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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I stood in a shaded corner of the Silver Queen’s otherwise well-lit war room, hiding my shaking fingers under my crossed arms. From here I listened as the Voreen and Prusal admirals discussed their terms of surrender with the princess and her admiral. The room was a fair-sized one, but Gerard, Bell, and the rival commanders own two protectors made it a tight fit. Speaking face-to-face with both enemy admirals had not been deemed necessary to end the battle, but Odet wanted to draw out information concerning Niatrios’ leadership. 
 
    At least, that had been the idea. 
 
    The meeting concluded without Odet touching on anything beyond our current situation. Outwardly, her disarming words only wanted for hostilities to cease at any price, but thanks to the dragon ally witnessed in the clear sky not an hour ago, her undertone carried an uncompromising threat of destruction should war need to resume. Neither the thirty-something Voreen admiral nor his older female counterpart wished to die at sea by dragon fire. 
 
    After the capitulated duo and their protectors left, I asked, “Why didn’t you dig deeper?” 
 
    Odet sat back down. “They couldn’t have known much about the intricacies of their political states. Voreen is a nation that will always take experience over youth, especially in a navy of old, stern sailors. The so-called ‘admiral’ would not be taken seriously by those with true practice and power. Prusal, on the other hand, views women in power with contempt. Thus, each nation threw people they judged as their most expendable in this mission. Not exactly the type I expect to be in the know, but they would make the perfect pawns for those serving the Advent.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, princess.” 
 
    “Trust me, what they sent might have been meant to overwhelm us, but the insult is still there. In a sense, this is the most informative insult I’ve ever received. I’m certain the Advent would have preferred their pawns to invest greater resources and better respected people in this surprise attack. As they did not, I imagine it’s due to the Advent’s influence not being so prevalent. That’s says something, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I suppose it says they can start a war, but can’t force the military leadership to take too great a risk.” 
 
    She nodded. “Admiral, make certain the enemy fleet keeps their word and heads home first. As soon as they do, you may order our own homeward course.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Highness.” 
 
    When the admiral left, Odet relaxed, at least as much as she could in her lavish armor. “Now, where were we?” 
 
    “The nismerdons,” answered Bell. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Mercer, you said something about one needing a forest to recover its power?” 
 
    “A forest makes the most sense, but anywhere where they can siphon life without being discovered is a possibility. Ghevont has a few woodlands in mind. I’m betting those in Efios are our best chance at finding something.” 
 
    “And another dragon gave you this information?” 
 
    “An old flame of Aranath’s, if you can comprehend such a thing.” 
 
    The dragon unified a snort and a snarl in response. 
 
    Continuing, I said, “Iterra really, really didn’t like Ghevont recreating her summoning rune away from the temple, but I needed to learn how to replenish the crystals. I wanted to take a few empty crystals from your kingdom’s horde, but it turns out I’m not skilled enough to take advantage of more than the two I already carry.” I clenched my fists. “Anyway, the annoyed dragon showed us a rune Aranath can use to refill the crystals himself, so while they’re not easy to use, no part of the world is out of reach for me now.” 
 
    “Still, Efios will be a long journey. Are there nearer forests you’ll check first?” 
 
    “Yes. As obvious as it sounds, Caracasa’s Forest of Giants will probably be my first stop. I suppose I’ll have to check Gremly as well.” 
 
    “You’ll be leaving soon, then?” 
 
    “As soon as I can, but you can now spread the news that a dragon knight protects Alslana. In fact, I might go to Gremly first just so I can fly over Oclor and let their armies see Aranath for themselves. I suspect that’ll get them to take stock long enough for your father to get back to Ecrin.” 
 
    “Combined with your support, having Father back should deter any more major surprises.” 
 
    “Speaking of my support, I’d like you to speak to the Warriors Guild on my behalf. Tell them a dragon knight plans to visit their Efios guild houses to acquire information on the Advent. In exchange for relevant information regarding the cult, I’m prepared to offer my aid in any local contract of theirs.” 
 
    “How generous of you. I’ll be certain to send the message.” 
 
    “Make sure to stress the importance of keeping an eye on strange goings-on in or near major forests and other out of the way areas.” 
 
    “Will do. By the way, I’m assuming with a dragon’s wings available, you won’t be sailing with us back home.” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “You know, now that you mention it, I’m not entirely sure how I’m going to get back on Aranath from a boat. Is there a nearby island I can use?” 
 
    “Or you could use a griffin to fly on to a dragon,” suggested Gerard. 
 
    “Not a bad idea.” 
 
    “Bell, Gerard, please leave us alone for a moment.” 
 
    The duo glanced at each other, then yielded to Odet’s request. Before stepping out the door, Gerard told me, “Thank you again, dragon knight. This battle would have taken more lives were it not for your intervention.” 
 
    “It’s the least I could do for my allies, knight.” When the door shut, I asked, “Is this about your sister?” 
 
    “Yes. It should please you to know I’ve kept her proposal secret from everyone. It hasn’t been easy. Anyway, while it should only be a topic between you and Beatrice, circumstances dictate that I take more than a passing interest.” 
 
    “There’s no new information to give, if that’s what you’re getting at. We met too briefly to say anything personal. Besides, the Advent might have been flushed out of their base, but they are far from eradicated. One of her terms for her hand, if I recall.” 
 
    “The most bendable of her terms, however. With Father alive and well, and your public proclamation, I believe she’ll only double down on the offer.” 
 
    “Let her. I can’t give her an answer until the Advent and nismerdon are rid of. I trust you can make her understand that.” 
 
    “She will.” 
 
    Noticing her biting a piece of her lower lip, I asked, “Is there something else, princess?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, that is, I recall you once said you would let Aranath whisk me away anywhere I wanted.” 
 
    “I remember. Wait, you want me to fly you back to Ecrin?” 
 
    “It should be fun, no? How’s it like flying on a dragon?” 
 
    “Pretty grand, actually. Though Clarissa will give you a different answer.” 
 
    “Really? That’s a shame, but it seems to have relaxed you a bit.” 
 
    “Has it? Aye, maybe a tad or two. Difficult to be too sour with a dragon on one’s side.” 
 
    “Indeed. I imagine the Advent have to be losing some of their confidence.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, I’m afraid. The cult has already proven to prefer underground lairs, something dragons aren’t specialized to breach. And while they can fly over forests just fine, fighting among the trees basically means burning them all to cinders. Not the most efficient strategy. This doesn’t even take into account the powerful nismerdon magic that can tolerate dragon fire and possibly clip Aranath’s wings in a single attack. There’s also… What?” 
 
    She stopped shaking her head. “Perhaps I should retract my remark that you’ve learned to relax. Catch your breath, dragon knight. There will be plenty of time to worry about such obstacles later. For now, I’d like to focus on something more agreeable. Will you permit Gerard, Bell, and I to fly with you back to Ecrin?” 
 
