business contracts, but as his father remained in a constant state of sickness the last several years, it was he who fulfilled most of his commitments. Meanwhile, Klurit Uesato was a true lord of his household, though the household’s influence was not as great as Master Babaya’s future estate. 
 
    Each one of these men lost people to Wregor aggression years before. Lord Ren definitively heard that a cousin of Master Babaya’s died in a battlefield while Lord Uesato’s younger sister suffered the same fate. Considering the scale of war and the size of their homeland, both families must have also experienced the loss of friends from other noble families that believed in resisting Wregor. On top of the human toll, Wregor seized assets of the families that participated in the war, reducing the overall prestige of the families at the time. These men had been put in a mindset primed for Advent recruitment. 
 
    Exposing either one of them came down to Satiko’s ball, which normally occurred as biweekly events. The suspects would arrive days before the social gathering, but without a way to roam freely, I had to wait until they came to the palace for us to share the same space. The next dilemma was figuring out how to avoid being recognized as anything other than our true identities. If the Advent supporter learned who we were, then blackmailing them wouldn’t work. Luckily, the arrangement of the ball itself provided an answer. 
 
    The revelry would start as an informal affair in the gardens, where the invited would get to be the ones to introduce themselves at their own pace. There was always the possibility that someone pointed us out before either Gerard or I got close, but since it was improbable that men from Tho Blye would have befriended any Wregor noble without more clout, it was hoped that we would come across them before that happened. And really, if our main plan failed, getting less subtle would not be the worst thing in the world. 
 
    Procuring Ikumi’s contribution added another layer of precaution. Nothing too involved. I just wanted her to be the one to find our targets and possibly keep one of the suspects distracted while we interrogated the other. I kept her in the dark about Lord Ren’s involvement with the mission. Not that I didn’t trust her, but the less information that was out there, the better. In any case, once she saw Master Ojitaka, she would be able to guess on her own his part in this. 
 
    On the day of the ball, Ikumi gave me a green and dark blue dress to wear, colors that would help me blend in with the garden a little more. And going against the trend of styling one’s hair high and intricately, I kept my hair low and in a braid, merely adding two loops that framed my face. Clarissa was of a similar mindset. Speaking of which, she and the scholar would keep themselves from mingling all that much in the ball, for her known vampiric nature and Ghevont’s red hair had them sticking out too much. 
 
    The garden party started two hours before the dinner hour. Once the feast was ready, that would prompt the start of the formal ball. It’s there where the more esteemed guests got to be ceremoniously introduced, including a certain foreign valkrean princess. In the meantime, Gerard, Tuktu, and I waited for Ikumi inside a section of hallway that transitioned from a cloistered chamber to an open-air garden by way of walls and a roof that cleverly lost their primary function through increasingly intricate, perforated carvings. 
 
    For more than an hour we stayed in our spots, doing little more than shuffling our feet and wondering how likely it was that both suspects would not show up to a prominent affair. Tuktu heard that they appeared in the meetings, so was it possible that one or both men were too nervous to attend the ball? Did that in itself further implicate them as traitors? 
 
    Then, fifteen minutes into the second hour, I saw Ikumi walking and talking with the younger of our suspects. Master Babaya wore a black mantle made from a delicate material, which allowed for some of the white and blue clothing underneath to saturate to the top. His thin hair sat atop a head that was more vertical than wide and was cut quite short. He also sported no facial hair beyond long sideburns. The shade of his skin looked more sun-kissed than the average Wregor citizen, though that could have simply been due to his recent travels. 
 
    We finally stepped out to the dimming garden when they came closer and to an area not occupied by too many partygoers. On making eye contact with me, Ikumi discreetly led Taxa near a tree with long, drooping leaves that acted as a veil for its reedy, crooked trunk and two stone benches overlaid with red cushions. 
 
    I bowed to my sister royal, who proceeded to use the Wregor tongue to introduce me to the Tho Blye noble. According to what we discussed earlier, Ikumi should have presented me as the daughter of a prominent Struac trader—Struac being the closest nation whose people shared a similar skin pigment and general appearance to my own. Lord Ren’s head servant worked as my translator while Gerard tried extra hard to act as my protector. 
 
    As it turned out, Taxa informed Tuktu that he understood the shared tongue with some competence, though he could only respond in the Wregor language. The fabricated reason we wished to introduce ourselves was to learn how feasible it would be to establish trade routes through Chiszir territory. A naive notion, to be sure, but I wanted to play up my naiveté a bit. As for Taxa, he exhibited no obvious signs of anxiety. His eyes shifted about as though he was looking for someone, but since he wasn’t exactly trying to hide the act, it looked more like shyness than mistrustful behavior. 
 
    After we became comfortable with the flow of conversation, Ikumi excused herself in order to intercept a pair of men walking closer to us. She also needed to keep an eye out for our next suspect, though even if she found him, it appeared we weren’t going to have time to interrogate him before we had to move the ball indoors. Ah, I was getting ahead of myself. One suspect at a time. 
 
    Feigning tired legs, I led Taxa to a bench under the tree. Time being of the essence, I dropped the slightly higher tone I had been using and said, “Master Babaya, is it true that the Chiszir sometimes suffer through a disease that takes water away from the body?” 
 
    “I believe so,” translated Master Ojitaka. “However, it’s a rare sickness. There’s no need to worry about it spreading across the lands.” 
 
    “And yet I hear it has spread to this very nation. Credible rumors even say that someone in the royal family has recently contended with the disease. If the disease is truly rare and difficult to spread, that implies a purposeful dispersal, no? Now, anyone responsible for giving this terrible sickness to the royal family would not only find his head in a noose, but would suffer a fair amount of torture beforehand.” 
 
    Taxa’s plucked eyebrows lowered toward the end of my exposition and his breathing became a more conscious action. His darting eyes noticed that Gerard had silently positioned himself to be behind him. 
 
    Continuing, I said, “One has to imagine that someone capable of collecting a Chiszir disease and bringing it to a Wregor royal would have to have the ability to cross such territories with relative ease. It strikes me that your people have such access and freedom of travel. What do you think, Master Babaya? What would the Wregor nobility do if I brought my suspicions to them? Will they question you? I hope it won’t cause you too much trouble. I’m sure they’ll reward you greatly if your information led to the culprit’s capture. They may even give you back all the riches they stole from your family after your nation joined the empire. 
 
    “Of course, no riches could replace the people you lost in the war. My, my, now that I’m saying all this out loud, I’m beginning to think you fit the exact type of person who would want to seek revenge against the empire. Let me call Princess Ashina over and find out what she thinks of these coincidences.” 
 
    I stood up, but before I took a step forward, something caught my arm. I looked back to see Taxa grabbing my sleeve and Gerard placing the tip of a dagger against the side of Taxa’s jugular. He let me go and said something in an entreating tone between his teeth. 
 
    “He says you are mistaken,” said Tuktu. “He urges for you not to jump to conclusions so quickly.” 
 
    I chuckled and sat back down. “Please get that rusty dagger away from him. Why, Master Babaya, you should see your face! Please calm yourself. I am not your enemy. Indeed, I would like to be friends. To begin with, I would like to know if my sources are correct. Do you have an Advent connection?” 
 
    Mouth agape, Taxa swept his vision over and around us, as if making sure he wasn’t in some illusion. The fact that he wasn’t vehemently denying everything hinted that I was on the right track. He just needed a little more prying to get a definitive answer from him. 
 
    “Well, let me explain first. You see, my people are interested in forming our own connections with the reticent cult. They seem to have gained quite the influence around the world lately, and it may benefit us to ally ourselves with them if only to avoid being targets of their troublemaking. We also know that any chaos in Wregor is good for my people, so any enemy of the empire is a potential friend for us. Now then, did they come to you? Or did you seek them out? Come now, don’t be shy. If it’s better for me to get answers through Wregor interrogators, I will.” 
 
    After one last look around, Taka used his own throat to say, “No, no others…” He sighed. “We talk by ourselves now.” 
 
    “Only me and you?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Very well.” To Gerard and Tuktu, I said, “Allow us some privacy, but don’t take your eyes off us.” My knight led a hesitant servant outside the leafy curtain. Once they reached a satisfactory distance, I asked, “What do you have to say, my lord?” 
 
    “I-I fear I cannot help you a lot. A Chiszir tribeswoman came to me. She desired to strike at the empire’s heart, like I, like I did.” 
 
    “How did she know you could help her?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sometimes I tell Chiszir friends unkind jokes about the empire. Maybe she heard, or maybe somebody tell her.” 
 
    “And is she the same person who gave you the disease to spread?” 
 
    “Yes. She spoke of a good way to… to carry the sickness a long way.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    His hands framed an invisible box. “Three, um, bowls? No, no. Boxes that hold w-water and wine.” 
 
    “Ah, barrels.” 
 
    “Yes, barrels. Three small barrels. They were heavy with fluid, but I do not know with exactly what fluid. She told me three and four times not to open it. She wanted me to carry them to Chakrud and put them in a place for someone else to take them.” 
 
    “I see. Then you do not know who took the barrels?” He opened his mouth, but catching himself before he made a sound, he instead shook his head. I had never seen a simple gesture of the human body lie so obviously. I frowned and said, “My dear Taxa, you’re not sweating because it’s warm here. I already know someone close to the royal family is a traitor. Does your restless reluctance suggest you know who it is?” 
 
    His pupils moved from one corner of his eyes to the other. “I do not want to say while in Daidu-Lu.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Can you at least tell me how you discovered such a secret? I presume the precaution to have someone else collect the barrels was to prevent you from learning the traitor’s identity.” 
 
    “I presume that, too, but Father teach me to always know more if I can.” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    He fingers fidgeted. “I put a hare’s blood smell on one barrel. Then I waited with my dog not far away. Every hour I let my dog check where the barrels were. They stayed in the same place for almost a day until one of them left. It was not one with the smell, so I could not chase it. I don’t know where it went.” 
 
    “I think I have an idea where it ended up. What of the other two?” 
 
    “The two barrels left the next morning. This time I tracked it.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “Carriages. A long line of them. With Wregor soldiers.” 
 
    “And you know who they belonged to?” 
 
    He nodded. “The barrels went inside the biggest one.” 
 
    Dropping all the falsity from my voice, I said, “Master Babaya, I understand why you’re afraid to tell me who the traitor is. You have no reason to trust me, especially since I have been lying about my identity. Allow me to properly introduce myself.” I stood up and bowed. “I am Odet Astor, first princess of Alslana and bearer of Mytariss’ shield.” 
 
    Taxa jerked himself to his feet, looking ready to run. However, the reality of his situation hit him before he could do something as foolish as that. 
 
    “Forgive me for lying to you, but I am in search of vital information. You should know that no matter how justified you believe you are or how small your role, I do not at all agree with how you attempted to solve your Wregor problem. At any other time I’d hold no qualm about turning you in. At the end of the day, circumstances dictate that I focus on bigger fish. I will allow you to return to your homeland as soon as I corroborate your side of the story. I swear on the gods that I will not implicate your name to anyone who may use that information to bring you ruin, including Wregor’s royal family and their servants.” 
 
    Taxa stared at his feet for a moment. A nearby root caught his attention, so his eyes followed that to the tree trunk. Ultimately bringing his sight back on me, he said, “I tell you dates. You can check records.” 
 
    “Records can be tampered with. I’m sure they have been if this person ranks high enough to have a long line of carriages and soldiers accompanying him. Even if there are records, time is of the essence, and your own conscious needs cleansing. The Advent have used your emotions to do their bidding. This is not only about weakening an empire, but Orda herself. Muster up your bravery and both of us can feel better knowing that you are no dastard. You are no old man. There is still plenty of time to make things right with the gods and yourself. Take this second chance or risk never having one again.” 
 
    He sighed through his nose and sat back down. “Stomach hurts.” 
 
    “I advise you aim for the tree if you need to expel anything.” 
 
    The briefest chuckle escaped him. “There is no food to expel… Only truth needs expelling…” He stared at the ground. “The barrels went inside Prince Ashina’s carriage. Prince Wuhen.” 
 
    “W-Wuhen? Are you certain? Did you see him?” 
 
    He looked back up. “Yes. A soldier opened carriage door and put the barrels by his feet. Then they left. I left fast, too. I think maybe they put me in a trap, but no. Days and weeks went by. Nothing.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip, a jumble of questions popping in and out of existence not far above it. Did this mean Wuhen was working with the Advent all along? Or had he been fooled as well? His own blood had been infected, after all. Or was I the one being fooled now? Did my passing daze leave me open to attack? 
 
    I shook my head and sent a pulse of prana through my body, ready to cast my shield in case I saw a violent act rush or rise against me. None appeared. I only saw Taxa glancing at Gerard and Tuktu, who were socializing with a trio of guests Ikumi could not divert away. 
 
    “Believe me?” asked Taxa. 
 
    “Enough for us to go our separate ways.” I bowed. “Thank you, Master Babaya. Remember that the gods care little about how a world divides itself. Your future peace of mind lies in yourself, not whether your homeland is free of Wregor rule.” 
 
    He nodded solemnly and walked out of the tree’s nestling shadow. I followed him out a few steps later, wondering where the eldest prince was at the moment. Even if he was at the ball, should I confront him with what I learned? I could not pretend to be a blackmailer in that scenario. Perhaps I could write him an extortion letter? Again, without much freedom granted to me, that would entail involving Ikumi or Lord Ren on the plan. And what if it turned out to be a lie or misunderstanding? Gods, what a mess. 
 
    Tuktu wanted to know what I learned once he and I detached ourselves from eavesdroppers a few minutes later. Fibbing a bit, I assured him that Taxa posed no threat and that it was best to speak with Lord Uesato to clear matters up further. Unfortunately, when I found Ikumi near the end of the casual portion of the ball, she informed me that she had no luck locating the Tho Blye lord. She also explained that her oldest nephew rarely attended Satiko’s more commonplace socials. Naturally, I told her nothing of why I asked for his whereabouts. 
 
    With nothing better to do, I stopped being so aloof to those that wished to converse with me and only tried thinking of what to do next between conversations, not during them. Taxa and his company of four participated in the proper ball as well. Or, more likely, Taxa’s friends pushed him through the palace doors. Still, the lord’s son largely reverted to his unflustered demeanor, breaking only for a split second when our eyes met. 
 
    Later at night, Clarissa, Gerard, and I placed ourselves in the shadow of a thick pillar and away from Tuktu and the crowds. Unable to foresee how long we had to talk, I jumped straight to the point, saying, “Taxa claims he saw Wuhen take two barrels filled with desiccation spores into his carriage.” 
 
    “As in Prince Wuhen?” hushed out Clarissa. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make sense. The prince was also infected.” 
 
    “He could have known about the paste,” said a less flustered Gerard, seemingly prepared for my revelation. 
 
    “But it’s not a cure.” 
 
    “Maybe he assumed it was.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I suspect we have to talk to him if we want to learn what he did and did not know about the desiccation disease. Listen, every time I mull it over, the less sense it makes to extort him. Our only realistic option will be to do it by letter, and he could counter that a hundred different ways. Not to mention that such a tactic would have to involve either Ikumi or Lord Ren, and if we’re wrong… Well, we really need to be right.” 
 
    “But we can’t exactly confront him, can we?” asked Clarissa. “If he supports the Advent, then challenging his loyalty will definitely lead to a hundred soldiers besieging us from all sides. Now, ninety-eight soldiers we can handle, maaabye ninety-nine, but a hundred…” 
 
    “Agreed. We need support.” 
 
    “Does that mean waiting for Mercer to get here?” 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “Whenever that is,” said a miffed Gerard. 
 
    “You have a better idea?” asked the vampire. 
 
    “Yes, to get support. We can’t risk waiting for Mercer if we really have to worry about the second most powerful man in Wregor betraying us at some point.” 
 
    “Then why hasn’t he yet?” 
 
    Realizing a reason, I said, “Gods, he could be waiting for Mercer to arrive before making his move. Mercer would have to take a different approach if he heard we were imprisoned or killed, something the prince wouldn’t want if his goal was to eliminate the dragon threat with his guard lowered.” 
 
    “All the more reason to act as soon as we can,” said Gerard. 
 
    After a groan, Clarissa said, “Okay, so you want some help, but who will support our plan to confront the prince?” 
 
    “What we have to do first is get the prince as alone as he can be. I say we ask for Lord Ren’s help, we just don’t let him know he’s helping us.” 
 
    “I hope that at least makes sense in your head.” 
 
    “Aye, it does. I’m thinking we get Lord Ren to request for Prince Wuhen’s presence, and him alone. He can make whatever claim he likes to accomplish it. We’ll of course be waiting for him there. I assume he can bring us to him by requesting Ghevont again.” 
 
    “Don’t you think Lord Ren will side with his royal nephew if we ask him to intervene?” 
 
    “Almost certainly,” I said. “The only person who may be able to convince Lord Ren to apprehend Wuhen is Ikumi. She won’t like it, but I believe she’ll take me seriously if I urgently told her to put the prince under guard, or at least stop him from killing us.” 
 
    “She’ll have to be more than just a little insistent if our lives are depending on her commands. I hope she can find it in her to be so.” 
 
    I gazed at Ikumi politely laughing with someone on the other side of the great hall. “I’ll give her a little reminder of her royal blood. It’s in her, I’m sure.” 
 
    “So that’s our plan, then? Keep everyone in the dark until the last possible moment?” 
 
    “What other choice do we have, Clarissa?” asked Gerard. “Not taking any action at all can only serve to corner us into a worse situation later on.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know… Damn it, my nose can’t take it anymore. I’m gonna go enjoy a long drink of blood in my room. Let me know if a better idea comes to either of you by morning.” 
 
    After bidding Clarissa a good night, I went to look for Tuktu to tell him what his master needed to do. As far as Tuktu and his lord would be concerned, I was setting up a secret meeting with Wuhen so I could contrive a new way to blackmail Lord Uesato. So at least something came of the Tho Blye lord’s absence. 
 
    The timing of Lord Ren’s requests had to be in a specific order. Traitor or not, it was unlikely that the prince would agree to come alone if he knew foreigners were in the same place, so Lord Ren needed to make sure Wuhen did not expect us to be there. This meant calling my group at a slightly later time, and to determine that, he first had to learn where Wuhen even was. His father could have already sent him to another part of the empire by now. I hoped that was the case. That would give Mercer at least another few days to reach us. 
 
    The next item of business was to get Ikumi’s participation and harden her mindset. I met up with her mere minutes before the ball formally came to an end. I began by explaining the same scheme I stated to Tuktu. 
 
    After I illuminated her on the plan, she said, “Okay, but then why do you need me?” 
 
    “Because you may have to give a crucial order that I only trust you with.” 
 
    “Me? What kind of order is it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t say. I trust you more than anyone else in the empire, but if this plan goes any further, then your ignorance could be vital for securing the truth out of the situation.” 
 
    With a mixture of bemusement and fretfulness, she said, “Oh.” 
 
    “I know I’m asking to put a lot of trust in me. It’s ju-” 
 
    “No, say no more, please. Seeing as I used a secret tunnel to first talk to you, I had to trust in you before I ever laid eyes or ears on you, so I understand the feeling you’re trying to express. It doesn’t hurt that you’ve only continued proving your honor by risking blood and limb for my family. If the time comes that you need me, I’ll do everything in my power to come through for you and your friends.” 
 
    I thought it an appropriate time to hug her, so I did. She returned the hug with her arms and a chuckle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    On the second afternoon since the ball, Ikumi came to my room to notify me that her brother’s son was a day away from leaving the island, giving him a chance to accept Lord Ren’s offer to see him around noon. The oblivious Wregor princess stated how lucky we were that Wuhen had not gone yet. I faked my happiness. Regardless, I succeeded in convincing myself that it was better to get an answer out of him as soon as we could get it. 
 
    After breakfast the next morning we received the official summons from Lord Ren. His reasoning had something to do with creating a homespun variant of the paste and offering Ghevont an opportunity to examine how well it quashed the spores. Unfortunately, few messages came into the palace without Satiko hearing of it, and given that she already did not enjoy that we visited her brother without her approval, she wordlessly insisted that she tie her high-handed cause to our own. Not a deal breaker, but still far from welcome. 
 
    Satiko’s traditionalist presence ensured that horse-drawn carriages rather than griffins transported us to her brother’s home. It was just as well. We still had a couple of hours before we expected her son to appear, and at least she spared me from sharing an enclosed carriage with her. I expected Ikumi knew well enough to distract her sister-in-law during my meeting with the prince. 
 
    Doing his part to divert his sister’s attention was Lord Ren when we arrived at his manor, though he could not always stop the empress from asking Ghevont how he was getting along with his work. Ghevont’s mock toil took place in a small alchemy lab located in the large basement of the westernmost building the rest of us also gathered in. 
 
    As he was encouraged to do, Ghevont did more than an admirable job using his naturally verbose language to discourage Satiko from extracting anything but vague answers, including a time frame. Assisting the scholar with her sharp sense of smell and nudges of levelheadedness was Clarissa. Lady Ren stayed long enough to greet the empress, but went upstairs after her husband whispered something to her. 
 
    As I watched everyone else socialize as diplomatically as our respective cultures taught us to be, I realized that the empress tagged along with us not only to keep an eye on the foreigners, but to have an excuse to chat with her brother. Despite being the most influential woman in Efios, she behaved a little like me when I teased my older sister in front of company, and her unruffled sibling acted as though he had endured such teasing all their lives. 
 
    Still, she obviously looked up to him, if in a slightly different way than I looked up to Beatrice. I assumed the difference came from the difference in sex. It made me wonder what kind of change there would be if I had an older brother in my life, particularly if that made Father treat me any differently. Is that where the difference came from? With no sons coming from his loins, Father ended up indulging my boyish inclinations as soon as I demonstrated an interest in learning to fight. 
 
    On the other hand, Beatrice always shared a more compatible connection with Mother, but the Wregor empress likely experienced the opposite rearing history. A simple conjecture told me that the empress probably viewed her brother as an extension of a father that didn’t give her enough attention. I know I resented the extra attention Beatrice received from Mother. I understood the causes, but that did not suppress the sentiment by much. 
 
    My people-watching pastime ended over two hours after we arrived when a servant whispered a message into Tuktu’s ear. Tuktu then relayed the words openly, saying, “Forgive me for interrupting, Empress Ashina, but Lady Ren has requested your presence in the art gallery. There are pieces there that my lord wishes to put into auctions or give as gifts to make room for new examples, but the lady of the house would appreciate your expertise on the matter before she hands over anything too valuable.” 
 
    Satiko replied to the head servant by speaking the Wregor tongue to his master. She sounded annoyed, but Louhan smiled and waved her off with a respectfully dismissive tone. The empress shook her head, rose from her seat, and excused herself. 
 