    “Are you certain a quick flight around the fleet isn’t better?” 
 
    “Do you believe it’s too dangerous to fly back?” 
 
    “No. As long as a surprise storm doesn’t overtake us, the flight should be smooth. I just don’t want to fly you a hundred miles only to find out you enjoy flying as much as Clarissa does.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Clarissa thought so as well. If you’re serious, then we really do have to find a stable place to strap you in properly without having to do a high-wire act.” 
 
    “We’ll stop at the first isle we spot, then.” 
 
    “Fine, but if we don’t find a big enough rock by noon tomorrow, I’m leaving without you.” 
 
    “It’s up to you. In the meantime, a private cabin will be set aside for your use. I assume you haven’t been on too many beds since leaving the Draceran temple.” 
 
    “You assume correctly. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She stood up. “Now, it’s time I get out of this armor.” 
 
    “Good. It’s too gaudy on you.” 
 
    “I think so as well. It’s fine craftsmanship, of course, but my family ward has always felt like enough defense to carry. Anything extra suffocates me.” 
 
    “I’ll let you find your breath, then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I awoke in my cabin fully refreshed. Not only did flying nonstop over continents and seas imply that a comfortable bed had not been obtainable, but sleep itself had been sporadic. As a result, it felt more than agreeable to lie on something soft without the pressure to keep on moving. 
 
    I stepped out to an overcast mid-morning, though the warm, calm air let a bubble of buttery aroma collect over the immobile ship. A large portion of today’s royal breakfast consisted of warm bread slices softened with butter, powered with sugar, and dipped in honey. A plate of it was offered to me by an overawed deckhand. I took the silver plate and ate the hearty meal as I looked out onto the collection of tiny islands the ship floated a hundred yards away from. The only green on these rocks came from the algae growing on them. 
 
    Stepping up alongside me, Gerard said, “Found them at dawn. The one in the middle looks big enough for Aranath to gain his footing. I gotta say, the prospect of flying on a dragon… I had a dream about it, and I don’t tend to remember when I have one. This one I did.” 
 
    “You’ll only have more after experiencing it firsthand. My first dream last night woke me up after my body thought it fell off Aranath. When will Odet be ready?” 
 
    “Already am.” 
 
    I turned around to see the princess wearing a black leather tunic over her long-sleeved blouse of white. Light brown breeches met darker brown boots at her knees. A simple pony tail kept her tresses of gold in check. Her curved short sword hung inside a brown scabbard. The informal style made her seem too attainable for my liking, for I knew she was anything but. 
 
    “We can go as soon as you’re ready, Mercer.” 
 
    I tossed my scraps into the sea and handed Gerard the plate. “I’m ready.” Going to the bowsprit, I unsheathed my sword and gripped the hilt tight. My eyes aimed between the horizon and clouds. “Ready, Aranath?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I collected prana into my hand. Aranath responded by sending his own power to the sword. In an increasingly efficient spell, I summoned a dragon from its realm. I placed the beast as high as I could over the water, so about two hundred feet up. Aranath needed to act quickly to avoid falling into the water. He opened his immense wings and gave a couple of whirlwind flaps strong enough to push a ship. A grumbling roar forced everyone to look up at him as he flew toward the biggest isle. 
 
    A small boat was lowered and boarded by the future dragon passengers and a random sailor. The sailor used a water spell to steer us toward Aranath, who had settled on an island as long as himself. The boat deftly maneuvered around the smaller islands before we reached the edge of black rock. 
 
    On stepping on to the island, Odet said, “It’s an honor to properly meet you, Aranath the Sky Lord.” 
 
    The dragon’s head bowed. “A pleasure, Princess Astor.” 
 
    “With no battlefield to distract me this time, I can now unequivocally say that you match the presence of Mytariss herself.” 
 
    “Too high a praise for me, Your Highness.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I said. “It’s best to only think of him as a big lizard-bat that speaks.” 
 
    A grumble vibrated the back of the dragon’s neck. I gained easy access to the saddle by bounding on to the top of Aranath’s folded wing and grabbing a dangling strap to pull myself the rest of the way. Bell followed my example and watched as I secured myself to the saddle, so it was the bodyguard who showed Odet and Gerard the quick fastening process. 
 
    When everyone had attached themselves to the saddle, I looked behind me and said, “The first part will be a little rough, so hold on tight. Whenever you’re ready, Aranath.” 
 
    The dragon rose his upper body and spread his wings. I sensed the air around him swirl even before he flapped his forelimbs. The lurch after the flap would have sent anyone unprepared and unrestrained tumbling off the saddle, but with ready warriors on his back, Aranath did not have to concern himself with upended passengers. With three rolling flaps the dragon lifted us higher than any ship’s mast, bringing out giggles and squeals from the girls. He leveled out a few hundred feet in the air. 
 
    “This is fantastic, Mercer!” exclaimed Odet over the wind. “How can Clarissa hate this?!” 
 
    My answer was to snap the reins once, signaling Aranath to ascend. Yelps from the three behind me told me they had been less braced than before. 
 
    “M-Mercer!” chided Bell. “Let’s n-not do anything t-too w-wild with Odet here!” 
 
    Now over a thousand feet high, I told Aranath to straighten his flight path by pulling the reins back. I decided not to push it for the rest of the journey, though I would have if it were only me and Odet. For the time being, I allowed the unaccustomed fliers a period to adapt to the new elevation and the balance needed to get comfortable. With a thousand miles to cross, they would get three or four days to conform to the sky’s way of life. Might get addicted to the concept if they weren’t careful. 
 
    Owing to Aranath gliding twice as fast as a galloping horse, the wind whooshing past our ears made conversation a hassle. I experienced long moments when I forgot three others sat behind me at all. Yet another reason to enjoy flying. Soaring over a boundless sea was a dash disconcerting, though. Not as worrisome as being in a ship, of course, but without experienced sailors and maps to keep me notified of my location, the sense I could get lost remained a worry. Still, I trusted Aranath’s sense of direction, so I never brought it up. 
 
    We flew for the entire afternoon without seeing anything close to resembling a perch. We thus had to keep on flying longer than I liked. Exploiting the unwieldy dragon prana from the crystals felt something like squeezing an abrasive rock harder and harder without relent. I didn’t know what would happen if I dropped it in midair, but it couldn’t have been good. 
 
    Finally, with the sun not far from the horizon, a large tropical island came within view. As we had done before, Aranath flew higher, wanting to be small enough for anyone looking up to regard him as nothing more than a bizarre looking seagull. His sharp vision then swept over the landmass to make sure he avoided being seen by people that would either panic at the sight of him or mobilize. This criterion had Aranath diving for the island’s southwestern shore, where a thin beach hugged the sea. 
 