    When she left the basement, Tuktu announced, “Prince Ashina has arrived. He is waiting in the manor. Shall we go to him now, Princess Astor?” 
 
    “Yes.” Standing up, I said, “Lord Ren, I thank you for your crucial cooperation in all this. Are most of your house guards out of the manor? I don’t want the slightest chance that a common soldier can eavesdrop on us.” 
 
    In one of the handful of words he was comfortable enough to say in the shared tongue, he answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go, everyone.” 
 
    Except for Ghevont and one of Louhan’s servants, we followed Tuktu out of the building. The scholar and the servant remained behind in case Satiko returned to what would have otherwise been an empty room. 
 
    “How long do you think Lady Ren can distract the empress?” I asked Tuktu. 
 
    “Empress Ashina has limited opportunities to discuss her love of art with her family. Lord Ren’s idea should enthuse her for well over an hour, even if she’s not thrilled about the allegation that my lord wishes to unburden himself of several pieces. However, the lunch hour will soon be upon us. It’s possible the empress will delay her enterprise in favor of sharing a meal with everyone.” 
 
    “I see.” I glanced at the sky, where the sun was obscured by a cloud. “That gives me about half an hour. I think I can finish up in time.” 
 
    We entered the main building and walked up to the second floor. I had asked to see Wuhen in the most private setting available, and since he expected to be talking to Louhan, he had been sent to his bedchamber. I did not want Wuhen feeling overwhelmed by seeing everyone behind me when I opened the door, so everyone except Ikumi waited inside a nearby bedchamber that used to belong to Louhan’s sons. 
 
    A few feet farther into the hall, I stopped in my tracks and said, “Ikumi, please remember your responsibility. There’s a chance Wuhen may become quite cross with me, but I promise that I have the best interests of your family and empire at heart, okay?” 
 
    “Oh dear, really? I haven’t seen an angry Wuhen since he was an adolescent.” 
 
    “Everyone has their limits. Wait right here. I want to assure Wuhen that only I can hear him, at least when he’s not raising his voice.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I stepped to the door, quietly sighed, and opened the sliding entry. Sitting by the little table, and at an angle that allowed him to stare into the hall, was the armored prince. He rose an eyebrow as he saw me enter and close the door behind me. Not taking his eyes off me, he slowly rose from his seat and bowed. 
 
    Rising from my own bow, he said, “I saw my mother’s carriage here, but you I did not expect. I’m suspecting that was the point.” 
 
    “Your mother was actually an unplanned addition to my party. She doesn’t know you’re here, or that I wanted to speak with you alone.” 
 
    It was nigh imperceptible, and it really happened more in my mind than in the physical realm, but the prince’s body tensed up. “And what about, princess?” 
 
    “About the two barrels you obtained in Chakrud shortly before your family became infected with the desiccation disease. Tell me, Your Highness, do you have any idea what I believe were in those barrels?” 
 
    I felt myself transform into a lifelike painting the instant my words ceased inhabiting the room. It was a tiny interval of time between my heart beats and the time Wuhen took to think of his response, a currently unknowable reply that forced me to step out of the metaphorical canvas and get a grip on my prana. 
 
    Finally, with no change in his tone of voice, he said, “Who else knows?” 
 
    Prana coursed into my fingers as his arms moved up, but they simply intertwined in front of his plated chest. “Save for the person who gave me this information, only my friends and I. Ikumi and Lord Ren do not know why I wanted to speak with you alone. I can’t exactly spread news like this unless I know with absolute certainty that you betrayed your family and homeland. Are you admitting that you infected your family with the desiccation disease?” 
 
    “I’ll admit that I played right into the Hoic-Dro’s hands.” 
 
    “Played into their hands? Are you telling me you haven’t told your father the Advent tricked you even after you discovered your mistake? Is it because you now belong to the cu-” 
 
    “You’re right, princess, I haven’t told my father, but not because I’ve aligned myself with the old cult. Indeed, only recent events have made me aware of their secret sway in the world.” 
 
    “Then I don’t understand. What did you think you were doing?” 
 
    “Righting wrongs, both past ones and those that have yet to be. You see, I was well aware the barrels carried the desiccation disease and that that much of my family would fall ill to it. I also knew of the paste’s existence, though I did not realize at the time that it only cures a small percentage of people. I had no intention to make those I care for suffer the disease for months on end.” 
 
    “Then what was your intention?” 
 
    “To kill someone I care little for.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “There’s only one person in the empire that would require such an approach.” 
 
    His unwavering glare reminded me of the very person he meant to assassinate. “Gods above, your father?” His eyes more than his head nodded. I unconsciously took a small step back as I tried connecting the dots. Shaking my head, I asked, “Why? And how did the Advent trick you?” 
 
    “I still can’t say with absolute certainty that it was the cult’s idea, but it seems quite unlikely that it was anyone else. It helps explain a few things.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight, you’re saying someone else gave you the idea to use the desiccation sickness to kill your father, and you agreed to it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And this person already knew you wanted your father dead?” 
 
    “I may have let a few unkind words about my father slip into the conversations we had after her comrade was killed. As far as I knew, she and her friend belonged to the Eglor tribe, a Chiszir nation just southwest of Tho Blye.” 
 
    “You confessed to an outsider that you loathed your father? Was she special to you?” 
 
    “No… but her comrade was. Turalun Beki. She and I had become well acquainted over the two years I visited her native land. Her father was a minor chieftain who worked hard to promote peace with the empire. She was often a part of the meetings, even if she didn’t think diplomacy and negotiation were her strong suits. She preferred sparring for fun and fighting when her people needed her. Never have I seen anyone so beautiful and fierce.” 
 
    “You loved her.” 
 
    “Swiftly and intensely.” 
 
    “And how did she feel about you?” 
 
    “Like many of her people, she was wary of me at first, but despite the Chiszir’s natural enmity toward outsiders, I learned that she craved knowledge about the world at large, knowledge I could provide. From there she softened her stance on me. It didn’t hurt that she valued my strength. I had never been so glad for all the blood that dripped out of me almost every day of my youth. All that pain paid off when she confessed that my strength was worthy enough to take her as my woman. 
 
    “Of course, no one could learn of my love for her. No one in Wregor would approve a marriage, and her Chiszir rivals might kidnap her if they learned of my new weakness. In any event, we were content enough to wait out our situations for a while longer. Until she died in battle, that is. I wanted an excuse to keep meeting with her, so I told my father that her tribe showed promise in becoming an ally in the region. In reality, some sects of her people continued raiding our borders. 
 
    After years of nominal progress, my father concluded that my consular efforts had been for naught. Without consulting me, he sent an army to quell the raiders. Forgetting my own personal connection for a moment, his order obliterated my relations with every Chiszir chieftain in the area in one fell swoop. I promised them fairness. I promised we would only go after the raiders responsible for harassing our territory, not attack indiscriminately. Now there was no reason for them to trust my words or anyone from Wregor. 
 
    “I’ve led similar attacks in the past, but I could never allow the consequences of my actions linger. Turalun’s death forced me to linger on every single battle I participated in. Little more than massacres, really. One of my father’s favorite tactics is to lure away a tribe’s central force before pillaging their nomadic villages and taking their forces from behind. Very effective when we moved fast enough to take them by surprise.” 
 
    “So it’s revenge you wanted.” 
 
    Attaining a sterner tone, he said, “Revenge awoke a nobler purpose. Revenge forced me to recognize my father for what he is—a tyrant. Royal valkrean have a duty to balance this world, not reshape it to benefit us. You should understand that sentiment well. Alslana not so long ago shrank its influence for the betterment of a continent. Civil war would have eventually dragged most nations in your side of the world into a long, bloody conflict. The same will happen to Wregor if my father refuses to stop undermining our neighbors at every turn. It’s such interference that have allowed the Hoic-Dro to take a foothold in Jegeru in the first place.” 
 
    “I assume you believed simply waiting for your turn as emperor was unacceptable.” 
 
    “My turn as emperor may take twenty years or more to arrive. My grandfather did not become a gentler soul in his advanced age, and waiting too long could have my homeland reaching a destabilizing point of no return, no matter what I do. Admittedly, killing my father without risking my own death seemed like an impossibility.” 
 
    “Not until Turalun’s comrade gave you an idea of how to go about it.” 
 
    “Dobesu. I met her shortly after I learned of Turalun’s passing. Most of the Chiszir avoided the dishonest prince, but she came right up to me. She told me that Turalun illuminated her on our relationship. I was just glad to have someone hear me talk about her. Now I know I was played like the bleeding heart I was. Everything she said sounded genuine and sagacious. I told her about the misgivings I had about my father. Like a lamb to the slaughter she led me to believe that the paste cured the disease on anyone who was afflicted.” 
 
    “How did she do that?” 
 
    “By infecting herself and a Chiszir raider I produced for her. To this day the raider’s desiccation has never shown a sign of returning.” 
 
    I deliberated for a moment. “So the paste only works on those with Chiszir blood?” 
 
    “One of my assumptions as well. I know she didn’t give me a different paste to consume, for she gave me the same bottle she and the raider used. Still, if I hadn’t been so eager, I could have discovered that secret and avoided placing those I love in mortal danger.” He hung his head, dropped his arms, and sighed heavily. “And all without accomplishing my goal. Either my father is immune to the disease or somehow eluded the spores altogether. I thank the gods that you came, princess. You’ve brought me hope that my grand mistake won’t doom my family. For that, my blade will join yours in Jegeru when the time comes, if you’ll allow it.” 
 
    “Now that’s the question, isn’t it? I’m honestly at a loss. It aches my heart every day being away from my family, yet you went ahead with a plan that brought suffering and fear to good people, and for the sake of killing your own father. I can’t begin to comprehend it. I’d rather you confess that you’re working with the Advent.” 
 
    “I assure you my sword will gut any Advent you put me in front of. All I want to do is make things right. I hate that my father forced me to endure your scholar’s cure, but nothing short of telling him the truth was going to stop that order. Until you came, all that’s kept me going is knowing that someday I will be emperor, however long that takes.” He took a step forward. “Give me a chance to aid you on the battlefield, princess. Once this cult business is over with, then you can decide whether to tell my father the truth of the matter.” 
 
    Realizing my blood was having trouble passing my locked knees, I bent my legs and shuffled my feet. The extra blood pumping through my head did not clear up the haze Wuhen’s confession produced. All I knew was that calling the guards now removed too many options. With that in mind, I said, “Maybe I will wait until the dust in Jegeru settles, or at least wait to discuss this with my friends. As much as I loathe to admit it, I can’t decide what to do right at this moment.” 
 
    “Fair enough. And what will you tell Lord Ren in the meantime?” 
 
    “Right, that. Something about us coming up with a plan to reveal the Wregor traitor. As you might have guessed by now, it was Lord Ren who put me on this path to your misdeeds.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad he involved you. I doubt I’d get a chance at atoning for my sins if he had been the one to discover my disgraceful secret.” 
 
    “I hope you’re sincere, Prince Ashina, for both our sakes. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about what happened to Turalun. I’d love to hear more about her someday.” 
 
    “And I’d love nothing more to share my memories of her with anyone who’s willing to listen. Whatever happens, princess, I’m glad to lighten the load on my chest.” 
 
    We bowed, then I stepped aside to let him walk through the door I opened. The prince greeted his nervous aunt warmly. She peeked behind him to get my expression. I wore a mask of composed contentment to mollify her. 
 
    Due to present company, conferring with my friends had to wait a couple of hours after the lunch hour. We were finally alone inside a carriage heading back to the palace. Gerard, Clarissa, and I huddled our faces at the center of the transport while I whispered everything to them. Ghevont wasn’t interested enough to lean in and catch every detail. Once I finished with what I had to say, a moment of silent contemplation ensued. 
 
    Breaking the silence, Clarissa asked, “Do you believe him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing sticks out as an obvious lie, and I want to believe him, but it complicates things. My word and Taxa’s testimony can implicate him, but what then? He’ll be condemned as a traitor.” 
 
    “And a dead prince does us no good,” said Gerard. “If he’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “I mean, it should be easy to know if he’s telling the truth,” said Clarissa. “Let’s put him in front of the Advent and see what happens.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree. Until then, all we can do is continue to be on guard against any attempts on our lives. Nothing’s changed in that respect.” 
 
    I leaned back. “But even if he proves himself, do I keep his secret?” 
 
    “If he’s really not with the Advent, then there’s no reason to involve yourself in Wregor’s personal affairs. Besides, I say it’s best to have a prince and future emperor in your pocket.” 
 
    “Maybe. His father hasn’t exactly endeared himself to me or his neighbors. It still feels wrong, and I’m not so sure a man distraught enough to assassinate his father with the help of outsiders is exactly what this empire needs.” 
 
    “It’s not your empire to worry about,” said Clarissa. “You can’t try solving every problem you bump into.” 
 
    “You sound like my father… Ghevont? Do you have any thoughts on the matter?” He grabbed his chin with two fingers and angled his pondering eyes up at the carriage’s ceiling for a minute. “Take your time.” 
 
    “Oh, excuse me. Unless they’re already in a history tome, political machinations are not exactly my specialty. And if I’ve learned anything from those tomes, it’s that there are too many accounts that contradict one another for my liking. For instance, a pirate captain chasing the Light of Devotion claims she purposely dumped her silver overboard a day before the tempest sank her. Whereas the recovered journal of the Draceran captain implies that they never possessed the silver in the first place. So which is it? I tend to think…” 
 
    I shook my head at Gerard, who looked ready to interrupt Ghevont. I wasn’t going to put that much weight on the scholar’s answer anyway, so listening to another of his commentaries did more to improve my mood than whatever real answer he ultimately reached. 
 
    The wheels soon stopped in front of the palace gates. Except for the guardsmen, I walked through a garden devoid of visitors, the fine weather making that an abnormal sight. Ikumi stated the same sentiment out loud. We found where everyone went when we entered the palace’s great hall. It would have been a trial to shove through the crowd that had gathered near the emperor’s throne were it not for Satiko’s soldiers forcing open a lane for her. Our curiosity had Ikumi and my group trailing her. 
 
    A line of spear-wielding palace guards prohibited the mass of bodies from encroaching too closely to the throne, giving me a clear view of the backs of four people meeting with the emperor. Two women and one of the men aroused no sense of familiarity, but the ruffled hair, dirty black cloak, and Clarissa’s excited shriek gave me the hints I needed to guess the second man’s identity. The vampire ran to Mercer the instant he looked back to search for the origin of the shriek. She tackled him in a hug the very next instant. 
 
    I too wished to embrace my long-lost friend, but I preserved my self-control as I strode toward him. In the interval between restarting my walk and replacing Clarissa, I gave studious glances at his companions. The first, a hatted man with a drenindru standing by his legs, appeared a genial soul and not quite a warrior. The young, knotted-haired girl also didn’t strike me as someone who could defend herself. 
 
    In contrast, the adult woman startled me. Her exterior gave the impression that she was the most ordinary woman in Orda. However, the fancifully pernicious smirk she flashed me expressed something far different. It was as though she expected that I would strike her down were not for an impenetrable ward standing in the way. The smirk lasted for such a nothing amount of time that I could not eliminate the possibility that I had imagined it. 
 
    Forgetting his new acquaintances for the moment, I wrapped my arms around the knight of dragon fire. All the eyes on us made me too self-conscious about drawing out an embrace more appropriate for the occasion, so I let go rather quickly. 
 
    “Welcome back,” I said. 
 
    His face conveyed a shrug of lighthearted skepticism. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “Eh, nothing important. I just had a baby or two.” That was dumb to say. 
 
    Mercer rose an eyebrow that was equal parts amused and bemused as he and Gerard clasped forearms. Ghevont’s shoulder received a hearty slap, which I imagined was the friendliest greeting the scholar was comfortable with. Not caring that she already went, Clarissa snuck in another hug. I hadn’t smiled so wide in a long time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    Not many experiences in life topped wearing a clean set of clothes after a long, hot bath. Temporarily supplanting my dirty outfit, they gave me black trousers and a long white shirt that was tied shut with four golden strings. My chain-teeth would have ripped the delicate sleeves were it not for the wrappings I kept on, even if it made my left arm look comically bigger than the other. 
 
    After a late dinner, I told Ujin, Kiku, and Masai to go in their respective quarters while I caught up with the others in Gerard’s room. Despite what they went through and envisioning myself in their scenarios, laying upright on a bed tempted my eyelids to close for longer and longer intervals. They noticed my weariness and told me to take a quick nap, but sharing everything we knew had to come first. 
 
    The most immediate concern was the recent revelation concerning the prince. They wanted my take on it, of course. It sounded as though they thought things through, so I could only agree that we should wait until the royal proved his allegiance on the battlefield, especially since he had never made a move to threaten their lives or impede their work here. There was still a chance I was his main target, but if that turned out to be the case, I knew his window to kill me was a narrow one. 
 
    My truncated account had to come with a lie. Odet and Gerard would not approve of a strife worshiper in our midst, so I told them what I already told the Wregor royalty—that she was an Uratama priestess instead. I enjoyed the fact that the fake identity annoyed the unholy Kiku. It’s the little pleasures that made life bearable. 
 
    When a period of quiet signaled that we had finished exchanging our accounts, Gerard asked, “So what’s next?” 
 
    “Summoning Aranath,” I said. 
 
    Picking up on my assertive tone, Clarissa said, “It sounds like you think you can do it.” 
 
    “Aye. It’s actually Kiku’s idea. She thinks she knows of a way to restore my prana, but she needs to go over some details with Ghevont first. We’ll also need a private space to perform the technique. I already asked the emperor for that space before you returned.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on the emperor approving of that anytime soon.” 
 
    “And what do you know of this technique?” asked a dubious Odet. 
 
    Shutting my eyes, I answered, “That it may not be enough. And that I’ve accepted whatever risks come with it.” 
 
    I heard Odet’s frown when she said, “There’s no reason to take needless risks, Mercer. We can beat the Advent without a dragon so long as we gain the support of Efios.” 
 
    “Support we can more easily attain if a true dragon knight calls upon them, and I’d rather not retreat the next time we see a nismerdon. So unless you can summon Mytariss right now, nothing you say will change my mind.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Odet,” said Clarissa. “We’ll make sure Mercer doesn’t take this mysterious technique too far.” 
 
    “Except only Ghevont and Kiku will be with me.” 
 
    “What?! Why?” 
 
    “Because I want it that way.” 
 
    “That’s an answer parents say to their children!” 
 
    “And you trust this Kiku person to help you through this risky technique?” asked Odet. 
 
    “Even if I didn’t, I trust Ghevont and myself. That’d be two against one.” 
 
    “Open your eyes, Mercer, literally and not. I’m thankful Kiku helped you escape Jegeru, but you can’t just carry out the first plan you hear from someone you barely know. Blinding chasing power is how many great warriors and rulers have fallen.” 
 
    I opened my eyelids halfway, choosing not to respond. Nothing I said could convince her that this was a good idea. To be sure, I didn’t exactly think this was a good idea, but my mind was made up. I needed to fly again. I needed to look someone in the eyes and tell them I could summon a damn dragon without fucking lying about it. 
 
    Not enjoying anyone’s silence, Odet said, “Gerard! Don’t just stand there! Help us knock some sense into Mercer!” 
 
    Arms crossed, the green knight said, “It’s not something I’d chance, but it’s your life, Mercer.” 
 
    “Ugh, that’s the opposite of what I wanted.” 
 
    Gerard shrugged. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know the magic combination of words that will change his mind. He’s no child. He doesn’t need our permission.” 
 
    “I’m in the same camp, I think,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “You hush!” said Clarissa. “You just want to know what the technique is.” 
 
    “Hmm? Was I that obvious?” 
 
    “You’re always obvious.” 
 
    “Mercer,” said a mellower Odet. “You won’t at least take Clarissa with you?” 
 
    “I don’t want her leaving your side when you may not be out of the woods yet here. Besides, I know that conceding anything to you will only make it harder to resist future appeals.” 
 
    Returning to a stricter tone, the princess said, “Acting stubborn is not like you. Yet another sign this is the wrong path. We just got you back and you want to risk the unknown alone.” 
 
    “I’d be with him,” said Ghevont matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I know you’ll try limiting the danger, scholar, but your willingness to go through with it at all is of no comfort to me.” She sat down in a huff. “Well, we have time to discuss this yet. Go to your room and get your rest, Mercer. You too, Ghevont. We’ll get answers from your new friends once all our heads benefit from a little sleep.” 
 
    Like a guilty boy listening to his cross mother, I slinked off to my room. In the meantime, I told Ghevont to visit with Kiku and begin conferring with her regarding the technique, which was not to be revealed to Odet no matter what she said. He would quickly understand why that was. Not being as upset as the princess, Clarissa joined me in my room and helped me feel relaxed enough to not dwell on Odet’s disapproval and get some much needed sleep. 
 
    It was the vampire’s turn to get her rest when I awoke early in the morning. I told a servant in the hall to bring me a breakfast bowl of fruit slices and cold juice. A few minutes after receiving the requested meal, a knock prompted me to open my door. The man on the other side of the crack bowed and introduced himself as Prince Wuhen Ashina. I threw a piece of fruit at Clarissa’s face to wake her up. I let the prince in and closed the door. 
 
    “I heard you were supposed to be on some sort of mission by now,” I said. 
 
    “Meeting a dragon knight takes precedence, especially in times such as these. I also heard you needed help.” 
 
    “Ah, and you want to be as helpful as possible.” 
 
    “I take it the Alslana princess informed you of her reservations about me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t take it personally. Odet just has a different idea of what family dysfunction is than you do.” 
 
    A dismissive grunt. “And what is your idea of it?” 
 
    “If you don’t really belong to the Advent, then I’d rather not get involved in family affairs. Of course, if one Wregor royal helps me more than the other…” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why I’m here. My father may someday grant your request for a piece of private land to borrow, but not without taking the time to assess your character first, and perhaps not without getting you to assure him a measure of allegiance. To put it simply, he’ll ask something in return. Meanwhile, I have a squad of griffins ready to fly you and your companions to an uninhabited island at this very moment.” 
 
    “Uh, this act won’t actually help endear you to Odet,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “But it will endear the shit out of me,” I said. “Only the scholar and Kiku will be going with me. Please get one of your servants to wake them up so we can go.” 
 
    The prince bowed and left the room. 
 
    Clarissa’s arms grappled my right arm. “Take me with you, Mercer. I don’t think Odet is in danger here.” 
 
    “But you might be if you go with me.” 
 