    His landing was as gentle as he could help it, but to the crabs buried in the sand, it produced a not so negligible earthquake. The instant my boots touched the ground, a blast of sand notified everybody of the dragon’s disappearance from our realm. As the others laughed and rubbed sand out of their eyes, I took deep breaths to reclaim my bearings. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mercer?” Bell asked once she mended her balance and sight. “Your hands are shaking.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and hid my fists under my cloak. “I’m fine. It’s just like training your muscles for too long. I only need to walk it off. I’ll be good to go again by dawn.” 
 
    “A lovely place to walk something off,” said Gerard. “Do you think it’s populated?” 
 
    “It is,” I said. “Aranath saw a fishing village on the eastern side. Can’t be more than three miles out.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good place to eat a few fresh fish.” 
 
    “The rest of you go ahead. I’ve been holding it in for the last couple of hours.” 
 
    “We all have,” said Odet. “Come, Bell, let’s find a bush fit for a princess. We’ll then head for the village, understood?” 
 
    We agreed. 
 
    As it happened, with my business taken care of minutes earlier, I found myself dozing off against a palm tree, too content to head for the village. In fact, I probably would have snoozed in that position for the rest of the evening if Gerard calling my name didn’t interrupt it. The patchy heavens were by now nearly quenched of sunlight. Gerard spotted me and walked on over. 
 
    “You sure you’re all right?” he asked. 
 
    “If someone’s life depended on me reaching the village, I would run all the way there. Is someone’s life in danger?” 
 
    “Not as far as I know.” 
 
    “Then the only thing wrong with me is languor. Sleep is what I need.” 
 
    “I’m certain the village will provide a good meal and a good bed as a reward for making the journey.” 
 
    “I’m certain it would, but sleeping now sounds even more rewarding at the moment.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    The green knight took a step away from me, then stopped to give me an uncertain glance. 
 
    “Is there something else, knight?” 
 
    “There is. I’m wondering if I should say it aloud.” 
 
    “Since she isn’t here, I assume it’s about the princess.” 
 
    “Aye… She told me she visited the seer before she set sail. He didn’t even have to try invoking a vision before he realized her future was being blotted out by a great power.” 
 
    “And you believe me to be this ‘great power’? You’ve concluded this before.” 
 
    “If I’m right on both accounts, then you and Odet will continue finding yourselves together. I trust Odet, and I believe you to be an honorable man, but… What did you two speak of when Bell and I left the cabin?” 
 
    I chuckled in my grunting throat as I rose from my rut. “Fear not, troubled knight, I stand a better chance of being Odet’s brother-in-law than your romantic rival.” 
 
    “What? How’s that?” 
 
    “That’s what we spoke of. Before I sailed for Uthosis, the queen offered me her hand should I bring her father back alive and see the Advent destroyed. Odet wanted the latest news on the matter, but desired to keep things only between us, hence the privacy.” 
 
    “Oh, I see…” Half his body weight exhaled out of his lungs as his mind relaxed. “And can you tell me your answer? Are you secretly my new king?” 
 
    “Advent and giants should keep me too busy to consider nuptials for a while.” 
 
    “But it makes sense. A dragon knight king would be a huge boon to Alslana.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard. Tell me, were you really so worried that Odet was planning on abandoning you for me? I think you would know more than anyone else that nothing short of me bringing back her mother would get her to do such a thing.” 
 
    “I am aware, but I’ve always had this idea that the gods are preparing to take her to a place I cannot hope to follow, and that’s before she befriended you. Now I’m certain she’s thinking about traveling with a dragon knight to fight primordial giants.” 
 
    “I’ve held that same notion the second she asked to fly with me.” I leaned on the tree and slid back down to my former position. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “What if I did tell you I had every intention of stealing her away from you? What then?” 
 
    “If you were that blunt, we’d draw swords.” 
 
    “Good. She’s worth fighting a god for, so you shouldn’t hesitate against a mortal. As it is, you have my word that you have nothing to dread in the times Odet and I are alone together. Really, I’d be surprised if she showed a serious interest in me. I don’t think half-finished men are her type.” 
 
    “You’re referring to yourself as half-finished?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I enjoying fighting. It’s all that’s defined me. My first memories are of fighting and the new ones I make are more of the same. I fight because the Advent have wronged me, and if I live long enough to see their end, it will be the end of what has pushed me ever since I gained a will of my own. What then? I’ve told Odet I’ll wait until the Advent are destroyed to give the queen my answer, but I suspect kingship will not bring me peace. I only haven’t outright refused it because it sounds stupid to do so. A man who’s nothing without his sword doesn’t sound worthy of a crown.” 
 
    “Few who have worn one have deserved it.” 
 
    “Yet most have at least wished for it. Look, I like hearing my sword sing through the air. I like training with dragon fire and riding its source. I even reveled in the feral rush my corruption gave me in a fight. Does that sound like a well-balanced person? Ask Odet yourself. Ask her if she’d be interested in someone she must know doesn’t have the balance the gods forever seek. Someone who is well aware they prefer dying fighting giants than sitting on a throne. Her answer should ease you further, knight.” 
 
    “Hmph. For someone who considers themselves unbalanced, you at least speak well for yourself.” 
 
    “One has a lot of time to reflect while in the air, and I’ve been up there quite a lot the last couple of weeks. Everything I said might be wrong tomorrow, but it isn’t now. Maybe after I wake up I’ll be in a mood to rule your kingdom and steal your woman at the same time.” 
 
    “I’ll prepare for both occurrences, then.” 
 
    “As will I. If I may pry, how did you and the princess form your bond?” 
 
    Looking away to remember the fond period, he replied, “She often trained by the barracks with her father. When he wasn’t available, she sparred with the knights. That’s where we first met. We became fast friends. It stayed friendship for about a year. Once I proved myself ready, I joined the High Guard as an official member and protected her family more intimately. I’ll spare you the details, but from there we had the time and the opportunity to learn more about each other. Looking back, I can’t say we ever courted one another. Friendship simply turned into something more.” 
 
    “A tale for the ages.” 
 
    “Good night, Mercer.” 
 
    Sleep came so quickly after hearing those words, they could have been part of my dreams. 
 
    Flying northeast a few hours after awaking brought us over waters dotted by a glut of islands large and small. I wished so many weren’t there. Seeing them reminded me I could land to rest my trembling hands at any time, which had me paying too much attention to my unsteady nerves. I wondered why no one warned me about this shuddering side effect, but perhaps no one had foreseen it, or assumed it wouldn’t manifest so strongly. I reminded myself of a drunk a week without his drink, or perhaps a week with it. 
 
    By Odet’s insistence, we touched down on the second isle at noon. It was a little place with less than twenty trees growing at its center. 
 
    After Aranath’s vanishing act, I said, “I could have kept going.” I made sure to keep my hands under my cloak. 
 
    “And you will, soon,” said Odet. “This has nothing to do with you. I merely need to relieve myself and regain my bearings. Anything wrong with that?” 
 
    I shook my head and half rolled my eyes. “No, not at all.” The princess and Bell went to find privacy. When they had gotten out of earshot, I told Gerard. “A little fencing should compose my nerves quicker than not. Up for it?” 
 
    The girls returned to find us clashing swords at half speed, our armor allowing for an errant blow here and there to ricochet harmlessly. Bell and Odet took the inspiration to swing short sword and spear at one another. 
 
    The hot day only let us get half an hour of exercise in, but the point was to loosen muscle and prana reserve, not strengthen them. I only assumed training would help settle me. I had guessed right. The more of my own prana I honed, the less rotten I felt, so I stopped sparring and instead flexed my dragon fire. 
 
    Odet and Bell ceased their exercise to watch me whirl ancient fire around myself for several minutes. Odet, foot tapping, asked, “I wonder how my ward will do against your flame?” 
 
    I turned to her, watching as the light of dragon fire illuminated her keen face twice as much as the sun. I said, “Let’s have at it, then. Cast your ward, princess.” 
 
    As a mirror-like element materialized between her and me, Aranath said, “One of the few neutral clans in the War of Dragon Fire were those who served the night goddess Ylsuna, who congregated in the pre-Alslana lands. So, as far as I can recall, a dragon’s flame has not encountered a ward of Mytariss in many ages.” 
 
    The encounter he spoke of transpired seconds later. Like most others, Odet promptly learned that dragon fire was as ferocious as avowed by every tale mentioning the creatures. Unlike most others, she had the presence of mind to reinforce the center of her cracking, splintering shield with an outpouring of prana. She let the fringes of her ward evaporate into the ether so she could concentrate on the dinner plate sized area where flame actually touched. This bought her a few extra seconds. 
 
    With about a fourth the power I could give to the flame, it shattered the ward with a cracked hiss. She stumbled backward, but I put out the fire well before it reached her. 
 
    “Again!” she said with a laugh. “I can’t think of a finer way to fortify my shield.” 
 
    “Perhaps once we’re back on the mainland we can waste prana pitting strength against strength. For now, I wish implementing weaker forms of our powers for a while.” 
 
    “Weaker forms? Did no one tell you how training works?” 
 
    “I grant it might do you little good, but in Dracera I learned a training method that refines my ability to control dragon fire.” I dropped a dragon stone on the gravelly sand. “Please, cast your weakest ward. Form a dome over the stone, then create a small opening facing me.” While she did as I bid, I sat cross-legged. “Smaller, if you can.” 
 
    “What kind of training is this?” 
 
    “I’m going to ignite the stone and try to pull the flame out the dome without breaking it. I fail at this even when I’ve wasted most of my prana, so expect to keep reforming it.” 
 
    “Not exactly productive for me.” 
 
    “It isn’t supposed to be, but I promise to go all-out when we get you home. I’d rather neither of us waste too much energy before then.” 
 
    “Very well, since you promised to aid me later, I’ll help you now.” 
 
    So for the next hour I revisited my training in Dracera. Bell chatted with Odet to keep boredom from pervading the princess. Gerard, meanwhile, waded in the water to seek fish to eat. With no good fishing poles lying around, the best the knight could do to catch skittish fish was to use his meager water spell to pull in a ragged bubble on to land, hoping the fish came with it. The imprecise fishing technique netted him six small fish, which he finished roasting minutes after I called off the training. 
 
    In the middle of eating my somewhat overcooked morsel, I said, “Let’s get this out of the way, princess. Are you hoping to join me in my hunt for giants?” 
 
    Odet lowered her fish on a stick and finished chewing the piece in her mouth. “My mind has conjured such a notion, yes, but I have not settled the matter within myself yet. Leaving my home, my family, to fight beings only heard of in old tales is no easy thing for me. I also have to convince you to stay your journey until my father returns, as I do not wish to leave without speaking with him first.” 
 
    “If your father returns before I fly off, then I suspect it will be he that joins me. I don’t think either of you wishes to leave your sisters without the other present, and your father makes a lot more sense to bring. You’re a fine warrior, princess, but your father has a soul stealing bow as a weapon, not to mention the experience and raw power. Furthermore, he doesn’t require bodyguards. If you come, then I imagine so will Bell and Gerard, and Aranath’s saddle doesn’t have the room for all of you.” 
 
    “All valid reasons, which is why I haven’t brought up my idea with you yet. I’m also hoping the situation will become clearer on my return.” 
 
    “I hope it does as well.” 
 
    We started again for her home minutes later. 
 
    The break, while well-meant, did little to curb the unraveling of my nerves after an hour in the air. At least it gave me the chance to learn of a way to mellow those nerves once returning to the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    We visited another island when dark clouds and a darker night encroached the sky. It was a small tropical islet floating alongside two larger ones. Odet believed the isle to be part of the Stingray Atoll. If so, then we were less than three hundred miles away from Alslana’s mainland. Ha! I loved that hundreds of miles no longer sounded so daunting. A sand hut made from Gerard’s earthen spell kept out the rain that came. 
 
    Clear skies returned by the time I awoke. Leaving in the predawn hour meant I expected Odet to be eating a hefty lunch befitting someone of her status instead of the overdone little fish and hard biscuits she carried in her food pouch. Becoming more common than islands were ships sailing up and down a still distant coast—at least “distant” as far as the wingless were concerned. 
 
    For those riding a sky lord, a glinting unlike the sea’s shimmer soon informed an excited Odet that we neared her homeland. The mirrored spire of the Diamond Palace sparkled in the crisp sunlight like an enamored firefly calling for its mate. Aranath shifted to a northeastern path to head straight for this tall twinkle. As he had been told beforehand to land in the field outside the outer wall, he also ascended higher into the sky to dive his way to solid Orda. His presence was going to be known no matter what, but he didn’t want to cause too much of an uproar by lingering in the air for too long. Even now griffin patrols must have marked him. 
 
    With enriched effort behind his flaps, the dragon rose two miles above the palace towers before narrowing his wings. The dive had me forgetting about nervous nerves and harrowing worries both old and new. An emphatic thud bounced our brains once or twice when the dragon’s limbs met the ground. His passengers dismounted in haste so that he could be unsummoned without incident. 
 
    Alarmed soldiers on horses galloped their way toward us, soon discovering the invading group comprised of their princess and her allies. They offered us their horses so we could ride the couple of hundred yards to the gate. I declined, wanting to walk off the side effects. In a show of unnecessary solidarity, the others refused the steeds as well. Really, I was planning to let them all be for a few hours, but perhaps it was best I cleared what palace matters I could while I had the chance. On top of that, the prospect of fine cuisine and a hot bath lured me inside. 
 