    She let go of my arm to get her stark eyes to meet mine. The mind behind her stirring pupils made the connections. “Gods, you want to corrupt yourself again, don’t you?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Mercer! You could barely handle corruption when it was sealed away! How do you expect to gain any kind of control with half your soul gone?” 
 
    “That’s where Ghevont and Kiku come in.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Your thought process sounds an awful lot like mine before I let myself become a vampire. The difference is that I had no one that truly cared for me, but you have friends that do, Mercer!” 
 
    “I know it, and I know this is dangerous, but I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t think I could handle it. I made the mistake of trying to always resist the corruption, but as giving up half my soul showed me, that power was an intrinsic part of me, whether I liked it or not. And I liked it. Losing it felt a lot like being separated from you. This time I plan to embrace it.” 
 
    “While keeping sane, I hope.” 
 
    “I can’t promise it won’t go bad, but I know I can’t be very useful for very long if I only stick with half a normal soul. You and everyone else will be forced to protect a dragonless dragon knight. Do you know how much I hate that notion? Someone bred to fight being protected?” There was a knock on the door. “One second!” 
 
    Hugging me, Clarissa said, “I won’t forgive you if you fail.” 
 
    I kissed her cold forehead. “Do you believe I will?” 
 
    She gazed hard into my eyes. “No.” 
 
    I nodded and pulled away from her. Hand on the door’s handle, I said, “I suppose you can tell Odet everything once I’m gone. Also mention that I’m going to have to officially reject her sister’s proposal.” 
 
    “You should tell her yourself, you dragonless coward.” 
 
    “Er, no time, no time.” 
 
    As I left the room, she exclaimed, “Good luck!” 
 
    As Ghevont, Kiku, and I followed the prince down the hall, I asked the royal, “How far is this island?” 
 
    “Not far. About an hour as the griffin flies.” 
 
    “And why is it uninhabited?” 
 
    “It used to be a leper colony for any nobles that caught the affliction. One hasn’t set foot on the island in over thirty years, but the island still carries a strong stigma, so no one stops by there for long.” 
 
    “Charming. I’d like you to give us a day by ourselves. You or your men can check on us tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    In a couple of minutes we found our way through the hall and garden to get to an open space outside the palace walls. I couldn’t resist looking behind me every few strides with the expectation that Odet would be chasing us down to stop the whole thing from happening. I was thus relieved to mount our respective griffins and take to the cloudless skies. We flew to the southwest, going far too slow to outfly the rising sun’s light. I hoped by the next morning I would have the power to fly myself out of the island. 
 
    We flew over a chain of islands in the span of an hour, most too small to support anything other than a handful of palm trees and huts. One of the larger ones was the one the griffins descended toward. It stretched out about two miles in every direction, giving it a uniform square shape. A large cluster of trees grew in the middle, and I could make out three or four dozen old huts built by the thin beaches that outlined the western and southern bounds of the isle. It was on the southern beach that we made our landing. 
 
    I thanked the prince for the ride and the privacy. Once he left with his men, I asked, “What did you two come up with?” 
 
    “We had a lovely talk,” said Kiku. “I think we fell in love.” 
 
    “She’s mistaken! At most we had a casual conversation on topics considered taboo by many. Refreshing, in that respect. She teases me too much for me to consider her a woman to love.” 
 
    “It’s just so easy!” 
 
    “I’m still waiting for an answer to my question,” I said. “Don’t tell me we’re here for nothing.” 
 
    “Of course not, darling. We would have stopped this little endeavor if we had not been productive last night. Master Rathmore has studied his father’s notes on corruption extensively and it has given him a couple of good ideas. For one, if you’re going to invite corruption back into your body, then it’s best we get you corruption your body is already familiar with.” 
 
    “She means we want to summon the fiend type that corrupted you in the first place,” said Ghevont. “We can steal its prana and use that to corrupt you. It should be easier for your body and spirit to acclimate to it if they recognize the power.” 
 
    “That sounds like a logical theory, but how are we going to summon it?” I asked. “None of us know what kind of fiend this thing on my arm came from.” 
 
    “Ah, but it’s that very thing on your arm that will lure the fiend. We can cut a few samples off the chain-teeth and they’ll help us create a better lure. Combining our knowledge, Kiku and I believe we have just the right rune to entice the fiend. Granted, there’s always the chance we don’t attract the right kind of fiend, but in that case we’ll either try again or take what we can get.” 
 
    “All right, let’s pretend we get the corruption we need. Then what? Anything I can do to not go insane?” 
 
    “Your dragon fire is the key,” said Kiku. “As everyone knows, corruption is not only extraordinarily potent in tiny amounts, but it will conquer even powerful souls as it supplants its host’s prana. It’s simply too much for most people and spells to handle. But dragon fire may be able to use that power as fuel. If you can hold your concentration, then you should channel the excess corruption into your flames. Burn it away until you can gain control of the flood of power that will be doing everything it can to take over.” 
 
    “I see. That does sound promising. Anything else?” 
 
    “Purely little details. For instance, it’s best for Ghevont and I that you aren’t armed or being defended by your dragon armor when we’re corrupting you. If you go wild, then I’m sure you don’t want to make it too difficult for us to kill you.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not… though don’t be too hasty either.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be quite conflicted when the time comes. Another thing, if you can indeed channel your corruption into your flames, there’s a small chance you can prevent a bit of your prana from being corrupted. You’ll sacrifice a little power, but Ghevont thinks having a reservoir of your own prana will, uh… What will it help with?” 
 
    “Control, of course,” replied the scholar. “No matter how familiar the fiend’s prana turns out to be, casting spells with corruption will be a demanding task at first, but if Mercer succeeds in keeping some of his soul untainted, then he can use that prana to reclaim a grip on spells that threaten to ‘run rampant,’ as it were.” To me, he continued with, “It’s nothing you should specifically pay attention to unless you feel you can afford to do so.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “No, no. That’s the opposite of what I recommended. Keep it far back in your mind, if at all. It’s safer that way.” 
 
    “Er, yeah. That’s what I meant. When can we get started?” 
 
    “Right away!” said Kiku. “Roll up your sleeve so that I can cut the samples. Ghevont can get started fashioning the rune.” 
 
    So as I rolled up my sleeve and unraveled part of the cloth around the chain-teeth, Ghevont headed into the island foliage to look for a nice piece of flat soil to etch his rune on. Kiku pulled out a dagger and used her fingers to feel the chain-teeth’s hold on my arm. She studied each embedded tooth, looking for one or two that would be the easiest to nick off. Wiggling the teeth irritated my skin, but that was going to be nothing compared to what I was really here for. 
 
    At any rate, Kiku irritated me even more when her dagger’s edge cut into a marred tooth’s base. To prevent my skin from moving too much, Kiku wrapped her hand with the cloth so she could hold my arm down without cutting herself in the process. The hard organic material lodged in my skin acted almost like rock, so despite it already being damaged, it took dozens of sawing motions for Kiku’s dagger to finish slicing off a chunk of the tooth. 
 
    In the time it required for her to cut a second piece of the engrained tail, Ghevont returned to notify us that he finished carving his part of the rune and needed Kiku to put her touches on it. She and I accompanied him through the tree line and into a small clearing where a fifteen foot wide rune circle had been engraved. Between and around the triangular, circular, and irregular shapes within the rune, Kiku used an earth spell to write a script of characters that looked like an ancient language. 
 
    “Oh, you really do know more Olishkari glyphs than I,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “Told ya.” 
 
    “What are Olishkari glyphs?” I asked the scholar. 
 
    “One of the scripts of the corrupted realm. None are all that well-known in Orda.” 
 
    “The corrupted realm has written languages?” 
 
    “Several,” answered Kiku, not looking up from her work. “Most are incomplete perversions of fallen civilizations, but Olishkari is thought to be spoken and written by many of the least insane inhabitants of the corrupted realms. Predictably, that makes it a forbidden thing to learn outside of the cults of strife.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there were enough lucid minds in the corrupted realms to share a language.” 
 
    “Most people associate corruption with the ruined, untamed worlds rogue summoners can easily connect with, but the corrupted realms wouldn’t be much of a threat if there were no lucid minds directing matters. There are hard-to-reach realms that are more organized, civil even. No one talks about those worlds. Too scary a thought, I suppose.” 
 
    “I hope to someday visit such a world,” said Ghevont. “Badu Sissis was said to accomplish the remarkable feat once.” 
 
    “And who’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “One of the first worshipers of strife. Almost like a prophet for them.” 
 
    “He was more like a scholar who dabbled in the dark arts,” added Kiku. “His writings don’t laud the gods of strife as much as describe the new wonders they offered. That a lot of strife worshipers later enjoyed his work was probably not his intent… Aaaand there! All done! I’ll just put the samples in this little hole in the center. Shall we burn them, scholar?” 
 
    “No, their presence alone should be adequate. We’ll burn one if nothing happens after a few hours. Now, Mercer, this isn’t solely a summoning rune, but a paralysis one as well. However, there’s always a chance the lure attracts something stronger than we’re expecting, so it’s best to remain on guard lest the paralysis spell is too weak to hold on to it. If anything gets out of the rune circle, just kill it right away.” 
 
    “All right. And what happens if you do keep it paralyzed? You’re not gonna let it wrap its tail around my other arm, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Direct infusion will not be necessary. I’m still not sure why my sister blighted your soul using such a method. Afflicting one with corruption carries enough risk as it is… Perhaps she wanted to… No, that can’t be… It may have been an unintentional…” 
 
    “Ghevont?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, right. I’m going to need the empty prana crystal you have. I’ll put it in the staff and use it to absorb what corruption I can. Fortunately, we’ll only need to fill a small fraction of the crystal’s volume for our purposes.” 
 
    I gave Ghevont the crystal and unsheathed my sword. After a few minutes, the scholar had swapped the green crystal with the blank one. Once he confirmed that everyone was ready, he sat by the rune’s border and cast the summoning spell, giving an unforgiving, gray glow to the rune’s etches. 
 
    The rune’s glow hindered the shadows coming from the trees, so the best way to tell time was by the budding sense of hunger in my stomach. When that hunger grew to the point that it threatened to weaken my future battle with corruption, I ate the last handful of seeds and nuts in my satchel. Chewing something durable on the wrong side of my jaw still occasionally produced painful pangs, forcing me to either swallow groups of the hard food whole or munch on them in one puffed up cheek. I avoided doing the cheek thing as much as possible so as not to give Kiku something else to find amusement in. 
 
    Almost lost in the afternoon’s brightness, the gray glow shifted to a whiter one. Everyone noticed, perking up our bodies and attention. Seconds later and I thought I heard something sizzling. A rush of air blasting out from the rune stifled the rolling sea’s waves. Then a high-pitched cry that resembled a dagger’s point scratching a rough pane of glass yanked at my eardrums like no other sound before. 
 
    A blur of black and red leapt toward Ghevont. He backed away just in time to avoid a swipe from severely curved claws as long as my forearm. A flash of yellow light rose from the rune, freezing the blur in place. 
 
    “Sorry! Sorry!” said Kiku. “It was just so fast and loud!” 
 
    Its unquiet nature was still evident as a deeper pitch of its inceptive scream continued to emanate from somewhere within its cheetah-shaped body. Needles of various heights ran down the length of its spine, transitioning into the familiar chain-teeth that made up its long, whipping tail. Hind legs like an oversized hare were what stuck it to the ground the most, since its front legs were less than half as short and robust. The forelimbs ended in those curled claws it also used as feet. Black, leathery skin with mottled stripes of dark red tautly coated its undernourished figure. 
 
    Truly setting this beast apart from Orda’s creatures was its trim, white head. It looked like the top half of a wolf skull, except with four or five extra rows of teeth and another pair of bulging eyeballs. I don’t know how the fuck it ate without a lower jaw, though that concept was made clearer when the front of its neck flapped open. A lashing tongue longer than my arm nearly slapped Ghevont in the face. 
 
    The scholar thrusted his staff’s tip forward, thumping it against the monster’s, uh, brow, I suppose. The tongue wrapped around the middle of the staff, but Ghevont said nothing about it. I thus thought it best to play it safe and not agitate the creature further by slicing its tongue off. 
 
    Each time the yellow light flickered I readied my sword for a jab, but Kiku managed to hold on for a minute longer before saying, “I’m losing it!” 
 
    “Just unsummon him!” declared Ghevont. 
 
    The paralysis spell had to be released first, giving the fiend another chance to ready a pounce. It disappeared at the same time it sprang headlong toward a retreating scholar. 
 
    Crossing through the now vacant rune, Kiku asked, “Did you absorb anything?” 
 
    Between long inhales, Ghevont replied, “Plenty.” 
 
    “You two rest up for an hour or so,” I said. “We’ll begin the second phase of the plan once your strength is topped off. How will you get the corruption in me, exactly?” 
 
    “You can just absorb it yourself,” said Kiku. “You used to absorb the dragon prana in the crystal, right? It’s the same thing. Or if you prefer, we can sharpen the crystal and stab it in you somewhere.” 
 
    “No thanks. Already been through that.” 
 
    Every trace of the taboo rune was destroyed. We next talked about how to best defend against a crazed me. The best idea came from Kiku, who suggested that we go to the sand and bury me up to my knees. In this way I would be partly immobilized and therefore easier to kill without having to devote too much energy in more elaborate arrangements. 
 
    The rest of the time I stood against a tree trunk and stared at the sea to the northeast, fiddling with the onyx-colored crystal in my hand. For a while I pondered what it meant for the future of my soul to willingly corrupt it. Did the gods of day and night see the act as unforgivable, no matter how one used it? Or did they grant exceptions? I thought it absurd that all-powerful beings would be so absolutist when it came to interpreting a multifarious human life. Or maybe they weren’t so all-powerful. Or maybe there were unknown gods above them whose rules they needed to obey. 
 
    If I recalled correctly, each god was in charge of a different aspect of the afterlife, and depending on how a mortal lived their life, one of the gods would escort their soul to the most appropriate dominion. From there the immaterial essence evidently became inaccessible to mortals and gods alike. It’s possible Duality never mentioned what happened from there since the gods themselves were clueless about it as anyone. The priesthood may have had theories, but it’s likely they changed their stories on a case-by-case basis. 
 
    Tahlous traditionally guided the spirits of dragon knights and many great warriors, but corrupted beings were under the domain of strife. I had no idea who would claim my soul. If it was at all possible, then maybe I could get Odet to purify me before I died at a ripe old age. Ha! I already felt old. I couldn’t imagine living another twenty years at the rate I fought otherworldly powers both within and without. 
 
    Forgetting what enigmatic gods thought of me, I knew I needed to brace for Odet’s ire. I could come back to her sane, but even if the corruption didn’t take my mind, there was still a possibility that it changed my personality. According to my aunt and family, I used to have a more childish, carefree temperament before the Advent kidnapped me. Certainly, the kidnapping, fighting pit, and being sold to a criminal syndicate may have done most of the changing. 
 
    Still, I’d accept a change in myself if it meant I did everything in my power to protect those I cared about. I simply couldn’t go into Jegeru without knowing I was all I could be, dishonorable or not. I hoped using that dishonor did not disgrace Aranath by association, though I doubted the dragon himself cared how I summoned him from his dreary prison. 
 
    The scrunching sand beneath Kiku’s feet interrupted my musings. “We’re ready,” she said. “Or do you need a little more time?” 
 
    “No, it’s now or never.” 
 
    “You’re gonna do fine. Either you’ll come out of this more powerful than ever, or all your problems in this realm will be over.” 
 
    “Your bedside manner is unmatched.” 
 
    We walked to the thickest patch of beach on the island a hundred yards from where I stood. This way there was plenty of sand for Ghevont and Kiku to use in the event they needed to restrain me. Ghevont had already dug a nice hole for me to drop myself in. The hole that my lower legs did not occupy was then packed in with compressed, wet sand. I could quickly pull out a leg if I put my back into it, but if I did such a thing without first speaking coherently, the plan was for Kiku to stab me with my sword. I removed my cloak and dragon scale armor to make that stabbing an easier prospect. 
 
    I waved over Ghevont. When he came close, I said, “If the worst happens, make sure you stick by Clarissa for as long as you can. I don’t know how big you are on oaths, but can you promise me that?” 
 
    “I have nothing against sensible oaths. This one sounds sensible.” 
 
    “Thanks… Oh, and remember not to dissect me. Burn my body and toss the ashes into the sea.” 
 
    “Oh… Um, okay.” 
 
    “Now stand back and make sure my legs don’t get free.” 
 
    Ghevont shaped his right hand into a loose fist. I felt the sand around my boots tighten. Any tighter and he would completely cut off circulation to my feet. Kiku, blade in hand, stepped a few feet behind me and nodded at my turned head. I faced forward, toward the water. In my right hand I held the crystal and in the opposite I squeezed a dragon stone. A couple of final deep breaths and I was as ready as I was ever going to get. 
 
    The mere act of linking with my own prana sent the corruption in the mineral vessel in a tizzy. Its ravenous nature practically had it jumping out of its cage and into my blood without me having to do a damn thing. Possibly to its great surprise, I welcomed it in. It was like opening the door to an old friend, a friend who made it no secret that his greatest desire in life was to disembowel you and devour everything that spilled out. That’s basically what the initial rush of torturous agony felt like, except infinitely more addictive. There was simply no absorbing only a third or a fourth of the corruption. I took it all in. 
 
    Pulses of creaking pain and ponderous numbness battled in my mind, blood, and bone. In the flashes of sensibility I could feel myself smiling like mad. In another flash I realized my left hand was empty. It had dropped the stone some time ago. Later, another gleam of reason permitted me to release a burst of my prana. Using that chance, I sensed the stone and lit its contents aflame. The exquisite brightness penetrated through my shut eyelids, gifting me with slightly longer bouts of sanity. 
 
    I now perceived which part of my spirit was being appropriated and washed my prana over it. The action exposed more of my prana to the defilement, but it was the only way to guide it to the dragon spell. That seemed to do something, for some of madness’ encumbrance was transferred to my left hand and out of my body. 
 
    A whirling mess of light, darkness, heat, and cold obliged me to peek open my left eye. That’s when I saw a blazing column of dragon fire intermixing with what appeared to be another flame composed of a nighttime shadow. The water lapping on to shore steamed without even contacting this bizarre flame. My sliver of eyeball could not get accustomed to the different phases of brightness and temperature, forcing me to blind myself again. 
 
    Since time was meaningless in my chaotically confused state, I could only say that at some point I realized that I was not going to have the amount of dragon fire necessary to absorb all the corruption. The mere act of guiding it was putting too much of it in contact with the hateful power. I tried scaling back how much I was willfully handing over to the outsider. However, there was no going back. I already let him in the house and he was well on his way to gobbling up my entrails. 
 
    I put so much of what was left of my prana into my flame that I felt my left arm and face blistering and cooking. Echoes of screaming and hysterical laughter came from somewhere around or within me… Everywhere and nowhere… My legs felt freer… I moved one leg up… Something stopped me from lifting the other leg… They needed to die… I needed to die… A refreshingly cold passion ran through the center of my body… 
 
    My head craned downward. Everything was mildly less dark when I opened my eyes. The dark red, glossy tip of a blade protruded out from somewhere between my neck and waist. It was hard to judge distance. I do know that I dropped to my knee, instantly feeling better… as though my problems no longer mattered… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    I woke with a start. Strangely, no sound or disturbance in the room seemed to cause it. Only the tallest candle remained burning, so it was dawn behind the heavy curtains. Knowing I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep, I decided to get dressed, all the while trying to recall why I woke up from what was otherwise a satisfying sleep. To be sure, it was one of the few times my mind did not conjure up a nightmare potent enough for me to remember. 
 
    Kiku entered my thoughts. The woman’s image incited the same sensation that awoke me. I needed to learn more about her. She may have helped Mercer get back to us, but she did not strike me as a priestess, at least not a serious one. A one-on-one talk was in order. 
 
    Opening my door, I saw that Mercer’s own door was open. I peeked inside to see Clarissa sitting at the end of the bed, drinking from her flask. Going in, I asked the vampire, “Where’s Mercer?” 
 
    With a sad tinge in her eyes, she answered, “The prince granted his request.” 
 
    “What? When?” 
 
    “About forty minutes ago. They left on griffins.” 
 
    “Gods, with Kiku and Ghevont?” 
 
    “Yes. He told me to tell you that he has to reject your sister’s proposal. If the technique works, he won’t exactly be a suitable partner to a holy queen.” 
 
    “Why n-” An outpouring of darkness flashed over my mind’s eye. It all clicked into place. “He wants to corrupt himself, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    My wobbling legs sought a chair to support my heavy head. Now Master Chong’s vision was clear. Kiku was the source of the disrupting influence, and it must have been Ghevont who skewered Mercer. Gods almighty. If the vision was true, that meant Ghevont stabbed Mercer because the corruption had succeeded in taking over. I closed my eyes and let my hand support my head. 
 
    “He didn’t have to do this,” I said aloud, though to no one in particular. 
 
    “I don’t like it either, Odet, but we have to believe he’ll prevail. He already has more experience with corruption than most people in Orda.” 
 
    “But with a full soul and the help of a dragon. And even if he returns free of corruption or of sound mind, the fact he’s attempting such a desperately perilous technique in the first place demonstrates impaired judgment… I really thought he’d take more time to discuss this with us. He’s right, my sister will have to renounce her offer.” 
 
    “I won’t try to change your mind when it comes to royal matters, but you can’t know what it’s like to have only half a soul. I hope you don’t see him any differently. I mean, I’m helping you and I chose to become a vampire. Do you respect me any less?” 
 
    “No, of course not, but I wonder if you’d choose to be a vampire again if you were somehow cured.” 
 
    “It depends on the situation. If it was to help Mercer or you, I probably would, no matter how mouthwatering it makes people smell.” 
 
    I sighed. “Desecrating one’s self to help another is not exactly the path to balance and peace.” 
 
    “If the gods want a dragon knight to help defeat the Advent, then they’ll help Mercer. If they really think he can’t use corruption to help others, then maybe no one can and that will be that.” She turned away from me and flipped her flask bottoms up to finish what was left inside. 
 
    I went to sit beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I’m just worried.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “And like what good friends do, we should support each other, right? No matter what happens, we can thank Mercer for bringing us together.” 
 
    She nodded and turned back around to embrace me. I returned it. We kept the embrace going until we heard someone coming toward the door. It was Ujin and Shifa. 
 
    “Oh, uh, sorry,” he said. “Wanted to invite Mercer to breakfast. He here?” 
 
    Ujin, Gerard, and Masai were soon notified of Mercer’s departure. Ujin knew a few words in the Jegeru tongue, but we needed someone fluent in the language to properly speak with Masai. Looking for anything to take my mind off Mercer’s venture, I sought out a Jegeru translator and tried to make Masai not feel so alone here. Apparently, Kiku told her to stay with us until she returned to take her to a good refugee camp, something Daidu-Lu did not have. 
 