    On being told the queen resided in her throne room, Odet led us to an indoor hall on the first floor of a tower, the same sunburned tower bearing the crystal spire. The High Guardsmen opened the heavy wooden doors to permit us entrance to a cozy hall filled with thirty knights and a few dozen nobles. Everyone became hushed when they noticed their princess had returned earlier than expected. 
 
    Taking over the mounting silence was the squealing giggles of a girl yelling “Odet! Odet! Odet!” Scampering feet leapt off one of the mahogany thrones and made a beeline for Odet’s slower pair. Almost as fast as I could go, Elisa ran up to Odet’s arms, burying her face into her shoulder. Since I stood behind her sister, Elisa caught sight of me next. Whispering, she asked, “Odet? Is that Mercer?” 
 
    “Of course. Didn’t you see him before he went to pick me up?” 
 
    “We didn’t get the pleasure,” I answered. 
 
    After a quick second to confirm her sibling’s assertion, Elisa said, “You look different, but in a good, scary way.” 
 
    “What every warrior wants to hear, little lady.” 
 
    We continued our walk to the eldest sister, my potential bride-to-be. Gods, that sounded so funny and terrifying at the same time. Beatrice, dressed in a light blue gown outlined with white leaves and vines, asked the young nobleman she had been speaking with to make way for her sister. Odet set her shorter sister on the ground so that she could embrace her taller one. For the first time since I knew her, Beatrice sported a smile untarnished by embarrassment or stipulation. The premise of marrying her suddenly seemed easier. 
 
    Splitting from Odet, the queen said, “I’m glad your miscalculation didn’t cost you too dearly.” 
 
    “Oh, so you know about Prusal’s surprise attack?” 
 
    “Your fleet’s Delivered was able to link with my own yesterday. I thank the god of madness for blessing your high-risk plans.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t say such a thing aloud.” 
 
    “You force me to, dear sister. We’ll talk more of your lucky lunacy in private, and when you smell less like seaweed. As for you, Master Eberwolf, that’s yet another relation of mine you’ve helped safeguard.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t thank me quite yet, Your Grace. Your sister’s frantic mind continues churning wild hopes that only one person in this room can quell.” 
 
    “Is that so?” She gazed at Odet, who, in turn, glared at me with a betrayed frown on her lips. “I’ll begin the quelling once everyone has had a chance to revive themselves. Master Eberwolf, I request an audience with you after we eat in an hour. You may use the same guest room from before. Please wait for me there once you have feasted.” 
 
    I was glad the pirates weren’t around to give me the smirks I knew they’d bear after hearing the queen’s demand. With a bow, I said, “As you wish.” 
 
    Separating from the others, my first stop after so much time over water was soaking within a salt free variant of the element. The steaming bath did better than anything else yet to lessen the taut tension in my limbs. The bath servants wanted to take my clothes for washing, but since I did not find them objectionable, I told them to leave them alone. I was also being protective of the dragon scale armor. Once I soaked for as long as I could get away with it, I put on my valuable armor and made the brief journey to lunch. 
 
    I entered the main dining hall to see the large central table filled with nobles and military personnel garbed in their ornate attire. Forty or so High Guardsmen bordered the room. 
 
    Standing up from her head seat, the queen said, “Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to introduce Mercer Eberwolf, summoner of Aranath the Sky Lord and friend to Alslana. We’d yet be ignorant of our true enemy and their intent were it not for his unwavering actions. Please, cordially welcome the first Veknu Milaris in five centuries.” 
 
    “Yay!” shouted a clapping Elisa, who started the chorus of other clappers. 
 
    I would have either stood there dumbly or turned around to leave if left to my own willpower, but a hand on my shoulder forced my upper half to bow. It then guided both halves toward the queen’s side of the table. 
 
    To the hand’s owner, I asked, “This is because of the ‘frantic mind’ comment, isn’t it?” 
 
    “A little,” answered Odet, who had changed into a cotton gown of rich burgundy. “Anyway, now that you’ve authorized us to declare you publicly, something like this had to happen. Just be happy we didn’t invite all of Ecrin. When you get to your seat, raise your glass and make a quick speech giving your thanks or something. Nothing grand needed.” 
 
    We stopped on Beatrice’s left, where an empty seat lay. Odet walked around to take her place on the queen’s right, next to Elisa, Gerard, and Bell. The clapping died down as I reached for my red wine glass. 
 
    After a moment to let Elisa’s ovation end, I turned to face the esteemed assembly and said, “Um, thank you… While I am… I am not from here, yet no place in the world has felt closer to home for me. I should be scouring the world right now for an enemy that threatens all of Orda, but when I learned war had come to Alslana, I reacted in the same way your native soldiers did—I dropped everything to come and defend her. Be assured that my sword and dragon’s flame will rain down on any who dare attack the people we care about.” 
 
    As I rose my glass to signal the end of my little speech, one of the men who donned glass armor much like Gerard’s said, “Hear! Hear!” 
 
    For the first time in my life, I gladly gulped down an entire glass of wine. 
 
    When I sat on the hard chair, Beatrice said, “An affable speech, Master Eberwolf. I really do hope you feel as though Alslana can be your home, no matter what the future holds. To that end, I am reminded that a permanent residence has been waiting for your approval for a while now. It’s an old lighthouse a mile north from here. Father asked it to be repaired before leaving for Uthosis. It’s not majestic, but it’s fairly isolated on its rock-strewn shoreline and obscured by palm trees. It’s the closest we can have you to the palace without having your dragon cause a disturbance every time he’s summoned. I told your companions about it after you left them here, so they are likely there now.” 
 
    “I’ll go inspect it once our business is finished, then.” 
 
    From there the talk from the other guests was directed at me for the rest of my time there. I said little on my past, of course, but I had plenty of fresher accounts to regale them with. It was the most delicious meal of fish and soup I never enjoyed. Using my recent arrival as a good excuse, I left for the guest tower as soon as I found the opening. 
 
    I laid half asleep on the feather bed for over an hour before hearing the expected knock. 
 
    Getting up with a sigh, I said, “Come in.” The High Guard captain opened the door and closed it once the queen crossed the threshold. “Odet is not going to come rushing up again, is she?” 
 
    Sprouting a small smile, she shook her head. “Not this time, I suspect. Indeed, my current intent should be more in line with her wishes. I realize you will not answer my proposal now, and there’s no need to, but perhaps I did drop too much on you too quickly, and for that I apologize. The pressure of my father leaving compelled me to act too impulsively.” 
 
    “There’s no need for an apology, Your Grace. It was a surprise, but the offer made the lull times more bearable. I only hope this next offer lives up to the last.” 
 
    “No, dragon knight, I’m not here to shock. My desire is to learn a little more of the man I proposed to. I may believe you honorable, which I hope is reciprocated, but this alone makes too fragile a foundation for a blissful marriage to stand on. At the very least, I hope to become proper friends. I do not want to someday request your aid and have mere formality oblige you to act. Ugh! Listen to me! Even now I cannot help sounding so formal!” 
 
    “It’s all right, Your Grace. It takes time to fill a shallow lake, as my dragon would say. Let’s take it at its natural pace.” 
 
    “And we shall, but a few formalities should still be dropped to promote a more personal relationship. For one, when we are among friends and family, you will refer to me as Beatrice and I will refer to you as Mercer. Agreed? Or do you prefer Cyrus?” 
 
    “Mercer is fine, Your Gr-, uh, Beatrice.” 
 
    The queen nodded and sauntered over to one of two velvet covered chairs facing a small table. Taking her cue, I sat in the opposite one. 
 
    “Tell me, Mercer, what is your impression of me?” 
 
    “Impression?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve recognized for a while now that I can be too serious minded for most, even before Mother died.” 
 
    “Something we have in common, then.” 
 
    “So, do you think two serious minded people can build a future together?” 
 
    “A future? Sure, why not? But if you’re talking about a future with a kingdom and heirs at stake, well, I can’t say.” 
 
    “Are you one who believes there is only one true love for every person in the world? One person that can provide the balance necessary for a person to reach their true potential?” 
 
    “I’ve never brooded over such things. What do you believe?” 
 
    “I proposed to a stranger, so you should presume that I do not believe it to be impossible for love to flower anywhere. I love two sisters and two parents more than I love myself, so does that mean there’s no more love to give? Is there somehow a finite amount of love that is possible? I find it difficult to comprehend such a limit exists.” 
 
    “A theory I can’t dispute now, but I will argue, at the very least, love is not possible with everyone. You seem to assume we’ll naturally fall for each other. May I ask why?” 
 
    “Because I can imagine greater obstacles. In fact, I can recall proof that a powerful love can grow between two people under similar circumstances to our own.” 
 
    “And that proof is?” 
 
    She stared out the open window when she said, “I’m going to tell you something even my sisters are not privy to.” She looked back at me. “My father was not my mother’s first love. She told me that herself after noticing one of my closest friendships being strangled by divergent expectations. He wanted more from me, but I could not return the desire, not when I did not see him as worthy.” 
 
    “Worthy? Of you? Or as a king?” 
 
    “To this day I do not recognize which of those possibilities coerced me more. My point is, Mother wanted me to understand that I was not alone in suffering through the plight those of royal birth must go through. We are obliged to choose a spouse who will not only strengthen the future of our family, but our present selves. Often neither is accomplished.” 
 
    “Did she tell you who this first love is?” 
 
    “Yes. One Leon Cardalini, eldest son of a prominent Brey Stor mercantile family. Quite ironically, she first met him in a ball his father tried wooing my mother in. Gods, he could have been her grandfather. At any rate, Leon caught my mother’s fancy as soon as he was introduced to her. He acted shy around her at first, but she liked him enough to tease him out of his bashfulness. She ended up falling for him.” 
 
    “What happened after that?” 
 
    “War happened. Etoc was testing my ailing grandmother’s competence by threatening to start a full-fledged invasion. Our largest northern army only averted a surprise attack due to a critical piece of information stolen by a special unit.” 
 
    “Ah, the same one your father belonged to.” 
 
    “Yes. My parents met in a secret ceremony commending the soldiers for their bravery behind enemy lines. Still, despite befriending Father afterward, she still loved Leon…” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “But there came a point when she realized Alslana needed a warrior king more than a merchant’s son. Mother knew Alslana would benefit in the long run from such a choice.” 
 
    “And what does this have to do with our potential relationship?” 
 
    “Because Mother believed, or was perhaps convinced, that father’s decisiveness would also benefit herself in the long run. Leon might have been her love, but he remained unassertive and meek when it came to politics and war, something my mother needed to bolster within herself. She made a difficult choice, but it became easier as time went on, as she learned to love my father more than Leon. It’s not as though she stopped caring for him, but she understood what needed to be done, and love budded as her reward.” 
 
    “And you expect the same will happen between us?” 
 
    She chuckled once. “I understand such an outcome is not realistic for everyone, but I did not propose to just anyone, did I? If two people can at least respect one another’s viewpoint, enjoy each other’s company, then I believe the ingredients for a greater bond can propagate, whether that be as trusted friends or spouses. Do you not agree?” 
 
    “When you put it that way, no, I can’t disagree with you. However, if you’re assuming any hesitation on my part comes from the notion that I’ll lose my chance with my only true love, then let me assure you that no such idea has crossed my mind. I don’t imagine it will take a great leap to love you, Beatrice. You’re intelligent, composed, self-aware, cultured, and I didn’t even mention your beauty yet, which I could do ten times over and still not get close to doing it justice.” 
 
    She lowered a mildly reddened face. Brushing back one of her few loose locks of hair, she said, “Flattering words, thank you.” 
 
    “Any hesitation on my part comes from… Huh, I was about to lie to you. Well, you told me something you haven’t told your sisters, then permit me to tell you something I’ll never tell my closest friends. The real reason I haven’t jumped into your arms and declared myself king is because I’m afraid I won’t live long enough for all that to matter.” 
 
    Her mien repressed the softness I brought out when I complimented her. “What do you mean? Do you speak of your corruption? Has it not been suppressed?” 
 
    “It’s not that. Uh, at least it’s not only that. Aye, the Advent know I’m corrupted, and they know a little more corruption will break the seal keeping it all back, but more than that, a single thrust of a sword or spear could end me. A single spell or arrow I couldn’t dodge might do the deed. Or maybe a random rock falls on my head, knocks me unconscious, and then a troll steps on me. 
 
    “You’ve suffered enough without having to worry about someone you care for dying in a battlefield I still feel drawn to. Even if I returned to announce that every Advent had been slain, I know I would only seek another battleground to keep me occupied. One of those battlegrounds will be my last. Maybe I do live to be a hundred, but it doesn’t really matter what happens—it’s what I feel now.” 
 
    After a moment of silent contemplation, the queen said, “Serious minded indeed, but you only strengthen my original point.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Do you think my father enjoyed being transplanted to a life away from his comrades? Where rather than facing Alslana threats with his warrior’s wit and honed sword he had to contend with nobles and finances using dull legislation and duller etiquette? Do you think he enjoyed being, as he likes to put it, housebroken? He didn’t, but as his love for Mother grew, it became easier. Have you not considered that I will do my utmost to make the transition easier for my husband?” 
 
    “I have no doubt you will try.” 
 
    I studied her for a moment, which turned into an improvised experiment. At first she let me carry on with my silent inspection, but as any regular person would, she became uncomfortable half of a half minute later. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I was wondering how long you’d be comfortable with silence.” 
 
    “Long enough for you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “What ever happened with Leon?” 
 
    “Mother said he sold everything he inherited from his father and became a wanderer. He evidently married someone from Somesh before continuing his nomadic journey. Mother’s last appraisal had him in Vlaukris three or four years ago.” 
 