    As my group started to walk the gardens after breakfast, a soldier came up to inform us that the emperor wanted to speak with us immediately, Masai included. 
 
    “Here that, Shifa?” said Ujin. “Dragon knights, princesses and emperors are talking to us. We’re moving up in the world.” 
 
    “Don’t get too comfy up here,” said Clarissa. “We still have to decide whether or not we like you.” 
 
    “We? Are you queen of the vampires or something?” 
 
    “Maybe someday. I’m already friends with princesses and dragon knights, so anything is possible. I bet I can get you to do what I want right now if I wanted to.” 
 
    “I bet Shifa outclasses you. She’s like a duchess or something back in her realm.” 
 
    “I used to know a rabbit that claimed the same thing.” 
 
    “That’s it! Get her, Shifa!” 
 
    Like a duchess would, Shifa ignored the order from a commoner. All she offered him were a few chirp-like vocalizations. 
 
    The soldier led us past the throne room and into a large, private chamber nearby. The emperor sat on a large wooden chair. He was flanked by his human and minotaur guard. 
 
    As I bowed, I said, “This is about Master Eberwolf, I take it.” 
 
    “How astute of you, princess. Is there a reason my son overstepped his bounds to take the dragon knight and two of your companions away from here?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask your son why he did such a thing. Perhaps Mercer simply presented him with a persuasive argument. As for the dragon knight, I know he wishes to risk his life to restore some lost power he lost in Jegeru. Believe me when I say I discouraged him from attempting the venture. Nowhere near I should have, it seems. Once your son returns, you can give him a blaring earful on my behalf as well.” 
 
    “Will this restorative method necessitate the use of the scholar’s nismerdon prana?” 
 
    “No, and as long as they take the proper precautions, Ghevont’s life should not be in any great danger, though I admit I do not know the details of the recuperative technique. It’s the dragon knight himself who… who may not return.” 
 
    “I see. Then my son may be partly responsible for the death of the only dragon knight in Orda.” 
 
    “You can give your impetuous son two livid earfuls from me if that were to happen. From us all, really. May I ask why you summoned all of us here?” 
 
    “There was always the chance you that you declined to answer my questions. I was in no mood for games from someone who has played them all their life. Your companions may have chosen to be more forthcoming with me, but it sounds as if you’re as displeased with my son’s impulsive actions as I am.” 
 
    “Quite so, my lord. However, if you’re thinking about chasing them down, I will advise against it. I don’t know exactly what Master Rathmore and Lady Du have in mind, but it’s likely that disrupting their operation will endanger Mercer’s life all the more. Your men should at least keep their distance until they finish, which I can’t imagine will be longer than a day.” 
 
    “I’ll consider your words.” 
 
    “Thank you. If you do find them, will you please inform me what you discover?” 
 
    “As you wish. Now then, if there’s nothing else, you may resume your non-disruptive affairs.” 
 
    Our escort led us back to the garden, where I wanted to continue strolling away my jitters. Conversing also aided in calming me, something Ujin turned out to be adept in. Describing his short time with Mercer made for conversation that lasted beyond the lunch hour. I appreciated his company even more when, unprompted, he mentioned his dislike for Kiku. He confirmed that her identity as a priestess was made up, though her true identity was not known to him. Adding to Ujin’s overall appeal was his adorable partner, who chimed in every once in a while. 
 
    Nevertheless, I could be speaking with Ylsuna herself and I’d still be thinking about Mercer’s self-inflicted plight between each stint of silence. I had no idea whether time passing without word of Mercer’s condition meant good or ill. I did know that every minute without that word meant that my blood had a harder and harder time flowing through my veins, as if the amount of blood in me was increasing to the point that it threatened to spill out from every orifice. All I wanted to do was cry out my blood by the time the sun was sinking below the horizon. 
 
    Gerard had learned by know how to read my emotions pretty well. A couple of years ago he would have been confused as anyone about my simultaneous desire to cry and yet not wanting to do so in front of anyone. Early in our relationship he would have told me it was okay to cry if it would make me feel better, but now he understood that I needed to be the one who broke down last. It was my duty to support those around me. 
 
    So when there came a time when everyone else went to their rooms or take a dip in the baths, he stayed with me in the garden. We snuck in some heartening kisses, something which awoke the carnal part in me. It ostensibly made sense for someone in a sad state to want a strong, warm, physical comfort to envelop their being, but there seemed to be an unspoken social taboo on feeling physical pleasure out in the open and during a somber occasion. It’s the reason I did not indulge at all after my mother died. 
 
    Naturally, without knowing where Mercer’s soul currently resided, I didn’t think it would have been so wrong to partake in the arms of a man on a well-built bed. The real reason I did not indulge myself was because of potential embarrassment. I could receive a message from or about Mercer at any minute, and being in the middle of such a personal act would be utterly mortifying. The same went for almost any kind of news. Always being available was one of the persistent downsides to being royalty and the leader of a warrior unit. 
 
    Anyway, the inbound night coerced us inside. Imagining a little food in me promised to relieve my lightheadedness. I nodded to the servant opening the door to the guest hall, but I noticed Gerard had stopped walking a stride behind me, his head cocked. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked him. 
 
    “I thought I heard-” 
 
    A brisk gust brought the guttural, piercing cry of a great beast into my perception. It sounded so high and far away, but there was no doubt in my mind who produced the roar, for who could mimic him? 
 
    With my excess blood finding new veins to flow into, I ran past Gerard and said, “Get the others!” 
 
    My blurred feet took me through the garden and to the palace’s main gate. A few soldiers had to follow me outside, probably confused as to what was happening, since I actually did not hear the roar again during my run. I stopped thirty yards from the gate and waited a moment to hear the much louder and clearer thunder produced inside the massive reptilian body. I was never so glad to have my ears ring. 
 
    His shadow tore the sky above me in half. I only just made out the shape of his serpentine body and tail before he spread out his wings to slow himself down and make a turn back toward us. Against the darkening sky, his dark blue scales hid him well even as he closed the distance by hundreds of feet a second. Aranath landed with a heavy thud twenty strides in front of me, emitting a relatively restrained howl to announce his presence one last time. 
 
    Seeing me, Aranath offered me a friendly, throaty rumble as he bent his head and neck lower to the ground. Mercer—Mercer!—jumped off his dragon, a low-key spring in his step and a penitent twinkle in his eye in what was an otherwise aloof expression. He could have been scowling at me for all I cared. I ran up to him, hugged him tight, then pulled away to slap his stupid face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    “I’m still a little numb, so you can slap me again if you want,” I said. 
 
    Odet looked behind me to watch Kiku ungracefully climbing down Aranath. “Her I don’t mind slapping twice or more.” 
 
    “She won’t be with us much longer.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Aye. She won’t be all that useful in a straight fight and she knows it. I’ll ask the emperor to take her where she wants.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure she should be allowed to roam free.” 
 
    “Even after helping me?” 
 
    “We need to learn more about her.” 
 
    “Talking about me, princess?” asked Kiku, giving Odet an exaggerated bow. 
 
    “You must be tired after your long day, Lady Du. I suggest you go to your room and rest.” 
 
    Kiku chuckled and stretched her arms over her head. “Ahh, you’re right. Making men into dragon knights is tiring work.” She tiptoed to kiss my cheek and grinned her way to the palace gate. 
 
    “I hate her, Mercer.” 
 
    “That’s all right. I’m wondering whether you hate me.” 
 
    “I’m still disappointed, but right now I’m honestly happier to see you sane and with a dragon again.” She nodded at Ghevont and then asked the dragon, “Are you well, Aranath?” 
 
    My partner was keeping a wary eye on the griffins flying around us. He glanced back at Odet to reply, “If a dragon can fly, then he is well.” 
 
    Back to me, Odet said, “And since I have to ask, how are you faring, Mercer? Have you really corrupted your soul?” 
 
    “Mostly. I can keep it in check by guiding it away from what’s left of my prana and into a dragon flame to burn it off. With any luck, that should keep me sane as well.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. You fed the corruption something besides your soul. Is that how you beat it?” 
 
    “Eh, not exactly. That technique wasn’t actually working too well-” 
 
    “Mercer!” exclaimed Clarissa. She had to deftly negotiate her way through the soldiers gathering in the area, but once she did, she leapt into my arms. I squeezed her, not caring that doing so pushed some chain-teeth deeper. I heard her take a big whiff of me. “You smell like the first time we met. So, back to your old tricks?” 
 
    “With a new trick or two mixed in for good measure.” 
 
    “How did he do it, Ghevont?” 
 
    “Well-” 
 
    “Holy mother of the gods,” said Ujin, who came along with Gerard. “He has wings and everything. Go get him, Shifa!” 
 
    To my surprise, and possibly Ujin himself, the drenindru ran right up to Aranath, who replied to Ujin’s chirps with deep, rumbling growls. 
 
    “Play nice, Aranath,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, back to my question,” said Clarissa. “What happened?” 
 
    “Well, like I was telling Odet, the original idea was to send some of the corruption to my dragon flame, but that only did so much. I didn’t know what to do next, but as usual, Ghevont came up with a good idea. He, uh, he stabbed me.” 
 
    “What?! How is that a good idea? Isn’t that what he was supposed to do if you went crazy?” 
 
    “I gave that job to Kiku, seeing as we had a less of a relationship. However, Ghevont saw that our plan wasn’t working as well as we hoped, so he had to think of another way to keep the corruption busy.” 
 
    “Busy? Oh! I get it! If he hurt you, then the corruption would try to heal you, right?” 
 
    “That was the idea. Theoretically, as long as he missed my spine and heart, just about any injury could be healed by the corruption. Of course, the injury needed to be severe enough to attract its attention, so he couldn’t just graze me. I never thought getting stabbed would feel so energizing. Anyway, with the corruption busy, I used the reprieve to incinerate as much of the fiend as I could get out of me. I got a good handle on it by the time it finished healing me. I’d say a good third of my prana is still my own. Assuming I habitually burn it off, the corruption shouldn’t have a chance at taking over completely.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d be thanking one of us for stabbing you! Thank you, Ghevont.” 
 
    “Oh, no thanks necessary. The act seemed inevitable.” 
 
    Flinching anyone inside a mile, Aranath let out a terrible roar when a couple of griffins circling above got too close for comfort. 
 
    “How long can you keep him summoned?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “Don’t know. I’m still experimenting. It feels damn weird to switch from using my prana to the corruption, and it’s not like I ever had mastery over either. That said, a month or so of training should extend the summoning spell to the point I’m comfortable enough to go into battle. I think Odet will particularly enjoy the training I have in mind.” 
 
    The princess tilted her intrigued head, but before she could satisfy her curiosity with a verbal question, the palace defenders started to form up in a more organized fashion. Fire and light spells brightened our section of the world. From the gate onward the soldiers moved out of the way from the incoming circle of the emperor’s personal sentinels. In the center of knights and minotaurs walked the emperor and his wife. Behind them were some of their family members, including their youngest son. 
 
    Nearing the dragon, the minotaurs beat their fists and weapons on their armor or the ground while bellowing loudly. Aranath responded in kind, roaring and pounding the ground with his wings. It was an odd grandstanding display that evoked both respect between warriors and raw, barbaric aggression. Each creature would be equally pleased to fight side by side or against one another. 
 
    The minotaurs and dragon stopped their raucous spectacle when the emperor halted his strides not far in front of me. My companions and I bowed, then I stated, “Your Excellency, I thought you might want to see him for yourself. He’s no eidolon, but-” 
 
    “But no less a rare sight these last five centuries. Now that you have regained some of your lost power, what is it you’ll do, dragon knight?” 
 
    “My first order of business will be to take my friends to the mainland. We’ll need a large space to train while we wait for Efios’ armies to gather, and I don’t want to accidentally burn your capital down. Speaking of reinforcements, it’s time we make our stance on that clear. Odet tells me you’re wary about defending one border by sacrificing another. A valid concern, but now that I’m here, you can use my name and title to help draw in the aid of other Efios nations. 
 
    “Inform them that anyone who sends an army will gain the opportunity to have me act on their behalf on any sensible matter they can think of. Bandits holed up in a mountain? A dragon can smoke them out. Dispute over a mine? Maybe I’ll take their side. This offer extends to you as well, Your Imperial Majesty. If the Chiszir truly give you trouble during our Jegeru campaign, then I will help you retain the control over your border once we clear Jegeru. I’ll even throw in a ride for you and your family. I assure you no griffin or oversized bird can compare.” 
 
    “An irresistible proposal for my youngest son.” 
 
    “And for his father?” 
 
    “Your offer to aid in border security is acceptable, assuming you make it through Jegeru alive.” 
 
    “Look at it this way—if things really are as bad in Jegeru that I don’t make it, you’ll know you made a terrible mistake waiting so long to gather your armies and take charge when Efios needed you the most. And you don’t want to be the emperor that didn’t support the first dragon knight in hundreds of years to call for aid, especially if it leads to your lands being overrun with thralls and giants.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of the threat and consequences, dragon knight.” 
 
    “Then I take it that means your minutes away from ordering the bulk of your armies to the Iunt.” 
 
    “You and the Alslana princess may not enjoy my caution, but despite what each of you may believe, I am devoting a great deal of my men and resources to this cause. Let’s hope that the Chiszir put stock in your old title. If they do not, you may have much work to do after the Hoic-Dro are defeated. I’ve already removed two divisions from the Chiszir border and are on their way to reinforce the Iunt. Furthermore, a few nations have promised to lend me their support in supplies and men should it prove necessary, though what they’ve bequeathed is perhaps not as generous as either of us might like it to be.” 
 
    “But I suppose it’s a start. Please keep me notified on the progress of the other nations. We can keep in touch through the Warriors Guild in Tawahori, which will also act as my base of operations for now. In the event you need Ghevont’s service, I will fly back here with him. We have to act now, my lord. I don’t want to wait more than two months to march our forces into Jegeru, so in a month from now I want to hear that we’ll be ready with an army that could overwhelm Jegeru twice over. It’s time to flex your influence here.” 
 
    “It will not fall short of your expectations.” 
 
    “That’s good, for they are high.” Looking back at my companions, I said, “Get on Aranath, it’s time to go.” I turned back to the emperor. “Thank you for looking after my friends. Kiku and Masai are still in your guest hall. They won’t be coming with me. I ask that you send them anywhere in your empire that Kiku wishes. I bid you farewell, Your Excellency. Uh, please clear your men away from the cliff. Thanks again.” 
 
    I climbed back up on the dragon after everyone else had done so. Looking for an easy way to take to the air, Aranath turned and crawled his grand frame toward the cliff, where soldiers scrambled out of his way. He let himself drop over the edge, spreading his wings to their full magnitude a fish’s leap above the water. Some of the patrolling griffins followed us, but with a few hearty flaps, none of them could keep up with the dragon. 
 
    I often glanced back to get Ujin’s reaction to the highest order of freedom. He sat behind the last seat, having to hold on to Ghevont to avoid slipping too much. His most predominant visage flaunted a mixture of skittish wonder. On the other hand, his partner looked perfectly at home as she jumped from person to person. Shifa even roamed the non-saddled segment of Aranath’s back with ease, her paws able to grip any little ridge and cleft to get a tight grip anywhere she went. 
 
    A couple of hours into the flight, I sensed my connection with Aranath weakening, forcing me to use the dragon prana in the crystal, which shrunk by half after the corrosive power dissolved much of its surface. The corruption was good for casting the summoning spell, but using it to hold on to the link was like trying to stay on the back of a raging bull or bucking horse. I needed lots of time to master the intricacies of the unhinged prana. 
 
    The crystal held enough prana to take a speedy dragon to the shore almost three hours away. We landed behind a hill overlooking a fishing village two miles off, this time Aranath kept his throat dormant to conceal his presence. With dawn still well below the horizon, the dragon’s dark scales foiled any chance onlookers of seeing a clean vision of Aranath. 
 
    After I broke my summoning link, I asked Ujin, “Feelin’ all right?” 
 
    “Uhh, yeah. A bit disoriented, but I got my legs under me.” 
 
    “Question,” said Gerard. “Why didn’t we stay one more night at the palace?” 
 
    “I wanted to get an estimate of how long I could summon Aranath for,” I answered. “Anyway, I thought it best to get away from a place we can’t entirely trust. Indeed, I don’t want to spend more than a couple of days in the same place. We’ll only be going to Tawahori to send messages and check for them.” 
 
    “And it’s not like we can trust anyone that answers your call to meet at the Warriors Guild,” said Clarissa. “Any one of them could be an Advent spy or assassin.” 
 
    “All right, Mercer,” said Odet. “What’s that training you have in mind?” 
 
    “Ah, right. Well, it’s pretty straightforward. Your holy prana does well going up against dragon fire, but there’s nothing to purify in dragon fire or standard spells. However, if it went against its very opposite…” 
 
    I pulled out a dragon stone and lit it. At first it looked like any other of my dragon flames dissolving the rock it sprouted from. Then I fed it corruption. Due to the dark of night, streaks of the fireball appeared to disappear. In reality, it was changing into a complexion only the vilest shadows were capable of emulating. In a moment, most of the flare had transformed into the eerie black color. However, from up close one could still distinguish the mildest of amber glows that came from the escaping embers shedding their corruption as they evaporated. 
 
    “Cast your shield,” I said. 
 
    Odet backed up a step and materialized her crystal power. I led the tainted dragon flame to her ward. I didn’t know exactly how they would react, so I ignored the temptation to smash the black fire against her shield for fear of a violent reaction. When flame contacted ward, it treated it in the same way it would have treated the thinnest, driest parchments. Odet was completely unprepared with how quickly the blackness consumed her shield. 
 
    “I practiced a little with it after I gained control over myself. My corrupted fire is still too unstable to burn anything physical as well as unspoiled dragon fire, but it does seem to have a knack against wards and other magical energies. I assume your ward countering a corrupted attack will improve your purity by leaps and bounds.” 
 
    “Aye, maybe so.” She cleared her throat. “Just to let you know, that was far from my best try.” 
 
    “You’ll have to prove that, won’t you?” 
 
    And thus we resurrected my favorite activity in the world—training with friends and in an area where no one would bother us. I knew I missed it, but actually going about it really spelled out just how much I relied on the avocation to bring me peace of mind. Training satisfied my minimal social need and my much greater need to get stronger so I could protect those same friends. And irrespective of the necessity of defending one’s self in a perilous realm, I believed even the onset of unbreakable peace throughout Orda would not prompt me to drop the exercise. 
 
    I learned more about what it meant to possess a mostly corrupted soul over the following days. As I already surmised, manipulating my new black dragon flame with any competence promised to take a long time. Merely adjusting how much heat it produced was a challenge. It seemed to vary by thousands of degrees. One second it had trouble burning grass and the next felt as though it burned hotter than dragon fire. I had a much harder time achieving the latter, and it did not seem to matter how little or how much prana I poured into the endeavor. 
 
    All the same, black fire looked damn impressive even when it wasn’t actively burning anything. That characteristic alone would probably intimidate the majority of people and creatures once they realized it was no illusion. And despite its unpredictable nature, it always did a fine job against wards. The only way Odet’s shield resisted the black flame for longer than a couple of seconds was when she contracted it to the size of a buckler and layered it to be three or four times thick as normal. 
 
    Ghevont speculated that the black flame’s instability gave it the advantage when opposing magical energies. He believed the volatile fluctuations in heat and power had an easier time disrupting a ward’s defenses than an attack consistent in its severity. And while its potency seethed little better than a standard flame in most cases, its distinctive density made it an effective explosion maker, at least in the instances it didn’t fizzle out. 
 
    The corruption granted me the prana capable of summoning a dragon, though I was still doing so very inefficiently. Until I gained modest experience in it, adding the corruption to my half-soul had done little to extend my capacity to endure a drawn-out fight. Adopting the corruption upped my strength and speed, but only for a short time. Well before my corruption ran out, my control over it wavered, forcing me to go back to my unblemished prana. 
 
    Along with sensitive illusion spells, the least effective use of the corruption was to actually hold my link with Aranath, but I put some effort into it in the times I knew we would only be flying for a short while. Anything to get the experience I needed. 
 
    As for the others, much of their training involved learning to broaden the effects of their spells. Ghevont, Gerard, and Clarissa were fine casters, but they were not yet masters that could face off against multiple targets without consuming a wasteful amount of prana. Their jaunt into Jegeru showed them that they needed to improve that facet of their training. 
 
    Gerard did a lot of landscape reforming by raising progressively longer, higher, and thicker walls all at once. Clarissa reached out farther into the atmosphere to gather more water and form it into a giant ball of compacted ice, then pushing around that heavy element like a boulder. For a more delicate twist on the training, she worked to carve an image into her ice. She claimed her multi-armed monstrosities were leaping dogs or birds with outstretched wings, but I never saw what she did. On top of that, she occasionally worked on enhancing her strength using the heart technique I told her about. 
 
    The least proficient at these wide-ranging spell effects was Ghevont. He spent his life teaching himself to manipulate every property of prana available to him, but that led to not mastering any element or feature of the power. His most unique and potentially powerful spell were his lightning bolts, so I encouraged him to refine that particular aspect. 
 
    In regards to Ujin, he did not expect to be all that useful in a fight. He instead insisted that Shifa would make for an excellent scout, especially if we needed to venture under Orda’s surface or a building. Her nose and ears would also supplement Clarissa’s eyes in the darkness. Nevertheless, I had Ghevont attempt to find out what kind of spells or fighting style best suited Ujin. 
 
    Two days after leaving the capital, we visited Tawahori’s guild house to evaluate affairs there. Guild Master Miyake was quite glad to see me. Up in his office, Chun slapped my shoulder and took me to the window overlooking the courtyard. Up to forty warriors were warming up in the cool early morning down below. 
 
    Pipe in his mouth, Chun said, “All new recruits! Never in my years here have I seen so many eager youths come to us in such a short time. We actually had to weed out a few. Imagine that! Having standards again! A few even come from respectable families. Mind you, many will not be ready for a Jegeru incursion, but at least we have some future replacements ready in case some of my people don’t return. All thanks to you, my boy.” 
 
    “Glad I could help, but how many veteran guildsmen will be ready to face the Advent?” 
 
    “I’ve called upon every guild my letters can reach. I even sent them in secret to match your furtive tone. Almost all of them readily replied with good news. Master Tobaka did not, but his guild has always been the least capable. Hmm, is there a kinder word in the shared tongue for ‘ineffectiveness’? For it’s not really his fault. In any case, a few members from other guilds have already arrived, and more should come in the following weeks. I’d expect for no less than a hundred veteran warriors to be at your beck and call. Thrice that if you insist on less experienced warriors to join the mission.” 
 
    “It will be best to keep the inexperienced back here. If we fail, we’re going to need people to organize a counterattack or defensive positions. Another thing, I want to meet any strong guild warriors that can fly and speak the shared tongue. If possible, I’d like to create a squad that can keep up with my dragon and help safeguard my friends when we head into Jegeru. Know anyone?” 
 
    “Hmm… Two off the top of my head. I must ask a few others whether they know the shared tongue. Shall I get them now?” 
 
    “No, just keep them in mind for now. Learn everything you can about them. In a month I’ll return to see what you gathered on them, then I’ll do my own interviews. While there’s not a high chance any of them are Advent, the fact the cult has infiltrated anything they’ve set their mind to demands that I act prudently.” 
 
    “Of course. I understand.” 
 
    “Be sure to act prudently yourself, and not only about who you take in. I’m glad I can help the guild recruit more bodies, but it isn’t as though the dragon knights are back. It’s just me. If I end up dying in Jegeru, that’s it.” 
 
    “Something I’ll consider. Still, I recommend you don’t die so quickly. Give the guild houses the world over a chance to benefit from your presence, eh?” 
 
    “That’ll be one of my top priorities.” 
 
    “Good, good. Before you take your leave, may I make a request?” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “If it’s not too much trouble, can your roaring dragon fly over us when you leave the city? It will provide a good morale boost to the people who came here because of you.” 
 
    “What, showing my pretty face around here isn’t enough?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Your self-proclaimed prettiness may flutter the heart of a woman here and there, but a dragon will get the most callous of men to follow you to the corrupted realm itself.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the Advent don’t take me as far as that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Three weeks and a day after leaving Daidu-Lu, I woke up in the middle of the night to see Odet and Gerard climbing a nearby grassy hill. The nearly full moon’s gentle blue light gave their figures a ghostly aura to them. 
 
    To the one keeping watch, I asked, “What are they doing? Or do I want to know?” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that,” answered Clarissa. “Odet said she feels like trying something.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “I think she wants to try summoning Mytariss, though she didn’t exactly say that. I don’t think she wanted me prying.” 
 
    “Or getting your hopes up.” 
 
    “Probably. I actually don’t get why she hasn’t been able to yet. From everything I’ve heard, she’s far and away the best valkrean warrior her family has had in a couple of generations.” 
 
    “But she’s not the firstborn. That may have something to do with it. Anyway, whatever the reason, I’m sure she’s close.” 
 
    Clarissa appeared to ignore my words as she looked up at the moon in deep contemplation. Snapping her fingers, she said, “Or maybe she’s thinking too much like a warrior. Mytariss is supposed to be a defender, not an attacker, right? Maybe she has the wrong mindset.” 
 
    “Aye, maybe. You should bring it up with her.” 
 
    “Aye, maybe.” 
 
    “Good, I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    And sleep I did. I figured if Odet summoned Mytariss, a bright flash would alert me of her success. 
 
    Alas, it was only the gradual consolidation of sunlight that stirred me awake. A few hours later and I was about to start my training with Odet. 
 
    “Is my corruption helping you?” 
 
    With an annoyed undertone, she replied, “A little.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” I asked, a hint of self-righteousness slipping through. 
 
    “Encouraging more reckless acts from you is not my intent. Next you’ll want to see how nismerdon prana will mix with your soul.” 
 
    “Ghevont may have already mentioned such a situation once or twice.” I stroked an invisible beard. “I’ll admit the idea has intrigued me.” 
 
    Her shield formed right in front of me and smashed into my chest. As I stumbled backward, she said, “Don’t even jest about such a thing. Don’t get me wrong, I really am glad you came out of this sane and stronger, but gods know I’m worried about what this means for your soul’s future. To say nothing of questioning your more imminent judgements.” 
 
    “I know, and I am truly sorry about giving you such concerns. If it makes you feel any better, someday I’ll give you the chance to purify my soul, or at least have one of your sisters do so.” 
 
    “I’d rather be the one to do it, but yes, it will make me feel better if you can get someone, anyone to purify you. Until then, there’s a chance you can die in Jegeru without such an opportunity presenting itself.” 
 
    “I suggest thinking positively about how I’ll die.” 
 
    “You’re telling me to think positively? No offense, but you’re not the greatest messenger for that suggestion.” 
 
    “I’m such a positive person that I will indeed take no offense to that remark. That reminds me, have you spoken with Clarissa yet?” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “She had a theory about your mindset.” 
 
    “Oh, that. It was good advice. The Advent have been forcing a more offensive outlook lately, something Mytariss won’t respond as readily to.” 
 
    “Have you ever met her?” 
 
    “Aye, twice. Mytariss blessed each of my sisters with a glint of holy prana when we were barely old enough to keep memories, so I saw her when she blessed me and Elisa. She made my father seem so small and inconsequential. Not until Aranath did I see any being come close to matching her presence.” 
 
    “Does she talk?” 
 
    “Um, yes and no. She doesn’t speak with her mouth. In fact, she doesn’t have one. It’s difficult to explain how she communicates. I know I was scared of the eidolon when I first saw her, but when she put her hand on me, I sensed something more than her inflexible, oddly supple touch comforting me. She ‘said’ something to me, something that reached my soul more than my ears.” 
 
    “What did she ‘tell’ you?” 
 
    “To recite Ylsuna’s prayer. It calmed me down while she gave me the spark of holy prana that allows me access to her shield. That’s actually what I was doing last night. Seeing the moon so bright inspired me to carve her rune key and recite the moon goddess’ prayer. I’m not quite ready to summon her, but I am close enough to try and get a feel for things.” 
 
    “She won’t attack me if she senses my corruption, will she?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, I haven’t thought about that. I don’t think so. She should only react to something attacking me. Still, it’s probably better than you don’t get too close when I first summon her.” 
 
    I nodded and cast my black flame, ready to attack her. 
 
    Several days later and I thought it time to meet with the flying warriors Chun gathered. I instructed him to send them one at a time to a largish town an hour’s flight east from Tawahori. The idea was to give them a kind of interview using the information Chun handed me as a guide. As far as they knew, Chun had sent them on a simple mission to deliver a message to Ujin. Ujin was to then wait for a response from his make-believe master. During that interlude, Ujin would get them to talk and see if their answers matched up with Chun’s information. 
 
    Now, I realized this roundabout method most likely wouldn’t expose a secret Advent convert. However, in my eyes, it was merely a necessary formality. Nothing was going to convince me they were trustworthy. My plan was to keep them at arm’s length no matter what we learned, unless I learned that their overall personalities clashed too much with my group to keep them around at all. 
 
    Clarissa and Ghevont wanted for the warriors to go through a stricter test of character, but it was also the scholar who mentioned that even elaborate investigations into one’s history and personality did not promise to reveal deep-rooted motivations. Catching them in a lie or contradiction did not inevitably mean that person was in league with anyone other than themselves. To be sure, lying to Ujin could simply mean they were the ones who did not trust the stranger. In the end, there were too many variables and unknown incentives to weed out Advent sympathizers with any confidence. 
 
    The interviews were to take place in a former tailor shop we rented for the three days we needed it. Ujin, Shifa, and the warrior would wait in the now largely empty shop while the rest of us eavesdropped from the little office in the back. It was stupidly cramped in the office, but none of us could exactly hide in plain sight. 
 
    Spying through a hole in the door, I saw that our first oblivious candidate was a short, stocky man of thirty-two years named Fang Shaon Tai. He appeared to be proudest of his white hair, for he let it grow long behind his head and bushy in front of his face. Layers of cloth and leather armor protected his muscular frame. A simple steel axe dangled by his hip. He proved to be a talkative, jolly fellow who only expanded upon Chun’s notes, not contradict them. 
 
    More from wanting fresh air than anything having to do with the interview, I came out of the office to end the dialogue. If I was the type susceptible to fits of laughter, I’m sure Fang’s fits of surprised glee would have infected me. As it was, I mutely waited until the others came out of the office for him to stop chuckling at the unexpected sight. 
 
    After proper introductions were made, we walked well outside of town so that we could present our flying beasts to one another. Looking something like an auburn centipede with six moth-like wings of blue and yellow, Fang’s blazeeba inhabited the same realm as the bazeeba that attacked Ecrin. Not many would find the oversized alien-insect to be an endearing creature, but Fang treated the ugly thing no differently than a young heiress petting her favorite pony. While its six wings gave it pretty good maneuverability, its ungraceful shape and frail wings made putting more than one person on its back an unwise prospect. 
 
    With our reception done with, I told Fang to wait in town while we finished meeting with his compatriots, the next of which was due to arrive in the late afternoon. That cloaked man turned out to be De-Bai Hong, a twenty-nine-year-old who stood about the same height as Fang, but without the girth and facial hair. He honestly looked to be in his later teens and too fragile to be a warrior. Perhaps being used to being underestimated, De-Bai responded with Ujin’s jabs at his physical appearance with self-deprecating humor. Clarissa liked him, but Odet believed he should have stood up to himself. I leaned closer to the vampire on this one. 
 
    However deceptively nonthreatening his physique, there was no denying his ability to claim the air as his own. He flew on an emerald and citrine jengsing hawk that performed aerial feats the larger Aranath would have a hard time matching, though we definitely endeavored to. We spun, flipped, ascended, and dived until the night concealed our stunts. 
 
    Dampening the high-flying mood was the serious temperament of our next candidate, who arrived the following morning. Guomin Qin stood a little taller than her male counterparts and was a decade older than De-Bai. Her hard disposition partly came from her noble upbringing and partly from the nature of her unforgiving vocation. This time it was Odet who liked her and Clarissa who did not. I leaned closer to Odet, though I wasn’t one to be deterred by no-nonsense people. 
 
    Her flying beast was a mix of fur and feathers with four legs, a long tail, a long neck, and a wolfish face called an eknuil. Quite opposite his master, the blue-shaded eknuil acted very much like an excitable dog-parrot thing. Like a dog, it chased everything that moved and yapped constantly while doing so. He and Shifa got along fabulously. 
 
    The next warrior did not respond well to the hypothetical situation of working with a vampire. The others before him had not exactly jumped at the chance to work with the theoretical vampire, but unlike our unaware candidate, they were not so stalwartly closed-minded about it. I was therefore quick to dismiss his presence by handing Ujin the return message so the guildsman could be on his way back to Tawahori. 
 
    The last warrior hailed from a small northwestern kingdom called Ostein Apra. The big, hairy fellow dressed in a fashionable looking black coat and dark blue shoulder cape. Bodgan Vocilic exuded a roguish charm that would have most drinking with him all night long, so he’d get along wonderfully with my father and his crew. He also struck me as the kind of man who would eat the entirety of a fruit, peel and all, no matter its ripeness. As for his mount, the forty-four-year-old flew here on a kingclaw, one that must have been the runt of its nest. Still, he flew well enough. 
 
    My new squad agreed to stay in town and wait for me to call upon them to train with my companions when I saw fit. This was especially useful when someone in my group needed a fresh body to go up against. The best man for this was Bodgan. He didn’t seem to use his griffin for anything other than travel and companionship, so he compensated for his lack of airborne expertise with better footwork and all-purpose fighting skill while on the ground. His prowess mostly came in the form of bareknuckle combat. I didn’t think he was punch-happy, but seeing as his strongest strikes broke off pieces of Odet’s ward, I knew he had lots of practice. 
 
    Speaking of Odet’s shield, the passing days saw her achieving sharper, cleaner wards. However, the actual summoning was not resulting in any otherworldly rulers. On one drizzly afternoon, everyone in my group, including Shifa, joined me in attacking Odet from all sides. It was a nonstop barrage of fire, fists, earth, swords, lightning, water, and ice. A few minutes before Odet would need a break, Gerard stopped his assault. 
 
    Taking notice, Odet signaled for everyone to stop. Between recovering breaths, she asked, “Is… something… wrong, Gerard?” 
 
    “You should be able to summon her by now, shouldn’t you?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked Clarissa. “She’s obviously doing her best.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly why I’m confused. There must be something missing. It’s not possible that she hasn’t refined her prana as much as her mother’s. Odet, I’m thinking you need a different kind of push to get you over the brink.” 
 
    “And you know what that could be?” 
 
    “Maybe. It’s at least a different approach you can try. Defending yourself from corrupted dragon fire has done you well, so what if you feel corruption more directly?” 
 
    “A fascinating idea, master knight!” said Ghevont. “I too have been pondering a similar tactic. Thanks to Lady Du’s recommendations, I believe I can summon another corrupted creature and paralyze it for the princess.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Ghevont, he’s talking about me.” 
 
    Ujin laughed. “Damn, you’re eager to study the dark stuff, aren’t you, scholar?” 
 
    To me, Gerard said, “I don’t mean she actually has to purify you, but she can still try to get the process started. If her prana really is close to being holy enough, then subduing corruption head-on could be the catalyst she needs.” 
 
    “It sounds like an idea we should try,” I said. I faced Odet. “Still, if you can’t end up controlling how much of me you purify, then I’d prefer you attempt the feat when you’re low on prana.” 
 
    “I’m fairly low now. Care to take a stab at it?” 
 
    “I bet Mercer is sensitive about the word ‘stab’ now,” said Ujin. “Right, Ghevont?” 
 
    “Aye, he might be.” 
 
    “I’m fine with any word,” I said. “All right, Odet, we can start now. What is it I need to do?” 
 
    “You need to sit still and let your corruption flow. I suppose you can burn a black flame if that helps you keep it steady.” 
 
    I pulled out a dragon stone and sat cross-legged on an untrampled patch of grass. Odet dropped to her knees right in front of me as I roiled my corruption back to the surface. 
 
    “I didn’t notice before, but did you know the whites of your eyes get a little gray when you use your corruption?” 
 
    “He smells nastier, too,” added Clarissa. 
 
    “Don’t forget his darkening veins becoming more pronounced,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “Thank you all for your keen observations,” I said, sparking my apple-sized flame to a darker life. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Um, I’ll try feeling for your prana now.” 
 
    Odet reached out with her right hand and put her thumb on my forehead while the rest of it rested on my damp hair. Perhaps due to the influence of the corruption, I was damn close to asking her to run her fingers through every strand. I resisted the urge and focused on what I wanted to do in the first place—help a dear friend reach her greatest potential. 
 
    She closed her eyes and focused on my churning prana. Sensing the princess’ aura, my corruption dashed into my brain and attempted to leap out of my skull to engulf her. The vertigo that came from it almost made me lose my hold over my flame, but I repossessed it in time. From there I shut my eyes and tried to disperse my corruption throughout my body and make it harder for it to “jump” to Odet’s soul. I doubt she would make the mistake of taking in my corruption, but one could never be too careful. 
 
    For a long while we stayed in our respective positions. Perpetually managing the hot-blooded corruption helped pass the time. When it started to rain harder, Gerard fashioned for us a miniature earthen pavilion. That bought us another undisturbed hour of the exercise. Sometimes the activity level of my corruption spiked, though it was hard to tell whether that had anything to do with Odet. One of the bigger spikes occurred right before she turned away to sneeze, so that partially proved the fluctuations were caused by an outside influence. 
 
    Odet ultimately pulled away her hand with a resigned sigh. Nevertheless, she believed she sensed something different happening within her and thought it worthwhile to add the exercise to our daily regimen. 
 
    The second day proved to be much the same as the first, as did the third. Each day I found that I was getting better at perceiving her prana. At least I assumed it to be her life-force. It was definitely an outward energy beyond my control. Strangely, for prana considered to be near holy, I primarily detected an agitated spirit. I concluded that the distress came from the clash of blasphemous and sacred powers. 
 
    On the fourth day, I suffered another head rush caused by an exceptionally strong spike. Before I could regain control over it, the corruption eased up on its own. Indeed, it became almost as calm as my natural prana. 
 
    I opened an eye to see Odet furrowing her brow in serious concentration. A few beads of sweat rolled down her forehead and cheeks. The black part of my flame was nearly gone. I was thinking about how to react to my corruption being subdued so effectively when the savageness returned with a fury. The darkness overtook my flame again, crackling it as though it was burning a whole tree trunk. Some embers popped in a little explosion that alarmed both me and Odet. She pulled back. I tossed the fireball up in the air before quenching it. 
 
    “Damn it!” said Odet, scrambling out from under the embers I could not immediately extinguish. “Sorry! I thought I had something going there.” 
 
    Standing up and working to keep the embers from starting a fire, I said, “I think you did have something going there. My corruption felt weirdly calm for a couple of seconds.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I took her offered hand to pull her off the ground. “Yeah, really. I’d be one happy fiend if I can ever get my corruption that calm on my own.” 
 
    “Ugh, please never refer yourself that way again.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “She’s getting close,” I answered. 
 
    “And making your flame super dark and explode-y was proof of that?” 
 
    “It was calm right before that.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s good, then!” 
 
    “Fine analysis, Clarissa, as always.” 
 
    “Ass! How’s that for analysis?” 
 
    On that overcast, chilly night, we all stayed up to watch Odet’s attempt to summon Mytariss from a wide hilltop. Excluding Gerard, the rest of us had to wait near the base of the low hill. Non-royals were not supposed to know Mytariss’ rune key, which meant even her knight needed to stay behind a wall he raised from the ground. 
 
    Observation naturally paired itself with contemplation. I thought about our recent session and how restless her prana was. It nagged at me. Reviewing the event in my mind told me that my corruption settled down because Odet’s prana seemed to do the same. So what if the reason for its previous distress did not come from anything my corruption did? What if not every droplet of sweat was actually sweat? 
 
    Beginning the shallow ascent, I told the others, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Odet looked back at me when Gerard informed her I was coming up. Not wanting for me to see too much of the rune, she stood up and came down to meet me halfway. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t interrupt a summons.” 
 
    “Not quite. What is it, Mercer?” 
 
    “Do you remember what you did to lull my corruption?” 
 
    “Vaguely. A lot of it is not based on logical leaps of thought.” 
 
    “But emotion?” 
 
    “Something like that. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Were you crying?” 
 
    She fit in a minute’s worth of blinks in a few seconds. “There were lots of emotions going through me at the time. Sadness was certainly one.” 
 
    “What were you sad about? Your mother?” 
 
    “I’m always sad when I think of her. Or perhaps ‘bittersweet’ is a better term.” 
 
    “Have you seen your sisters cry over what happened to her?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Have they ever seen you cry?” 
 
    “…I-I’m, I’m sure they have. What are you getting at?” 
 
    “That you hold back a lot. Your prana generally felt unsettled during our sessions, like it was busy doing something else. Like repressing something. That something couldn’t have been my corruption. It wasn’t until your prana calmed itself did it respond in kind, and your prana calmed down when I saw you at the brink of expressing some kind of potent emotion… You’re a strong soul, Odet, and letting someone see your grief or pain isn’t going to make anyone think any less of you. Maybe Mytariss needs you to, I don’t know, unburden yourself. I don’t even know what that means for you, it’s just an observation I had.” 
 
    She cracked a smile. “Well, in truth, today’s session had me thinking along a similar line.” 
 
    “I figured. Still, I know you’re not going to be as… as selfish as you need to be.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yeah. I bet you’re thinking about protecting others, staying strong for them, but Mytariss isn’t really in charge of protecting other people, is she? She wants to protect you most of all, and not only physically. If you hold back from even her, why would she feel the need to protect someone whose mentality is to hide her problems from everyone?” 
 
    “Look who’s talking.” 
 
    “Yes, but corruption takes a different approach to problems.” 
 
    “I’d say… But yes, there’s a chance I do need to be a little more open with Mytariss. More selfish. Thank you for your insights.” 
 
    “Any way I can help.” 
 
    “You know, part of the reason I was sad was because of you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes. Even without being in direct contact with it, I could feel how rabid and coarse your corruption is. It must feel like sandpaper in your blood. I know you like it for some reason, but I can’t help feeling sorry for you.” 
 
    “You’re right, despite having a pain tolerance higher than most, I’m not going to lie and say corruption is a pleasant power to wield. Still, there’s something liberating about giving in to its… temptation. Besides, there’s always a blissful relief that comes after I stop using it.” 
 
    “That’s like saying I should keep pinching myself just so I could feel good after I let go.” 
 
    “If pinching yourself helped summon Mytariss, I guarantee you’d do it.” 
 
    “Well, if no other method works, I’ll try pinching myself. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s time to prove that I didn’t make a mistake by bringing you instead of your father.” 
 
    I tried sounding more teasing than serious, but I’m not sure I pulled it off. A solemn Odet nodded and hiked back up the hill. 
 
    The night crept on without a sign of Ylsuna’s servant. However, a determined Odet persisted in her effort. Dark clouds drew out the night’s hold. A hard, fast rain fell. Gerard erected a roof for Odet while Clarissa’s raised arm diverted most of the raindrops away from the group. Several rumbles of thunder peppered the sky, though nothing momentous. At least not until a white flash had everyone flinching and Clarissa shrieking. I expected to hear the deafening crack of a nearby thunderbolt, but none came. 
 
    My vision quickly improved to see that the gaudy light had not yet completely dissipated. A tower of pure whiteness rose from the rune atop the hill. The corrupted part of me recoiled at the holy sight. The others experienced less resistance, going as far as taking a few steps toward the solid brightness. A harder squint at the sanctified tower revealed the silvery white Mytariss kneeling in front of Odet’s shorter, slightly darker outline, a hand resting on a shoulder. 
 
    Then, as Clarissa rested a hand on my shoulder, the light and her divine authority vanished. Now I was able to run unimpeded to reach a hard breathing princess on her hands and knees. Gerard knelt beside her, a hand rubbing and patting her back. His little shelter had disintegrated, but it was raining at a much reduced pace. A glance upward showed that the rain clouds right above us had been partially diffused by the now absent light beam. At the top of the hill I saw that the rune still glowed from the residue of fading magic. Before I got a good look at the rune’s design, a distorted crystal ward blocked it from view. 
 
    Hearing the princess sniffle, Clarissa asked Odet, “Are you okay?” 
 
    The princess pushed herself upright and wiped her face with a sleeve. “Y-yes, yes, I’m fine… It’s just so overwhelming… and I was actually crying before I summoned her.” 
 
    “I want to cry with you,” said Ujin, though he did not sound as if he was about to weep. “I’ll admit I’m not the most active temple goer, but seeing such, such pureness… kinda frightening, really. Gods forgive me.” 
 
    “You never have to step into a temple in your life if you follow the gods’ tenets… Helping us to cleanse Orda of the Advent will go a long way to attest your honor.” 
 