    Tired of sitting, I stood up and walked toward the window. Beatrice followed me a moment later. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Mercer?” 
 
    “I’m thinking there’s yet time to sort out this shit. Er, sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry? About the cursing? I’m old enough to have heard it all from my father alone.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean you enjoy it.” 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t, but only when it’s used too profusely. It loses its power and heightens in annoyance when done so.” 
 
    “So that’s something else I learned about you. You asked me what my impression was of you. Tell me, what’s your impression of me?” 
 
    The queen leaned against the window’s vertical edge and inspected me with the same aloof look I had studied her with. “Something I’ve come to appreciate from my father and those protecting my family is a warrior’s candor. Nobles, bankers, and merchants prefer talking in ever-growing circles. You share this warrior’s forthrightness, but with less crudeness. It’s a good balance. I only hope you are not acting differently for my sake.” 
 
    “I don’t think I am.” 
 
    “Good. Physically, however, you can stand to cut your hair a few inches. Perhaps curling it as well. I also have in mind ensembles that will surely bring out the best of your lean, toned physique without losing any elegance. Cloaks and armor on a man may stir the heart of many lasses, but I am not among them. After all, a proper gentleman should be outfitted properly.” 
 
    “I agree, only I hope you don’t expect me to be described as ‘a proper gentleman’ anytime soon.” 
 
    “No, but as you said, we have time for both of us to adjust to the other. As long as Father is alive and in Alslana, he will act as the de facto king for me. To be sure, Odet is doing a fine job in his absence. She makes me dreadfully nervous placing herself in harm’s way and promoting high-risk operations, but I cannot deny Father would do much the same. I envy her freedom. She could fly off with you tomorrow and no one would bat an eye, but if I wished to do the same, everyone would no doubt panic. Indeed, going beyond the palace gates is an ordeal.” 
 
    “It won’t be for any companion or wife of mine. Say the word and I’ll have Aranath take you anywhere you wish.” 
 
    As though I said something Elisa would say, she shook her head. “That is both a sweet offer and a waste of those valuable crystals you carry. Regardless, when I said ‘everyone panics,’ I included myself.” Looking down the window to a small lemon tree growing below us, she said, “I’m afraid I fear the outside world more than I should.” 
 
    I stepped closer to her. “See, that won’t do. Yes, the world contains the stench of swamps, the squalor of unkempt cities, and all manner of dangerous beasts and criminals, none of that can be denied. All the same, looking back, I can still admire the snowcapped peaks of mountain ranges and the emerald forests hugging them. I can still relish the weightlessness that comes when Aranath dives toward the ocean. Even the Hadarii has its charms.” 
 
    It wasn’t until now did I see how inheriting her father’s height allowed her spring green eyes to stand only an eyelash below my own. Her slender body’s rhythmic sway did not carry the confidence of a warrior, but even the queen’s unguarded gaze conveyed a deep-rooted clout she must have been unaware of. Had I been anything other than a dragon knight, my next words would have staggered my tongue. 
 
    “Despite all the blasted shit I’ve been through, I’ve come to appreciate such beauty when it stands right before me. So I have no doubt Alslana’s queen deserves to appreciate these same scenes and sensations. No one I care for will stay imprisoned behind locked doors, not when I can burn them to nothing. If you wish to be that someone, then you’ll someday trust me to carry you atop a dragon, seeing the world like a proper queen should. Besides, I dare you to imagine a safer place for a queen to be than riding with a dragon knight.” 
 
    “I cannot.” She glanced downward. This is when I noticed that my right hand had taken her left at some point. “I-I suppose if having a dragon knight by my side doesn’t comfort me, nothing will.” 
 
    Despite saying them quietly, her words sounded so loud. I realized it was because the lips that said them loomed a mere inch away from my own. Unbeknownst to me until that instant, my head had been moving toward those expanding ruddy lips. Their tender impact with mine bred a sensation akin to a sucker punch to my conscious and which stupefied my body. Her flavored tinge of surgery-like wine shifted into my own mouth during the charged seconds the kiss lasted. 
 
    On untying ourselves, we each gave the other a furrowed brow and cocked head. Both of us were trying to figure out who had cast the spell. Without an open admission, we concluded that identifying the caster was unimportant, but a rasping on the door parted us a full stride each. The queen turned back toward the window as my marginally creaky voice told the knocker to come in. 
 
    “Mercer!” said Elisa, who walked ahead of the middle royal child. “Odet says you won’t train me, but you will, right?” 
 
    “I fear she’s right.” 
 
    “Aww, why not? I’ll be good, I promise!” 
 
    “I have no doubt you would be, princess, but I can only teach those who have already mastered the basics. So master them and I promise to add my contribution.” 
 
    “Really? You’re not just saying that?” 
 
    “Ask anyone I’ve met whether I’ve ever said anything just for the sake of it.” 
 
    “Okay, but remember you promised. Can I at least see your dragon friend?” 
 
    “Before I leave.” 
 
    Turning back around, Beatrice asked, “And when will that be?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, or maybe the day after.” 
 
    “Not before you fulfill your promise to me,” said Odet. 
 
    “Ah, I was hoping you’d forget about that. Fine, we can train tomorrow and I’ll leave the day after.” 
 
    “I want more than a single day of training.” 
 
    “Even a princess can’t get everything she wants.” 
 
    “Careful now, an accident might befall you tomorrow that keeps you here for a week or two.” 
 
    “I’d like to see this accident try.” 
 
    Picking up Elisa, the queen said, “And I’d prefer not hear any talk of ‘accidents,’ theoretical or not. Mercer, where will you go first?” 
 
    “Gremly, and I plan on only taking Ghevont.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Odet. 
 
    “Only he and I have any chance of infiltrating Gremly’s center, so there’s no point taking anyone else.” 
 
    “But if there is a giant hiding within it, what then?” 
 
    “That depends on too many factors for me to say. If possible, I will call upon allies and enemies alike to overwhelm the forest. If only a few can answer such a call, then I’ll do with what I have.” 
 
    “Please, Mercer, no matter what, don’t fight the Advent alone.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Since I’ll be staying here tomorrow to train with you, do you mind telling Clarissa and Ghevont I’m here? I don’t want to go the lighthouse if I’m coming back here later, anyway.” 
 
    “It’ll be done.” 
 
    Walking past us, Beatrice said, “That will be all, Mercer. We’ll talk more when time permits.” 
 
    When her sisters left, Odet asked, “What did she want to speak to you about?” 
 
    “She only wished to know whether her potential husband did not mind taking things slow. Knowing your father is alive and on his way has slackened her impulse to rush things.” 
 
    “Good. There’s no reason to go diving in headfirst right now. I need to attend a war meeting. Care to join me?” 
 
    “No thanks. Just give me the important bits later.” 
 