    “If Mercer and I aren’t too worried about it, you shouldn’t be,” said Clarissa. “Did Mytariss ‘say’ anything to you, Odet?” 
 
    “Yes. I think I spoke to her as well, but I honestly don’t recall. The inside of my head is a little sore. Regardless, whatever she told me, it was… melancholy… yet comforting. Inspiring even. I’ll have to meditate on it.” 
 
    “That’s-” 
 
    “Stay back, scholar,” said Gerard. 
 
    Ghevont stepped back from the shield. “Ah, excuse me. It’s just that something is glowing brighter than everything else behind the princess’ ward.” 
 
    Odet stood up so she could get to the rune’s epicenter. She plucked something off the ground and told Gerard to abolish the rune. Once he did, Odet dispelled her shield and opened her fist to present us with a bluish white prana crystal, its gleam softening. 
 
    “It won’t be a long summons,” said the princess, “but those few moments should provide us with invaluable defensive and offensive capabilities.” 
 
    “And we still have a few days of training before we have to focus on rallying what forces we’ve gathered,” I said. “Shall we get started?” 
 
    “She just summoned an eidolon, Mercer!” remarked Clarissa. 
 
    “No, he’s right,” said Odet. “We all have to train until we drop.” 
 
    And for the next two days we did so, even bringing in the flight capable guildsmen at times to push us harder and further. There was no mistaking that purifying her prana to the point she could summon Mytariss had also added an enriched glimmer to her wards. That heightened effort instantly granted even her weaker wards the strength to resist my dragon fire a moment or two longer, corrupted or not. She stated that the improved shields tired her out quicker, but not to a concerning degree. 
 
    On the third day, after getting in a morning of training, I visited the guild house to begin organizing the warriors. On entering the courtyard I saw several Wregor soldiers guarding the entrance to the central pagoda tower. My identity got my group through the guards. Indeed, I had been expected by them since yesterday. In the guild’s office I saw the highest ranking guild members meeting with Prince Ashina, who stood to greet me. 
 
    Returning his bow, I said, “I’m sorry, the Warriors Guild is currently not taking any more applicants. Please try again later.” 
 
    “You jest, but it appears your presence has attracted quite a few promising young warriors here. However, in my case, I bring an army of well-trained soldiers. It’s time we put them to work, no? I hear Shia is having a problem with Pukam rats that needs taking care of.” 
 
    “The rats are a lost cause. I have another infestation in mind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    It seemed the guild were not the only ones who experienced an upswing in morale. Soldiers from the empire’s different provinces responded to my call for aid, something the prince’s father was worried would happen. It had not really occurred to me until now that the emperor wasn’t only thinking about the Chiszir being a problem. It’s feasible that anyone inspired to take up a sword for someone else’s cause may point that sword at someone they didn’t quite agree with once the initial problem was solved. The optimistic side of me foresaw more politics in my future. The pessimistic side saw no future at all. 
 
    At any rate, with many of those extra fighters too far to assist in Jegeru, they instead went to replace the Wregor soldiers that left their posts on the western border. At the same time, mercenaries and soldiers from the north were making their way to supplement those men. This allowed the emperor to add twenty thousand soldiers to the fifteen thousand already stationed at the Iunt, not to mention the eight thousand sailors his ships could deliver at a moment’s notice. Yet another ten thousand infantry units could be added in a few weeks, but as it was mainly cavalry migrating to Jegeru, their task was to reinforce the Iunt until otherwise ordered. 
 
    Jegeru’s side of the Iunt River reportedly had a paltry force left guarding their homeland. Attempts to learn what they knew of the situation beyond their immediate vicinity proved futile. The commanders in charge of defenses claimed to have had little success in contacting their generals and higher nobility. Their last standing order was to resist a Wregor invasion—and to presumably wait for reinforcements to counter what they saw as a Wregor scheme. However, a dragon knight’s word that Wregor was not their true enemy gave them the incentive to send an envoy to meet with me and the prince. 
 
    All the same, in that meeting they continued voicing their distrust of the empire. Many refugees that reached the Iunt told them of the human-turned-monsters that roamed their lands, monsters that Wregor surely bred or summoned. It required that I summon Aranath for the dragon himself to explain what the nismerdon were capable of. In addition, the dragon laid out their two choices. The Jegeru soldiers could either help a dragon-backed Wregor army figure out the state of their kingdom, or they could contend with a dragon-backed Wregor army. They would have a day and a half to join us or become an obstacle to go through. 
 
    In the meantime, part of the Wregor fleet patrolling the Iunt planned to unload their men at the eastern mouth of the river in order to flank a stubborn opposition or join their new ally. It may have been easier to avoid crossing the Iunt altogether and focus on going ashore closer to Watawara, but securing the Iunt’s strategic position and resources were simply too significant to leave as an unknown variable. On top of that, the area was not experiencing any trouble from thralls, so moving the bulk of our forces through it promised to be less contentious than going through the southeastern section of the kingdom. 
 
    The Iunt defenders came to an agreement at the deadline’s arrival. They offered to expand our army by five thousand of their own men to learn what was going on, but under the conditions that they remained self-determining, took the best strategic positions, and that they had my duty-bound pledge that I would aid them combat Wregor if they turned out to be the enemy. Prince Ashina did not particularly like the second condition, but Odet convinced him to agree to their demands. She pointed out that Jegeru maneuvering for a better position often meant that they would be forced to engage the enemy first if they held said location. 
 
    Thankfully, guildsmen were a group of combatants that required only organization, not compromise. The four members of my winged guard served as my captains, each one in charge of about forty guildsmen. I put Lady Qin in command of a squad of fellow fliers while the others oversaw ground units. As for the actual guild leadership, most of them, including the guild master, left Tawahori and setup base near the Iunt separate from Wregor’s military command. They had four Unburdened to keep them informed about our progress, so information sharing was not going to be a problem unless the specialized humans died or we exited their range. 
 
    Wregor soldiers and guildsmen started crossing Iunt bridges just before dawn. It was a wonderful sight to see thousands of allies trembling the ground in their march to fight the Advent, but I couldn’t help thinking we had given the cult too much time to prepare. Without a doubt they knew an army would be coming for them at some point, so how would they counter us? Were they going to divide and conquer? Lure us into a trap? Hide deep in Pukam or under the earth? Unleash every giant against us? 
 
    Our best bet to find out what the Advent had in store for us were our winged units. Five hundred of the best scouts complemented the guildsmen that flew with me while the rest patrolled and scouted the directions I decided not to take. It was a tantalizing idea to gather every winged warrior available and survey Jegeru on our own and at a much faster rate. Of course, that played too much into the divide and conquer tactic the Advent might pursue if we presented the opportunity, so we never strayed too far from the ground forces. 
 
    Since we anticipated thralls to be an early problem, much of the leading army consisted of cavalry. Fortunately for those below, western Jegeru was generally flat terrain. If a siege turned out to be necessary in a city or other fortified space, then heavy infantry units would be called from those left to defend the Iunt or the mobile camps that made up our supply lines. What’s more, the Wregor navy just offshore Watawara would deploy light infantry units once our army moved a few hundred miles to the south and southeast. In the event the sailors encountered heavy resistance there, then our army would move in to relieve them. 
 
    As the Jegeru intelligence suggested, not much in the way of thralls roamed the lands near the Iunt. The lack of enemies here meant the refugees that made it to northwestern Jegeru found some measure of respite, though for one reason or another, a small percentage of them still insisted on crossing over to Wregor. The refugees were also the biggest clue that most of our scouting parties did not have to investigate northern Jegeru, for the vast majority of uprooted people came from the south and southeast. 
 
    It took nine days for scouts to finally see signs of thrall activity, but except for a few of their dead, the thralls themselves remained absent. Other than rats, crows, and vultures, few non-insect animals scurried or flew about in the deserted villages. Shriveled corpses of villagers and the beasts they kept as livestock and pets provided the first wordless testimony to our allies that we were dealing with no ordinary enemy. A stiff wind could blow apart many of the dried out carcasses. 
 
    It was telling how much of a hard line there appeared to be between the lands targeted by the thralls and those left untouched. It spoke of deliberate organization that no thrall could manage on its own. The Advent must have not wanted to risk inciting Wregor earlier than necessary by sending their mindless foot soldiers too close to their border. Combined with the fact northern Jegeru had been spared the worst, I concluded that the Advent did not want to stretch themselves too thin. And now that they knew we were coming, they had recalled their forces to wherever they based themselves. 
 
    In another eight days our army crossed what had to be the emptiest piece of civilization in Orda, even counting the occasional survivors someone stumbled upon. Those pitiable bastards were often scared of their own shadow. There were extensive signs of skirmishes in the larger towns we passed, but no true threat remained for us to battle. Sometimes we encountered thralls that had been too injured to do much more than crawl, giving Ghevont a chance to absorb a bit of their nismerdon prana. 
 
    Speaking of which, being as it was a major campaign, Wregor brought filled and unfilled prana crystals and the casters to use them. The official stance proposed by me and Odet was for no one else to gather nismerdon prana, but in practice we knew the emperor had surely ordered for his casters to secretly collect what nismerdon prana they happened upon. All we could do to counter the underhanded tactic was to make certain that the forces we directly commanded did their part to eradicate the alien power before anyone else got to it. Viable for now, but impossible if we faced several thousand enemies at once. 
 
    Two days later, we received word from the sailors in Watawara that the capital city was a reflection of what we already experienced, only on a larger scale. They even had to deal with dozens of lively thralls, though nothing they couldn’t handle. Regardless, I wanted to take Ghevont to the city and use his crystal to seek out any sign of a noteworthy presence. Not only that, survivors in the city would be wary if not outright aggressive toward Wregor soldiers traversing their city, so a dragon knight showing up with a group of Jegeru scouts should prevent too many misunderstandings from occurring. 
 
    So early in the morning I flew my group south while the rest of the army turned eastward. Aranath reached the port city’s sky in a couple of hours. As we waited for the scouts to catch up, I had the dragon fly right over the rooftops, canvasing the ground with sight and crystal. It was so odd to see a recently thriving capital look as if only enterprising scavengers frequented the place. The wall of roots Odet told me about still circled the inner city, though much of it looked dried out and fragile. Still, to make it easier for people to get across the barricade, I urged my mount to burn any segment where his fire would not easily spread. 
 
    My instruction could do nothing about sections of the city that had already burned, which included a great deal of the palace. I planned on scouring the five-story construction for clues of the royal family’s whereabouts, but the charred pile of rubbish convinced me to let the engineers handle it when they got the time. Anyway, no nismerdon prana emanated from it. 
 
    I met with the commanders of the Wregor sailors when the winged Jegeru soldiers arrived. As expected, they informed me that most of the survivors they found acted cagey around them, some going as far as refusing to come out of their hiding places. In any event, the appearance of the Jegeru soldiers should help clear up that matter. Then came the question of what to do with them. 
 
    With an army here and the thralls having left the city over a week ago, those leading the survivors saw little reason to board a Wregor ship and either stay there or sail to an island, possibly never seeing their homeland again. They thought it better to gather supplies and hold out in the defensible parts of the city. It was a foolish position to take, but at least many did not entrench themselves to the idea. Having a dragon in the bleak background helped them to see that lingering for long invited trouble, especially when no one on my side wanted to squander manpower protecting those who could otherwise find safety elsewhere. 
 
    Nonetheless, more than a handful of Jegeru guardsmen, peasants, artisans, and a minor noble or two insisted on staying in the city to make sure their people returned to a semblance of governance that was not Wregor. I let them have that much, but made certain they knew we could not spare many men to defend them should the Advent somehow get past our lines. They accepted the risk. 
 
    I returned to the primary army in the late evening. Our course took us closer to a nigh boundless region of hills known as the Bin Konai-tsu, or in the shared tongue, the Song Swept Hills. Apparently, when the wind blew just right, certain places in the bumpy region produced persistent rustling, whistling, and whooshing noises. This was enough to qualify as music for some people. To each their own. 
 
    In tactical terms, if the Advent preferred to scatter and hide, then they would go into Pukam. If they were ready for a fight, then the hills were the superior choice. Hills were harder to burn down in mass. Hills provided higher ground for those on the defensive. And while not as effective as a forest, hills could still force a large army to split its forces, leading them to unavoidable waylays. 
 
    Confirming that they hid in Pukam would also pressure Shia and Yong-Yin into getting their acts together. For now the best Shia promised do was send some of their small army to their side of the forest and wait to see if anyone came out of it. As far as they were concerned, taking in thousands of refugees was their main contribution to Jegeru’s plight. 
 
    As well as dealing with their inflow of refugees, Yong-Yin’s main problem was their need to spend weeks organizing which city-state would bear which responsibility. The quickest action they agreed to take was to dispatch some of their ships to Jegeru’s southeastern shoreline and keep an eye out for unusual activity. 
 
    Six dawns after rejoining the army, the advancing force had moved near enough the hills for large scouting parties to sweep the region. Aranath covered more “ground” than any griffin squad, but it was one such squad that signaled that they had found something of note. They had come from farther north, so we followed them for twenty or so miles until they dove to a wide valley between large mounds of tall grass. 
 
    At first it looked as though the grass transitioned into a large patch of dirt at the base of the hills, but a closer inspection revealed that this dirty area was the remnant of a battlefield. Plant life was a lifeless brown or charred black by fire. Thousands of bodies littered the ground, though “bodies” was a generous word. Most were little more than delicate husks within plate armor or lighter attire. For what must have been weeks, eviscerated thralls and gray roots provided the only cruel companionship to this decimated army. 
 
    Quite a few of the ashen corpses were seemingly amassed next to an invisible wall in the shape of a massive rectangle. Under the burn marks, tattered clothing, shadows, and dust of former souls were the etchings of a life absorption rune. The missing king or a general in league with the Advent no doubt led these soldiers to this trap. I expected other duped armies faced a similar fate somewhere among these hills… And that’s indeed what we found. 
 
    Sprinkled farther into the hill country were a surplus of successful snares. Some looked smaller or a tad larger in scope, while others contained more thralls than roots. A few even copied Furubiro’s arrangement of an absorption rune carved within a village, but the end result was always the same. Despite the exhaustive slaughter, we continued to find the infrequent survivor. An important factor that determined whether someone was spared from a trap or an attack was the fact that most survivors had already been isolated and alone at the time. Groups larger than three simply attracted too much attention for them to escape. 
 
    In case the runes could be aroused again, I let Aranath burn whatever exposed design he saw. I likewise advised for earth specialists in the army to churn up the ground ahead of them whether they saw a rune or not. 
 
    Once the army got a couple of days deeper into the hills, I decided to set off a little farther on my own, and by “on my own” I meant my group and the four guildsmen. An improvised saddle had been fitted behind the fifth seat so Ujin could strap himself in without worrying about slipping off. Shifa was left to cling to one of us, but in the event the dragon needed to perform some evasive maneuvers, I suggested to Ujin that he unsummon her or hold her tight so she wouldn’t fall off. 
 
    We pulled away from the army under a bright morning. A cold wind blew in the day before, but had by now cleared away most of the rain clouds that came with it. We were too far south for snow to be a common occurrence, but several taller hilltops showed that a peppering of white flurries had settled on the smooth-edged peaks. The sunlight would make short work of this trifling snowfall. 
 
    We flew high and in a zigzag pattern. Even Aranath had trouble making out details on the ground, but we were no longer looking for subtle clues. It was Ghevont’s crystal I was counting on. If even one healthy nismerdon colonized the area, then his staff should respond to it. 
 
    A few hours into the flight, Ghevont poked my shoulder and said, “North! Go north!” 
 
    A mere minute after guiding Aranath to face the top of the world, the dragon growled, then said, “Foul magic is in the air, and it isn’t only from a nismerdon.” 
 
    “What does that mean!?” I asked. 
 
    “There are tinges of corruption… and something more. It’s too indefinite to identify.” 
 
    “Lovely,” I said, my soft words breaking up in the wind as soon as they escaped my mouth. 
 
    Not long afterward, the dragon asked, “Do you see it yet, boy?” 
 
    It took a few moments of me squinting, but I spotted what he spoke of. The light not absorbed by its dark purple facade shone back at me. The pyramid-shaped ward easily eclipsed the surrounding hills, though its height appeared to be elevated further by a squat hill it stood upon. I feared no ambush thanks to the bright, clear day, so I risked taking Aranath closer to give his sharp vision a chance to spy the ward’s surroundings. Once he gained a rough idea of the layout, I turned Aranath back to the west. 
 
    On landing by the army, I held the summon long enough for the dragon to impart his verbal sketch to the prince and the Jegeru commanders. Aranath recounted several unique features. Firstly, from the north side of the pyramid he saw a river split into two thinner streams that each flanked the massive barrier and ended in their own little lake about a mile south of the ward. Also flanking the ward on the west and east were two hills, most of their slopes fashioned to be steeper than nature intended. Surrounding or crossing right through these particulars was a stone wall and their towers. 
 
    The description and a good map was all that we needed to know that Aranath had seen Nakjopo, an old castle erected in a time when Jegeru was made up of multiple warring nations. Unless an intensification in bandit activity called for it, only a token force tenanted the garrison within the walls. Now who knew what in the gods’ names inhabited the fortress. Omen? One giant? All of them? We needed to find out. 
 
    Over the next couple of days, I and other scouting parties surveyed the castle’s surroundings. Each time we got closer and closer, trying to determine how to best approach the fortification and the situation as a whole. Curiously, while the villages near the castle were abandoned, there did not appear to be any large-scale signs of death and destruction. No obvious runes or traps lied in our way, though we stayed at a cautious speed. 
 
    On the third day since its discovery, Aranath recognized quite a bit of activity coming from within the walls. He identified thralls, those taller thralls, and armored humans. Many stemmed from the steep hills adjacent the castle, making them ants scurrying out of their anthill from my vantage point. How much easier would life be if I knew a spell that could shrink my enemies to such a size? Or grow myself until my boot could flatten an entire hill? I’d have to get Ghevont on that later. 
 
    The thralls organized themselves at the weakest points of the defenses, namely the southern gate. The humans lined up on the battlements or behind the southern wall. Altogether, there looked to be somewhere between fifteen and twenty thousand, the thralls numbering twice as many as the humans. 
 
    Spread out over the five or six miles of wall, the defenders didn’t give the impression that they were a formidable force. Of course, the true power of their army lied in the giants. How many were there? Would they leave their ward and join the battle? Or would we have to force them out of their barrier? Maybe the ward and nismerdon prana we sensed were a ruse and no giant of consequence sought refuge in the castle. 
 
    We approached the defenses from the south. Going anywhere else meant having too many hills overlooking and confining the army. That said, several thousand horsemen split from the main assemblage to form highly mobile bands that could roam the hills with greater impunity and thus react to attacks to the flanks and rear. Having to churn the soil slowed us down, but soon we reached a plain with an unobstructed view of the ward. We had to spend a night camped with that perversely glowing pyramid, which would randomly pulse brighter for a minute or so, meaning more scouts had to stay awake to watch over the others. 
 
    The next day we prudently closed the distance to the southern gate. While the humans on the battlements sometimes moved, the thralls twitched or walked as often as dusty figurines in a basement. As we set up camp for the evening, a bitter northern wind howled through the hills, bringing with it an icy rain that only abated until much later in the night. Few of us slept soundly, if at all. 
 
    During a muddied dawn, a scout reported that two people on horseback had gone through the gate. One of them carried a white banner of truce. Along with a hundred airborne warriors, a group of fifty horsemen protecting the prince and a squad of guildsmen accompanying my group set off to meet the Advent envoy. Given our proximity, I had kept Aranath summoned for too long the day before, so I rode a horse and stored the dragon in his realm while I recovered every drop of prana I could. 
 
    We trotted about a mile to meet the two Advent a mile from their own army. A tinge of green shaded his blank expression and blood vessels, but I didn’t recognize the armored man carrying the banner. On the other hand, the woman was Lady Nomura, a flowery robe flowing around and behind her. No inhuman green marked her skin. Not trusting that an invisible enemy was not going to sneak up on us, Odet cast a thin dome ward over the main group. 
 
    Bowing her head, the former headmistress said, “Welcome to the beginning of the new world.” 
 
    “I take it you’re not here to surrender,” I said. 
 
    “No, Veknu Milaris. I’m here to present this army an offer we proposed to every army we’ve encountered before. As you can see, those who accept our terms can preserve their minds and begin to share in the power that will reform and strengthen Orda.” 
 
    “Anyone who accepted your terms did so out of pure fear,” said Odet. 
 
    “Fear leads one out of a burning building, princess.” 
 
    “I really hate when people say my title in that belittling way. I am not just a princess. I am a holy valkrean warrior. I bear the crystal shield and moon spear of Mytariss, the right-hand servant of the night goddess herself. Prince Ashina brings the might of Dethorm in his blood, and the strongest flame of Tahlous boils in the veins of a corrupted dragon knight. The gods of balance conspire against you.” 
 
    “And so we’ve prepared to fight the gods themselves. Our masters, as powerful as they are, are still beings restricted by the chains of mortality. However, after all these centuries experimenting on themselves and others, they have not only learned to uplift a human’s longevity and power, but to uplift one of us beyond mortality itself. The very holy power that helped restore our masters will work in harmony with corruption and a nismerdon’s prana to birth a god of our own.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Ghevont. “That explains the distinctive oscillations I’ve sensed. Clashes of different prana types are occurring within your ward. It seems birthing a god is an unstable process.” 
 
    “Hmph. I confess that a little more sacrifice will be needed to complete his transcendence, but Omen is presently powerful enough to contend with anything less than the gods themselves.” 
 
    “Yet he hasn’t shown himself,” said the prince. 
 
    “We’d rather absorb the souls of resisters, not obliterate them.” At a sounder tone so everyone with us could hear, she said, “Reject our proposal and you merely become the sustenance and thoughtless servants for our new god. Join us and become the advent for a stronger humanity, a humanity that will not need to feat the whims of unknowable gods, mad fiends, and self-seeking dragons.” 
 
    “You may return whence you came,” said an unyielding Odet. “If I recall, this is now the third time the dragon knight has heard your supplications. To no avail.” 
 
    “So be it.” She snapped her reins and galloped back toward the castle. 
 
    When she and her escort were well out of eavesdropping range, Ghevont said, “So raising a god is still their goal. Fascinating. I wonder how close they are to accomplishing such a grand exploit.” 
 
    “Or if they even can,” I said. “I’m willing to bet the rest of my soul trying to make a god won’t exactly go according to plan.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” began Odet, “we can’t wait to see how close they can get. Even creating a being on par with an elder dragon or Mytariss will cause incredible damage before we can stop it. We have to attack as soon as we’re ready.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Wuhen. “We can attack within the hour if the tactics we’ve been discussing can be agreed upon.” 
 
    “It all sounds pretty straightforward to me,” I said. “This isn’t the time for risky tactics. We have the numbers and superior air support. Aranath and I will lead most of the winged scouts through the ward after we help your ground forces breach the wall. Once on the other side of the ward, I’ll either focus on bringing it down or go after Omen, whatever can happen first.” 
 
    “Very well, then I’ll order for all my men to form up and summon their allies. Once you summon your own, dragon knight, that will be our signal to charge.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    In half an hour our army grew by a third when those with blood pacts with another species summoned them, many being from the minotaur realm. Quite a few were not ready with their armor or weapons, but it was simply a matter of them summoning for their equipment and gearing up. As for the prince, he called forth a noble being of his own, a minotaur chieftain named Vamreer Khastis the Jerdea. While no taller than most of his kin, Vamreer’s sinewy, lean muscled frame gave the illusion of being so. What was no illusion was his much more graceful movements compared to his bulkier equivalents. 
 
    The same increase transpired over the walls when elemental sprites and other wild, simpleminded creatures popped into Orda. I imagined the Advent could not convince many intelligent creatures from other realms to fight for them, if they even tried at all. There didn’t seem to be any corrupted eidolons standing in the way, but I figured any that were left were guarding the nascent god in the ward. 
 
    Once every minotaur equipped themselves and formed ranks, I thought it time to summon Aranath. The appearance of the snarling dragon stirred up the minotaurs and griffins. Resonant roars, bellowing bulls, screeching squawks, and heavy stomping served to galvanize the heart of a warrior better than the precise percussion of ten thousand war drums. I bade the dragon to take to the air when his passengers secured themselves on his back. Given that his unrefined fighting ability made him unsuitable for an attack against the Advent’s heart, Ujin was not one of them. 
 
    Shifa and her father prevented their summoner from being a complete liability. So using his horsemanship skills, Ujin was to stay with the army’s healers and either protect them or bring them wounded. It looked to me as though the poor bastard was still coming to terms with what it meant to accompany the dragon knight. He didn’t strike me as the deserting type, but I would not blame him in the least if he made a run for it during the battle. Not everyone was suited to follow someone who sought a fight. Some just had to find out the hard way. Whatever he learned about himself, I wished him well. 
 
    The dragon taking to the air prompted the ground forces to march forward. Calvary was not exactly appropriate for a siege, but rows of them intermixed with the lead units anyway. That included the prince. As grim as it sounded, the horses were not really for mobility, but in the expectation that their bodies could be used as a living buffer against attacks from roots and thralls. 
 
    Wuhen’s speed influenced everyone else’s, so when his horse trotted, everyone else had to keep up. As he sped up to a full gallop, the ground in front of the walls erupted in a mass of barbed roots. They were not yet aiming at any of the charging army. Their express purpose seemed to be to add another layer of impediment. Numerous roots even reached up well over the wall and curled over the heads of the defenders on the battlements. 
 
    As for those of us in the air, hundreds of griffins flew in a prearranged formation that put Aranath in the middle of the best ward casters. A dragon’s scales made one nigh invulnerable to conventional attacks, but anyone with one diseased eyes could see where that defense was weakest—their wings. The Advent did not retain a large winged force. Regardless, “not large” still meant at least five hundred war beasts soaring up to clash with us, and in all likelihood they had been instructed to rip the membranous skin that allowed for a dragon to be such a dominating force. 
 
    Given our speed, the attack in the sky started first. Most of the enemy was intercepted before they could take aim at Aranath much less unleash a spell or bolt, but a narrow space in front of the dragon had purposely been left open to entice our more unwise foes. They received puffs of dragon fire as a reward for their foolish bravery. As her main objective was to protect Aranath’s head, Odet sat right behind me to be as close as possible to it. So with a confident roar, the dragon partly folded in his wings to dive at the battlements, many of the scouts following him down. 
 
    Elemental sprites and treacherous soldiers let loose an inverted hail of spears made from earth and ice. Most met with wards or allied bodies. In another second our allies cleared away so Aranath could spew a stream of his incendiary attack onto a thousand feet of the western side of the gate and wall. Impromptu roofs made from roots and earth sacrificed themselves to protect a small percentage from bursting into ash, but many that simply stood close to the concentrated flames suffered torrid burns that roasted their very bones. 
 
    Aranath climbed the sky again when his momentum slowed to the point he needed to unfurl his wings almost all the way, leaving them far too exposed for comfort. His dive and swooping attack also had him out-flying many of his defenders, forcing us to regroup higher in the air. 
 
    A long glace downward showed the ground forces now being opposed by newly sprung roots more actively seeking victims. Earth specialists were going to be pulling double duty trying to keep the ground beneath the army stable while also filling their traditional siege roles, which included pulling down stone walls and erecting earthen barriers that protected groups of allies from rival volleys. Earth casters on the other side of the wall worked to bury the dragon fire still melting their defenses. 
 
    Aranath soon regained his escort and a target to strike. This time his flame engulfed a more focused area, one just west of the gate. The enemy and the roots had not yet been able to quench the penetrating fire here at all, so another vigorous blast worked to turn a hundred feet of white hot stone into a boiling puddle of pudding. Our allies weren’t exactly going to break through that broiling mess, but they would instead direct their efforts on the softened metal gate and the less steaming parts of the enfeebled wall. 
 
    The brief pause Aranath took to douse the wall allowed a handful of arrows and elemental spikes to impale themselves somewhere on his wing, though I doubt he noticed them after their initial disturbance. Time and energy compelled us to divert our energy to the ward next. Aranath ascended higher than he had yet, signaling to the scouts assigned to us to begin amassing behind the dragon’s wake. The dragon circled the battlefield a couple of times to give everyone a chance to line up behind him, then we turned for the imposing ward. 
 
    Most of our winged adversaries pursued us, giving some respite to the ground army. No sense having to worry about attacks from below and above. Still, despite our superiority in numbers, the airborne Advent fought as though losing an arm or two was a mere inconvenience. A consequence of the giant’s power now welling in many of them. 
 
    Aranath flew right up to the pyramid’s peak and expelled an expanding ring of flame. At the same time, I threw a dragon stone and ignited it with corruption. On contact with Aranath’s flame, I allowed the corruption to spread. The morbid blaze crashed into the ward as though it were a mass of viscous sap. After a moment of buckling from the strange combination of conflicting influences, the top third of the pyramid popped like a bubble. It would have reformed itself if allowed to, but I held on to much of my black flames as the dragon hovered in midair, a shrill battle bustling around us. 
 
    Those not in combat flew into the thirty yard wide gap I created. The more that dove in, the less that protected Aranath. We could have tried going through right at that moment and hold open the gap from the other side, except we had no idea whether a giant’s spear waited for us there. Odet and Ghevont cast their wards over the dragon while Clarissa fashioned an expansive dome of water behind our mount. That still left his underbelly, and that’s where three or four columns of Advent soldiers steered their steeds toward. 
 
    A good percentage were intercepted as they bowled their way through, but if even one rider was content with forfeiting his own life to tear a hole in the dragon’s wings, then that could be enough to send us plummeting to the ground. I waited until the last possible second to scream for Aranath to dive. With a laborious flap of his wings the dragon “jumped” higher in the sky before tucking in his wings to make for the gap. Concurrently, I lashed out with my prana to give the caustic inferno one last outburst to feed upon. That gave allies and enemies alike a few more seconds to get their asses through the breach. 
 
    It was difficult to tell how many of my allies made it through. Two hundred? Eight hundred? Probably somewhere in-between. Down at my right lied a five-tiered castle of white stone and tan wood. Encompassing it from all sides and from bottom to top were swarms of roots as thick as cows. Their origins appeared to be at least seven large bulbs surrounding the once regal building. 
 
    Breaking my observation of the grassy hill, the dragon spun to the right to dodge a huge lance of earth. When my sight became less blurry, I traced its former flight path to see that it led to a nismerdon. It stood near its enchanted barrier. Well beyond the other side of the ward, which had faded somewhat after my attack on it, I saw the hazy silhouette of a giant committing itself to the ground battle. 
 
    Aranath evaded a grouping of three lances hurled straight from the ground. A high-pitched snarl escaped the dragon when he had to rear up from yet another earthen attack, this one coming from a nismerdon that emerged from under the grassy hill. Aranath was simply too big a target to keep evading forever, and our guardians were too spread out and too individually weak to offer us adequate protection. Almost every thrown skewer plowed through two or three bodies without losing its potency. 
 
    “Pick one!” yelled the whole of my lungs. At my next breath, I turned my head halfway and said, “Protect him!” 
 
    Aranath pulled in his wings and Odet rose her best shield in front the now purposely plunging dragon. Trusting her power, Aranath didn’t even attempt to avoid the next flung lance. The trust was well founded, for though it cracked the shield, the projectile itself burst into powder. However, the giant’s prowess allowed it to toss another the very next instant, this one spinning at a speed that it seemed to make the air around it visible. Odet, remembering a quick way to mend cracks in her spell, shrank her ward, making it dense enough for lance and shield to neutralize each other in a dusty shockwave. 
 
    Now at a close enough range, Aranath expelled an outpouring of flame. The giant rose its ward. I threw in a dragon stone. With one prana aiding the other, a focused rush of blending dragon fire and black counterpart absolutely overwhelmed our target. I could hear its shell crackle and burst. To give us more than a passing blow, Aranath spread his wings to slow his nosedive to a lingering hover. The deep roar of the combustion nearly drowned out the metallic screeching of the giant. No defense it bore could repel the dragon and corrupted realms working as one. 
 
    As discussed beforehand, our allies dedicated their attention to a single giant, one not being attacked by Aranath. With only two in sight, that made their choice simple. So as we burned one giant into a pile of enkindled tinder, the other was encircled by the hundreds of griffins not engaging the enemy that slipped through with us. 
 
    Aranath and I sensed our connection waver. We had kept up the attack long enough. The dragon lurched his body upward. He was jerked back in place. 
 
    “Shit!” said Gerard. “Behind us!” 
 
    Long root tendrils originating below ground had caught Aranath by the tail. The top half of a third giant ruptured the surface. A stronger heave by the dragon snapped the tendrils, but by then the giant had thrown two spinning spires of earth at his left wing. Neither one created impressive looking slits, but I imagined two needles going through my palm would still fucking hurt. At least one of them must have done legitimate damage to a muscle or something since the dragon let himself fall. Despite being a controlled fall, it was still a rough landing. 
 
    Enraged, and feeling our link faltering, the dragon threw caution to the wind and stampeded toward the giant. The giant, now stepping out fully, beckoned for more roots to entangle Aranath’s legs and head. It also wrought a dozen lances, with each projectile “only” being about twice as long as a man this time. Odet’s ward saved Aranath from suffering hits to the face. At the same time, however, more roots sprang up under the dragon’s head, doing their damnedest to envelop his snout. The entanglement succeeded to an extent. The dragon managed to puff out some flames, but he could not get a good aim. 
 
    “Everyone off!” I ordered, unsheathing my sword. 
 
    Gerard, anticipating the action, was on his feet first. Declaring the effort he put behind his sword, the knight shouted as he sliced through the roots under the dragon’s head. Tendrils came for him next, but his earth spell hardened the ground to the point they had trouble moving faster than a racing turtle. 
 
    A couple more cut roots and Aranath was able to free his head the rest of the way. Now the giant put all its focus on its ward to block the incoming firestorm. I was about to toss in my stone when I noticed the ward pushing away the flames. The nismerdon was charging right at the dragon! 
 
    Aranath’s jerking motions and the mild panic produced a poor throw out of me. I held on to the saddle and ignited the stone in a wasteful outreach of prana. Black flames indeed erupted from somewhere in front of the dragon, but a second later had the giant brawling with the rearing, roaring dragon. Fortunately, everyone had jumped off the saddle a moment before, so I only worried about my own balance. 
 
    It was impossible to see exactly what was happening from my position. All I sensed were the skin crawling vibrations that came from their noisy clashes. I heard a pained howl from Aranath just before he lowered his head to bite down on the giant’s shoulder, neck area. A blast of firelight that came afterward dwindled our connection further. A grating groan from the giant ascended higher in pitch until my eardrums felt like rupturing. It was something I was obligated to ignore as I lit another stone and fed the subsequent bolide. I jumped the instant before the summon ended. 
 
    An entire dragon vanished beneath me in a pulse of air that almost blew away my darkening fireball. I fell toward the giant, who sensed me and cast his ward. However, a bright green light coming from Ghevont’s staff interfered with the ward’s formation. I thus had a clear path to the giant’s torso. I directed my fall so that I landed right on top of the deep bite mark left on the giant’s mangled shell. Sticking my sword in its skin helped me stay on. Then, expending the prana in my crystal, I plunged a searing streak of orange and black fire straight into the inner giant. 
 
    The nismerdon did not take kindly to the attack, but thanks to its inability to create a steady ward, large tentacles of water and ice had wrapped around its arms, thwarting its limbs from reaching me for the precious few seconds I needed to use up every trace of prana available in the crystal. Mixing with the blaring cries of the tortured creature was the splintering of its crumbling upper shell, exposing some of the wild heat to myself. My lower arms and hands felt tender and singed by the time I spent what I could and leapt off the creature, leaving my sword behind. 
 
    After a stumble, I ran from the possible retaliation from the giant, but Clarissa was still holding tight when I looked back. Taking a cue from the nismerdon, Gerard fashioned a spike of earth. Not usually a good idea against a being who mastered the element, but with it subdued both physically and magically, the knight felt it worth the risk to propel his weapon to the half-melted giant’s back. It pierced all the way through its chest. 
 
    The nismerdon’s arms went partly limp. Its shrieking lowered to a dull groaning. Not seeing this as a chance to let up, Clarissa spread her water over the giant’s head and froze it. She squeezed the ice into dozens of icicles, trying to get as many of them to impale the giant’s neck and head as possible. She found its weak spot at the hollow my flame had carved out near its neck. Her ice dug deeper and deeper until a spike of ice burst out its upper back. The giant dropped to its knees, then toppled face down in a silent heap. 
 
    Silence did not last any time at all. A third giant remained, though it was hard to see it through the spells of hundreds of winged creatures flying around it in a living tornado. So after taking in a couple of deep breaths, we sprinted to see how much we could contribute in that fight. 
 
    Taking our pre-battle suggestions seriously, those at the lower end of the feathery whirlwind were earth specialists who used their partiality to disrupt the giant’s root attacks and attempts at forging weapons assembled from dirt. Everybody else contributed a perpetual barrage of the other elements. Through the smoke, dust, and bodies, I glimpsed that even the giant’s daunting ward flickered in and out of existence from what were otherwise commonplace attacks. 
 
    Come what may, the giant was still striking down three or four people at a time in the earthen volleys it did let loose. Those who survived the loss of their steed still endeavored to fight. We joined a group of five such soldiers. After taking a plain, single-edged sword from a soldier, we got them to flank us as we rushed into the flock. 
 
    Coming out into the inner side of the incarnate vortex, I asked Ghevont, “Still got some nismerdon prana?!” 
 
    Raising his staff, the scholar replied, “Enough!” 
 
    A green flash distressed the purple ward fifty yards ahead of us. After the shortest moment possible passed, the arched ward broke. The giant, sensing where the interruption originated, furiously rumbled the earth underneath. Gerard and a pair of soldiers tried steadying the ground, but the soil churned and a dozen roots whipped out at us. Odet and I slashed at the tendrils reaching for Ghevont and our legs. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the aid of the flock army, it would have been too much to handle. As it was, witnessing its ward falter so completely prompted many to drop their wards and dive in for an all-out assault. Fire, water, lightning, and ice assailed the nismerdon from every side, obscuring it from view. Then, adding to the obscurity, a huge dust cloud spread outward. 
 
    “It’s going underground!” said Ghevont, the brightness of his crystal waning. 
 
    “Keep track of it!” I told him. 
 
    I had to wait a few moments before the thickest of the dust either settled or was cleared away by air spells. When those above us could see me again, I waved down anyone in view. To a soldier who understood my tongue, I requested that earth specialists follow the scholar and do their utmost to agitate the earth around the giant and pin it down. That soon led to more and more warriors doing as I requested. 
 
    In a minute we had enough people opposing the giant’s movements that it actually came to a stop. Right next to Ghevont, I summoned forty or fifty dragon stones, many of them the explosive kind. 
 
    “Do you want my stones, too?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “No. I won’t be able to ignite all of these as it is. Just collect them together in water and freeze it.” To Gerard, I said, “When she’s done, push the ice ball toward the giant. Get it as close as you can.” 
 
    The green knight nodded and stopped uniting his spell with the others. After the vampire clumped my dragon stones together in an ice ball, Gerard enveloped it in dirt and sunk it under the shifting ground. Meanwhile, I rose my corruption to the surface, keeping it linked with my stones without actually igniting them. I knew I couldn’t ignite them all with the prana I had left, but as long as the stones got close to the giant, anything over ten would probably provide a positive result. 
 
    “Something is getting to the stones, Mercer!” 
 
    “Good! Just get it closer!” 
 
    “The others aren’t making it easy!” 
 
    “Really, Gerard?!” said a sarcastic Clarissa. “This is the first hard task you’ve encountered?!” 
 
    The noble knight, knowing the vampire was frustrated at her inability to do anything at this juncture, said nothing in return. Or, more likely, he was too preoccupied with his undertaking to pay any heed to her. 
 
    “It’s now or never, Mercer!” 
 
    A wave of corrupted prana burrowed into the world, setting off every dragon stone I kept a link with. Acting fast, I seized the corrupted dragon fire and compressed it into a tighter and tighter sphere. Sensing it almost fizzle out, I had no choice but to dig deep and incite the flare-up on my own terms. I winced when the release of so much corruption shuddered my blood and muscles. 
 
    The dampened burst was temporarily louder and more energetic than the rumbling ground. What that meant for the giant, I could not discern. I know what I wanted, which I declared by yelling, “I want that giant dragged back up here! Nothing else matters!” My eye caught a brief, sneaky smile at the corner of Odet’s lips. “What?” 
 
    Getting serious again, she said, “Nothing. Your eyes are a little glazed. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Don’t re-” My legs buckled when another internal quake bubbled my blood. Alert to my state, Clarissa came over to help keep me on my feet. After a long, deep inhale, I said, “I’m fine. I just used too much corruption too quickly…” I clenched my fists and pulled away from the support. 
 
    “The nismerdon is still alive,” said Ghevont. “It seems to be sinking deeper while it moves west.” 
 
    “Stay on top of it for as long as you can. You too, Clarissa. Odet, get some people to follow us. I’d like to see what’s in those bulbs.” 
 
    It took a few steps, but I recovered my balance. Using my corruption to any consequential degree would no doubt do more than make me dizzy, so I resolved to stick with my ordinary prana for the next while. 
 
    Bringing to bear a voice trained to give orders and using lungs not as stressed as mine, Odet called over four dozen scouts to us, both in the air and on foot. They followed my group to the nearest bulb, which was four times as tall as a man. A hundred roots of varying thickness germinated from its base and slithered over to the castle twenty yards away, most finding a way in by a window or crack in a wall. The other bulbs appeared to have the same arrangement, including a few smaller ones I had not seen from the sky. Without sensing any great power within it, I asked for the warriors to break the bulb open. 
 
    In case humans or an imprisoned eidolon occupied the inside of the bulb, Odet requested that no fire spells be applied yet. And in case there was a giant waiting for us, the princess cast her shield over much of the group. Several men hacked at the bulb’s hard exterior with swords and axes. They didn’t do much damage, but they were able to cut enough of it away to give water and ice spells places to shove into. 
 
    In a minute the water and ice had forced the cracks to expand to the point a bear standing on its hind legs could walk through. Fire and light spells were used to illuminate the inside. Curled up in a big, motionless ball was a nismerdon. The hundred roots from the outside seemed to sprout from the giant’s lower half. It felt dead more than its inert form suggested, if that made sense. To confirm its state, I requested that fire be applied. Both giant and bulb combusted as easily as a bonfire made of straw. With that taken care of, we moved to the next bulb, one of the smaller ones this time. 
 
    The smaller bulbs were barely taller than the tallest man on Orda, whoever that may have been. A line of them were clustered front and center of the castle. The first we opened contained Robin and Kiros on their knees, their green, moss-textured bodies in an embrace. Mirroring the giant’s example, fire did an excellent job of consuming them as kindling. 
 
    My corruption reacted to the third bulb we came across. Wards other than Odet’s went up when I verbally identified the active power I sensed. 
 
    After inspecting the contents of this egg, Odet said, “Mercer, he looks like… “Is he…” 
 
    “Yes. Lower your ward for me.” 
 
    She did so. I ducked into the bulb and slashed the roots hooked into my brother’s skin. Their looked to be twice as many roots on him as even on the giant, presumably due to corruption’s volatile nature. Only his head was clear of any punctures. Cutting the roots disrupted the flow of corruption they absorbed. This crude method of freeing him could have threatened his health, but we had no time to be subtle. He groaned when I dragged his skinny body outside, but he remained unconscious. I handed him over to a guildsman to take care of, telling him to restrain him in case he awoke with a bad case of delusion. 
 
    As we made our way to the next bulb, a loud grumble came from within the juddering castle. All of us stared up in silence for a long moment, the hairs on our bodies detecting vacillating changes in the relentless force that pulled us to the ground. Or perhaps a solid, invisible portion of the air was pushing us down. Were it not for our prana bracing our spines, the more extreme pulses would have pinned us to the ground. 
 
    Smoke rose from the castle’s roof. Licks of flame came seconds afterward. Sunlight gushed in when the massive ward shattered like glass all at once. The summoned beasts screeched and flapped wildly in an onset of panic. We backed away from the castle, the flames rapidly spreading to every piece of wood it possessed. An unnatural, twirling wind seemed to propagate it. 
 
    Now about a hundred feet away from the castle, I saw a black figure staggering out of the orange light. It did not appear to keep a consistent shape. One or multiple parts of its black body would be horrifically thin while other segments resembled the surface of a boiling pot of lumpy soup. Every blink changed which feature of its body experienced these erratic shapes. On occasion, streaks of white sparked into existence, oftentimes flittering around its body, not on it. 
 
    An inhuman, merciless scream rang in the hills. Everyone covered their ears, but for my part, that did nothing to dampen the shriek. I realized it was because some of it was coming from inside my head. The screaming stopped when a bright flash overwhelmed even that ungodly noise. Light and sound scattered the winged creatures. 
 
    When my eyes were able to readjust to the dimming flash, I saw the twitching being walking toward us. Something like cold, jagged nails started pinching my brain. An instinctive flood of prana was able to dull the agonizing impression. 
 
    “Why resist me?” asked a vaguely familiar voice inside my head, every syllable conveying a grating chill throughout my skull and nerves. 
 
    Taking the chance that he could hear me, my mind’s voice asked, “Omen?” 
 
    “I’m… so much more than an omen. You can be as well… if you hand me… your soul.” 
 
    Out loud, I said, “Odet, Mytariss, I don’t know if you can hear him, but please shut him up for me.” 
 
    Looking up at her partner, the princess replied, “We will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    Omen’s tone carried a tone of derangement, as though he were not in control of his mind’s tongue. An influx of holy prana stifled his voice for the most part, but I really needed to focus it on the link with Mytariss. 
 
    The eidolon rose her right hand, casting an earth spell as she did so. A ring of dirt twenty feet high rose around Omen, which proceeded to push on to him from all sides. The compacting dirt formed into a growing orb. More and more dirt was added to the sphere until a hundred men could have fit inside. This technique didn’t strike me as a permanent solution. Was she giving time for the scouts to retreat? 
 
    Then, rather than take an offensive measure, Mytariss turned to me, kneeling in the process. Apart from a small bump where her nose should have been, there were no features on her face. I merely saw a slightly contorted reflection of myself. Her glass-like hand reached out and touched the prana crystal hanging from my neck. 
 
    Be calm, child, she said without tangible words. We must be one. I cannot defeat this Omen alone. 
 
    She radiated such a calm demeanor, I had no choice but to surrender everything to her—my fears, joys, dreams… everything. I hazily looked down at her hand, except there was no hand there any longer. There was a forearm, but what used to be her hand was now spread across my chest as a layer of smooth, cooling crystal, which continued to spread over my body. It wasn’t long before I noticed Mytariss shrinking as she transferred more of herself onto me. I couldn’t recall a passage or verse where she performed this technique on my ancestors. 
 
    At the same time I lost myself to her, I found and shared in a new kind of devoted bond. It was as though Mytariss had become my new sister, one I loved as much as those that I knew all my life. Still, my newfound sibling was taking over my emotions as well as my movements. I wanted to cry or laugh or do anything that professed a tiny sliver of what I was experiencing, but Mytariss kept me quite unfeeling. 
 
    As my head became sheathed in the crystal, I heard an uncertain Gerard ask, “Odet?” 
 
    Mytariss permitted me a glance at the knight. I needed to look a couple of feet down at him for my legs were now propped up on crystal appendages. The same went for my arms. In the coldest voice I ever used, I told him, “Get everyone back.” 
 
    A second later and our attention turned to the ball of hardened soil splitting down the middle. The two halves then blew outward in frayed fragments. Omen’s malleable frame still bubbled and deformed itself, but he appeared to be much more stable than mere moments ago. The crystal over my eyes enhanced my vision to the point I could see a greenish mist spouting from every popped bubble. A sign of instability? How soon would he gain full control over the powers grinding inside him? 
 
    Omen’s transformed, withered frame stood twelve feet tall, so two feet taller than Mytariss and I. His forearms roughly resembled scythes, though compared to the rest of his body, his arms generally behaved the most irregular and fluid. Disturbingly, the effervescing skin wasn’t only skin. Some of what looked like bubbles were, by and large, eyeballs, most popping in and out of permanence within a few seconds. All around his oval head was a permanent row of non-blinking eyes, some set deep in his skull and others bulging outward. No mouth graced a convulsing face that seemed to want to split in two. 
 
    “Mytariss!” said Omen, his voice still rattling in our head. It seemed Mytariss wasn’t going to bother hushing him. “Thank you f-for coming to Orda. Killing Ylsuna’s prized s-servant shall do well to prove how close I am to ousting your gods.” 
 
    A two hundred foot wide wave of flame spilled out in front of Omen. It charged as fast as sound itself. However, we matched his speed, reacting by raising a wide wall of curved earth to protect ourselves and our allies. Most sections of the wall burst apart on impact. That didn’t concern us. We sprinted forward, though it felt a lot like gliding on ice. With the very weight of the sky bent toward Omen, we could use the disturbed dust and smoke to guide us to his location. The crystal in our right arm thinned as we fashioned a spear from it. 
 
    The next element to thwart us was a blast of icicle filled air. It was strong enough to chip at our crystal armor, but otherwise failed to slow us down. Our spear stabbed right through Omen’s lower chest. He felt like hard butter at best. We leapt dozens of feet up, taking Omen with us. Unconcerned with the weapon, the aspiring god wound up his scythes to slash at our body. However, before his molten limbs reached us, we flung him off our spear. His body landed a hundred yards northeast of the burning castle. Propelling ourselves with torrents of air, we dashed over the castle and landed gently on the other side. 
 
    “What are you stabbing at, Mytariss? My body no longer conforms to the laws of mortals. You cannot stagger the sea or fell a mountain with such artless techniques.” 
 
    Sparks convulsed around his right arm. We evaded the initial lightning bolt, but he kept up the booming attack. Our left hand formed a shield, which we used to block the electrical stream. It was hot and our body tingled uncomfortably, but we didn’t experience true pain. With our inhuman speed we lunged forward, deflecting most of the lightning. Meanwhile, our spear molded itself into a glaive. 
 
    Noting the obvious failure of his attack, Omen ceased nourishing his lightning. Rather, he took a cue from us and offered more of his pliable body to his arms, fashioning longer, hardier scythes at the end of pole-shaped limbs. Our glaive slashed upward. His blades blocked it, but not without cost. We sliced off one scythe, which unleashed a high-pressured cloud of that vaporous substance. Almost instantly that substance transfigured back into a solid state. 
 
    We continued hacking and slashing, but every moment that passed he became harder to hit. At least the strikes he landed were not doing much damage to us, and most were repelled by glaive or shield. Regardless, it was clear all we were doing was helping him hone his array of abilities, a concept reinforced when Omen bloomed two new arms and struck our midsection. We backed off before he could grab us or take another swipe, but that gave him an opening to cast an earth spell. 
 
    The ground below us shifted into a mass earthen tendrils. They, in turn, sprouted a multitude of long fingers. We cast a counter spell, but that’s when vines of water and ice swirled around us. They snagged our limbs and pulled us down, allowing for the tendrils and roots to encompass our lower body. Ice and earth compressed into a single element that would take a few moments to struggle out of. Despite that disadvantage, Mytariss still forbid any kind of apprehension to set in. We merely stared vacantly as Omen jumped on a hill north of us. 
 
    Looking upward, he said, “My form may not yet be able to pierce your exquisite shield, but I’ll create something that will!” 
 
    His four arms rose to the sky. At the tips of his upper limbs he began to call in a tremendous amount of air towards that tiny area. Many tons of water from the nearby river was sucked in as well. A couple of seconds later and huge slabs of the ground lifted off Orda to join the air and water at this single point, collapsing or disintegrating as they did so. Pieces of the castle and its fire rushed in as his sphere of influence expanded. However, all that was inconsequential to his true goal. 
 
    The morning light around and above us was absorbed, creating a patch of impossible night across the battlefield. A wall of untouched sunlight could be seen a mile away, yet we could discern a few stars directly above Omen. The highly concentrated daylight wobbled as a tiny sun over the demigod’s irregular hands. It would have been far too blinding to gaze at were it not for our crystal barrier. Feeling nothing, Mytariss used a noteworthy portion of prana to say something to someone in the distance, someone our mind’s eye saw as wreathed in black flame. 
 
    We escaped our prison at the same instant Omen hurled his star at us. Glaive transformed into a shield. Our first shield melded with the second. Dead fucking silence right before the eruption. A seismic shockwave in the air and ground seemed to shred reality itself. Our shield broke off into large pieces we could never get back. We shrank and thinned as more crystal had to be spent in our defense. It was suddenly far too hot. 
 
    And still Mytariss refused to feel. 
 
    The heat, light, and quakes faded to nothing. We were at a human height now, but still mostly encased in crystal, if a thin layer of it. With morning returned, we saw that we stood in a v-shaped crater that began thirty feet in front of us. His attack hadn’t even been a direct hit. For all intents and purposes, the castle no longer existed behind us. 
 
    We leapt forward. Omen let us hear him laugh before he said, “A brave little eidolon you are, but at this point you are more human than crystal.” 
 
    Back on level land, Omen sped down to meet us. His last attack left his aura feeling unstable. Is that what we hoped for? We fashioned a spear, one smaller than those beforehand. Omen broke the tip of the spear with a single slash. His three other arms dug and split the armor at our sides and back. At one or all of those points we began to bleed. I felt something digging into my pockets. Something was taken from it. Several somethings. When they were, we extended our spear in the blink of an eye, penetrating Omen’s chest. Unlike before, we forced in more and more of our crystal as fast as we could. 
 
    A second since the initial stabbing, we had dozens of crystal spikes jutting out of Omen from every direction, including one out of his head. A few entrenched themselves, and therefore our foe, to the ground. Almost nothing was left of Mytariss. The little that remained snapped off the crystal that connected us to Omen. Mytariss pushed us backward, away from the reach of the temporarily stuck demigod. 
 
    She detached herself from me, floating to the ground at a size no bigger than a doll. A jarring deluge of liberated emotion forced me on my hands and knees, inhaling to the point that it hurt. I felt teardrop after teardrop slip down my face uncontrollably. The cracking of crystal had me looking up. Omen’s shadowy bubbles were breaking off some of the spikes. Part of his stretching head looked ready to split off and form a new one. 
 
    Mytariss vanished right then, but not before leaving me a parting message that evaporated my worries. Not to mention leaving me with a scrap of prana. 
 
    “Were you hoping to strike at my organs, girl? I told you, I no longer work in such a way. My eyes, my head, my voice, all mere formalities! I could lose each one and still tower above your kind! A little more control, a little more souls, and what I imagine will come to be! Rejoice! For Orda is saved!” 
 
    Putting pressure on the puncture wound on my left ribs, I sat up on my knees to glare into Omen’s many eyes. “All your power, all those eyes, and you still don’t see it, do you? It isn’t just crystal inside of you.” 
 
    All the eyes that had been skimming in every direction abruptly stopped to gape at me. A quick shadow passing over us revived their furious squirming and twitching. I outstretched my left arm and focused on what endured of Mytariss. There was no chance of purifying the odd mixture of corruption he used for his regeneration, but I thought the mere act of trying should still delay his healing ability and disrupt any spell he wished to cast. 
 
    “W-what are you doing?! What did you put inside me?!” 
 
    Through clenched teeth, I replied, “Just a few… stones… Mercer… gives… his friends.” 
 
    Hysterical, the undeveloped god’s unsolid flesh gurgled, but with his corruption now unbalanced, the bursting bubbles now caused more harm than good. He physically struggled as well, tearing his body in places to break a large spike, freeing a leg. But then a light appeared at the center of his chest. He yowled in a pitch that ascended and descended a hundred times every second. His skin truly boiled now. Red flames burst out of his torso. The dragon fire spread faster than Omen’s foaming body could convalesce. 
 
    The tormented being screamed something into my head, but except for a handful of broken words, it was in a language or cadence I did not understand. Relaxing my contribution for less than a thought gave Omen back his control, so I forwent applying pressure to my wound and focused all mental, spiritual, and physical energy on getting Mercer’s flames the opportunity they needed to purge Omen from Orda. 
 
    And so the flames purged. The greatest power of dragons advanced to every limb and eyeball, slowly silencing a would-be god forever. 
 
    Behind his dying flames stood Mercer, the eknuil and rider that brought him here not far behind him. Each of us wanted to go and embrace the other, but unless Mytariss and Aranath returned to give us a push, that wasn’t going to happen for another few minutes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    I was too drained to stay upright. I fell to one knee and watched Odet gather the energy to brandish an exhausted grin through the embers and smoke rising between us. Guomin came over and tried to get me on my feet, but I insisted she check on Odet, who appeared to be bleeding from both of her sides. As she went over to the princess, more scouts flew over to us, one of them bearing Gerard. The ones with some healing ability examined Odet’s wounds. Thankfully, they found nothing too concerning. 
 
    I eventually made my way over to the princess, unassisted. As for the royal, she needed Gerard to lean on to. 
 
    Bowing slightly, I said, “You did well, princess. Your mother would be proud.” 
 
    “Thank you. Yours would be as well. But really, it was Mytariss who sacrificed so much of herself to achieve this victory. She never hesitated, never made me feel afraid as her body continued to break. I think it was her way of redeeming herself for failing to save my mother, though I fear it will be a long time before she recovers what she lost today.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope another would-be god takes another few centuries to show up.” 
 
    We regrouped with Ghevont and Clarissa a few minutes later. The scholar no longer felt the nismerdon’s presence, losing it when it went under the hill west of the destroyed castle. As for the bulbs that were not devastated by Omen’s sunlight-snatching attack, none contained anyone we recognized. Did that mean Thanatis and Mio were in the unsalvageable bulbs? Or had they been spared from sacrificing themselves to Omen? The area under the castle certainly had a multitude of underground passages to search, but first there was the ground battle to manage. 
 
    As hoped, the dead or fleeing giants stopped organizing their thralls, though their naturally insane disposition still made it necessary to deal with them. In contrast, the Advent soldiers wholly lost their will to fight once the aura of their masters dispelled. They still needed to fight the thralls that suddenly saw them as no different as any other living meat, but once felled, they surrendered their weapons to the prince. 
 
    For now, I had little idea what would happen to soldiers fouled by a nismerdon’s power. Ghevont desired to study them, of course, and he would need to do so if we were going to figure out the fate of so many people. For one, we needed to find out whether their power could be removed without killing them. Or would their power dissipate on its own without the giants around? Outside of that, a reorganized Jegeru may very well judge them to be traitors and have them executed, rendering what happened to their power moot, though proper reorganization promised to take weeks. 
 
    Once the skirmishes with the thralls ended, we sent allied soldiers under the castle and the hills flanking it. They brought forward anyone they found, but they appeared to be no more than average guards. While several teleportation runes were uncovered, none could be activated, implying that they led nowhere or that their destination runes had been demolished. 
 
    When night fell, we put many of the prisoners in the hills for easy guarding. One of those prisoners was my brother, still unconscious from his ordeal. While still unsteady, his corruption was his best hope of making a recovery. Depending on his health and his state of mind when he awoke, Odet stated that she would try to purify him after she recovered. 
 
    Per my inclination, my group, which included the perfectly fine Ujin and some of the less fine guildsmen, recuperated in tents a little away from everyone else. Regrettably, Fang lost his blazeeba and broke his leg in the battle. Otherwise, the three other lead guildsmen did well to fulfill their mainly defensive roles. They were able to share in the best drinkable and edible spoils discovered in the storage vaults under one of the hills. Fang got quite drunk on several kinds of drinks. My plunder mostly included getting a long nap. 
 
    I awoke shortly before the crack of dawn. Sensing that my reserve had replenished much of its prana, particularly the corruption part, I headed outside and took a walk down the hill we rested on. I ignited a stone and channeled the buildup of corruption into the flame, something I was going to have to do after every deep sleep I took, for that’s when the corruption gained the most ground. 
 
    On reaching the flatter valley, I remembered I actually wanted to waste some corruption checking up on Aranath. So I doused the black flame and summoned the dragon. The beast groaned, for he had been asleep. 
 
    “Ah, sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s of no matter,” he replied, stretching his neck and folding in his wings closer to his body. 
 
    “How bad are your wounds?” 
 
    “Flight will be ill-advised until I recover. It will take me a few days to know how quickly I am healing.” 
 
    “Your kind has healers, right?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “We should get them to help. I think someone who helped eliminate an ancient threat after a long imprisonment deserves that much.” 
 
    “Perhaps… They won’t revel in the fact you used another ancient threat to summon that aid.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out for sure, no?” 
 
    “The dragon realm will hear from Mytariss or the minotaurs about my part in this. If they wish to contact you, they will.” 
 
    “Can’t hurt to be proactive. Iterra can probably set something up. If we can agree on a more active partnership, even a temporary one, that should help us understand what we should and shouldn’t be doing to aid in the defense of our realms.” 
 
    “It sounds as if you wish to speak to the dragons about more than my confined state.” 
 
    “Well, it’s connected to it… I was just thinking how much Omen and the Advent wished to make Orda stronger. It could be that was just an excuse to find more power for themselves, but I want to know how valid their claims were. What do you know of it? Is the corrupted realm or yours destined to ravage Orda?” 
 
    “I’ve been excluded from knowing the exact state of matters in other realms. I do know the dragons that burned the nismerdon out of existence are seen as barbaric to my culture as humans who sacrificed virgins are to yours. Those ancient dragons would have burned Orda after humans were seen as unworthy to share in our flame.” 
 
    “So you learned burning everything you don’t like wasn’t the answer.” 
 
    “Sometimes it is. Sometimes it’s not. My lords must have simply decided that your kind has shown the potential to contribute to balance someday. We have to wait and see… What will you do without wings for the foreseeable future?” 
 
    “There’s still probably a giant or two out there, plus some Advent worshipers. If we don’t catch them, they could go back to sleep and try all this again another century or two from now. That should keep me busy for a little while.” 
 
    “It’s best to not always be looking for a fight.” 
 
    “Aye, it’s not… Don’t sleep too long, dragon. I gonna need to send more stones your way soon.” 
 
    He grunted. “I’ll sleep as long as I please, Veknu Milaris.” 
 
    Severing the link himself, the dragon vanished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Kiku Du picked up the beat of her tired feet when she noticed the familiar groupings of Pukam trees that marked the boundary of her home. It had been a long stroll from the western edge of Pukam to its eastern side, but with the promise of good company and a hearty lunch so near, a revitalized worshiper of strife forgot what weariness even meant. 
 
    With a few blissful skips Kiku arrived at the sheer precipice of a large sinkhole twenty-five hundred feet across and a thousand feet deep. One of several in the region, this sinkhole’s white walls were still unstable in most places, but she knew of a few spots where creating little ledges out of the rock face would not suddenly give way. So she descended the steep wall one ledge at a time, pushing it back in when she finished using it. 
 
    After hopping down in this manner nearly two hundred times, she came upon a natural, sloping overhang that allowed her to walk down the cliff much faster and less precariously. The bottom of the sinkhole mirrored Pukam Forest’s greenery of above, though it darkened faster here. For the moment, darkness was not a concern with the sun almost directly overhead. She once again skipped and sprinted under the shadow of the trees, not caring exactly where she headed, for she knew she would run into someone familiar at some point. 
 
    That “someone” nearly ran into her first. A young woman robed in dark purple yelped in delighted surprise. “Ha! I knew it was you!” she professed in the Jegeru tongue. “I saw someone climbing down, and I thought to myself, ‘She climbs down like Kiku.’ I was right!” 
 
    As her friend spoke her last words, Kiku opened her arms wide to take in her friend. Hugging her tight, Kiku said, “You know me so well, Uchi! I’m embarrassed to say that I remembered you with your mole over your other eye!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay. Just tell me everything about the dragon knight and you’ll be forgiven! Is everything master said about him true?” 
 
    “Not everything, but the big details he mostly got right.” 
 
    Hands clasped, the two women ambled toward the center of the sinkhole. Within five minutes, two more strife worshipers encountered Kiku. One was an older, equally excitable woman with rich black hair that loosely reached her waist. Her skin was pale and her facial features northern. The other was a middle-aged man of serious temperament, but his demeanor had actually softened by a perceptible amount soon after joining this sect of lively people. 
 
    They entered a small clearing where five more people sitting by crude wooden tables greeted them. One of these men, the oldest, sat on a stump in the middle of the clearing. Creamy skin, a white robe, a shining bald head, and a long white beard would make anyone believe that he belonged in a northern temple. At a certain light and angle, his light brown eyes might appear red to those who looked at that instance. In his left hand he held an unadorned staff of brownish gray, its peak twisted around the lower half of a hefty red vlimphite crystal. 
 
    Once Kiku greeted the others, she became somber and went on her knees in front of the elder, her master. Everyone went quiet. 
 
    Bowing her head, she asked, “Have I satisfied your expectations, master?” 
 
    In a grandfatherly, remarkably virile voice, her master replied, “My dear Kiku, it is only my farthest visions that see you disappointing me.” 
 
    Lifting her head, the unconvinced Kiku said, “But his whole soul is not corrupted. He was able to keep a piece of himself for himself.” 
 
    “There’s little chance he will choose to keep it that way. The power will ultimately tempt the rest of his soul. Even if that does not come to pass, I expect it will present us little trouble in the long run.” 
 
    “Forgive me for doubting you, but why encourage his corruption at all? His black fire is strong. He will only become stronger still. He helped quell the Hoic-Dro for us, but he may yet become a greater threat to our plans than they.” 
 
    The master chuckled. “Ah, yes. You left before I imparted my reasoning. Sometimes I forget what I say in my visions and what I say in reality. No matter… The dragon knight will indeed be a tall obstacle, but my visions did not point to him as being our greatest threat.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    “His children. More precisely, his royal children. There may come a day where I see an opening to eliminate the dragon knight from our list of rivals, but until then, I settled for eliminating a devastating future he spawns for us were he to lay with a queen. Now his corrupted soul, a soul he desires to keep, will preclude him from such a prospect. Indeed, there’s a good chance being corrupted so often has exterminated his potential to impregnate any woman at all.” 
 
    Kiku giggled. “Of course! Always looking beyond the now! Oh! And the dragons won’t be inclined to help a corrupted soul either!” 
 
    “They still may help him, but the dragons surely would have continued abetting his royal children if he proved himself worthy. So you see now, Kiku? While a single dragon knight may prove troublesome, a guild of them would be nearly insurmountable. Thanks to you, my dear Kiku, we can proceed with much less dragon fire in our future.” 
 
    “Any one of us would have done just as well for you, master.” 
 
    “Of course. All of you are here because I believe in you. The world threw you away, but I saw what you can bring. Kings, valkrean, and dragon knights will discover that it is the downtrodden that will determine Orda’s course. Her final fate. It’s happened in so many worlds already, and it will happen in this one.” 
 
    The small crowd cheered. One of the men lifted a giggling Kiku back on her feet. 
 
    Then, as Uchi brought over a plate of chicken she was warming up with a flame spell, the elder said, “Ah, Kiku. You spoke with my son, yes?” 
 
    With a half grin, Kiku answered, “Yes. He’s both like you and nothing like you. Very smart. Not good with people. I really wanted to tell him you were alive just to get some emotion out of him!” 
 
    A chuckle. “Then he’s changed little.” 
 
    “Don’t you see him in your visions?” 
 
    “Quite often. Too often. His range of potential is wide and plausible. It makes him difficult to read. Exactly as a Rathmore should be.” 
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