    “Ah, one of the perks of being a dragon knight—just getting to the important bits.” 
 
    “One of the downsides as well.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Clarissa and Ghevont were in my third story guest room by early evening. The scholar wore a fresh, cider colored robe over his dark green tunic. New red suede boots covered his feet and ankles. Clarissa’s main choice for a new look came with a large gray cloak and hood that better hid her face when around suspicious humans. Gloves of gray also disguised her cold hands from anyone who touched them. Lastly, new brown leather boots that fit snugger than those before rose a few inches above her ankles. 
 
    Wanting to get it out of the way, I broke the news to the vampire that I planned on only bringing Ghevont with me to Gremly. 
 
    She sat at the foot of my bed with a huff. “And why not?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    “But Ghevont’s spell can counteract Gremly’s magic.” 
 
    “His spell won’t be strong enough deeper in.” 
 
    “Can’t we just tie a rope around each other like the first time?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Ghevont will still have to waste energy keeping your head straight, and a rope restricts movement in a fight.” I sighed. “Clarissa, there will still be fifty forests and jungles to explore together. Besides, staying here means staying a couple of weeks longer with Ethan, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Her shoulders perked up. “I guess it does.” 
 
    “And the magic in Gremly is not the same as what the Advent use, so I doubt we find them there.” 
 
    “But you’ll probably find something interesting.” 
 
    “Or we may not. Aranath doesn’t like to admit it, but Gremly’s magic is powerful, more powerful than a single dragon. Even Ghevont’s father couldn’t get too deep. It’s likely the best we can do is fly over it, not do any real exploring. So then, are we still friends?” 
 
    Eyes rolling, she said, “Ugh, yes, we’re still friends. You better not use that against me very often.” 
 
    “I’ll limit myself to whenever I feel like it.” 
 
    The three of us talked for a few more minutes before the vampire left for her room. 
 
    With her gone, I asked Ghevont, “Why does everyone I meet need to be convinced to do the sensible thing?” 
 
    Ghevont, after taking a moment to think it over on his chair by the desk, said, “I’m not certain I follow you. From what I can tell, what is sensible to one person is not always sensible to another.” 
 
    “So you think it’s sensible for Clarissa to join us in a forest of confusion?” 
 
    “In her eyes, you’re the one taking a risk by bringing less allies into a potentially dangerous situation. Does that sound sensible?” 
 
    “I regret asking the question.” 
 
    “Have you accepted the queen’s proposal yet? Saying ‘yes’ sounds sensible, no?” 
 
    “Ah, so Clarissa told you, then?” 
 
    “Yes, soon after you left to catch Odet’s fleet.” 
 
    “Well, scholar, I’ll admit accepting the offer sounds like an opportunity few can pass up, but no, I’ve decided to wait and see how things work out with the Advent.” 
 
    “Ah, also sensible.” 
 
    “Go to your room, Ghevont.” 
 
    “Very well. In any case, Marcela should have brought the literature I requested by now.” 
 
    “You brought Marcela to the palace?” 
 
    “Yes. She wanted a break from her training and, um, invited herself. Do you want me to send her back?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. How’s her training going?” 
 
    “Well, I believe. She appears fitter, at least. We haven’t discussed her training.” 
 
    “Have you asked about it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    “I should?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s one of those normal human things you can do. She’s training so that she could someday assist you, after all.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “Ghevont, think it over in your room.” 
 
    Once he left, the most sensible thing to do was quiet the chatter inside my mind with a long sleep. 
 
    My dreamless slumber persisted well into the next morning. I knew it had been a restful one thanks to the dried drool on my pillow. I dressed and went downstairs to eat whatever breakfast remained. Any leftover drowsiness absconded at the sight of a still full dining hall occupied by nobles and soldiers apparently waiting to get a glimpse of me. If I didn’t recognize Clarissa and Bell sitting nearby, I would have skipped eating altogether. After telling a scullion girl I wanted to eat whatever they had on hand, I sat by Clarissa, using her body as a buffer against the strangers at the table. 
 
    “Odet is ready to train whenever you are,” said Bell, who opposite me. 
 
    “As soon as I get some food in me.” 
 
    “Bell was just telling me how she became Odet’s bodyguard.” 
 
    “I told you, I’m not officially her bodyguard. Gerard carries that distinction.” 
 
    “But you never leave her side.” 
 
    “Aye, but it’s only the High Guard who are ‘allowed’ to protect Alslana’s royalty. I’m more of a friend who just so happens to be capable with a spear.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you in the High Guard?” I asked. 
 
    “Tradition says only children of noble blood can join, though plenty of exceptions have been made in the last century. I’m certain I can request Odet for such an exception, but I’ve never sought the title.” 
 
    “If you’re not of noble blood, how did you come to befriend a princess?” inquired the vampire. 
 
    “My mother was one of the apprentices to the royal blacksmith, so my brother and I often played near the forge between the palace walls. One morning we ended up running into a muddied blonde girl calling herself Garnet. She joined in our fun for an entire day. We only learned her real name when the king himself came to pick her up. Odet later asked me to help her train. I wasn’t much of a fighter back then, but I wanted to be with her, so I learned. I learned a lot. Our sparring soon turned to friendship.” 
 
    “Your parents must be proud that you get to protect royalty.” 
 
    “I assume they would be. My mother died of a weak heart years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Well, not really, but it’s something everyone says, right?” 
 
    A plate of scrambled eggs mixed with chopped onions, tomatoes, diced sausages, and three slices of crisped pork was set down in front of me. “And your father?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know my father. Or perhaps I do and don’t realize it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “I mean what it sounds like. My mother never told me who my father is, but I always had a sense it was someone within the palace walls. Could be a guardsman, a cook, or the new royal blacksmith. I doubt the father knows he has a daughter, however.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “If my father discovered my close association with royalty, I imagine he would have attempted to contact me.” 
 
    “Then it’s just you and your brother?” 
 
    “As far as living family is concerned, yes, it’s just him. He works in the shipyards north of here.” 
 
    “Does he, um, have the same father as you?” 
 
    “Presumably. As I said, my mother never cared to go into much detail. I have wondered if Luleck only shares half my blood, but I suppose it doesn’t make a difference.” 
 
    “What’s he-” 
 
    Her words were hindered by a passing trio of nobles coming up to my side of the table. An adolescent girl in an orange and yellow gown stood between two men in their mid-twenties. 
 
    The freckled faced girl bowed and said, “Forgive my intrusion, dragon knight. I understand this is audacious and rude of me, but I will not be in the palace long and I do not want to miss my chance at-” 
 
    “Ellen!” said a half-running woman with hushed exasperation. The older version of the girl also wore an orange and yellow dress, though with a more layered flair to it. “Boys! Take your sister away, now!” 
 
    “Mom! I’m only-” 
 
    “I know what you’re doing. You’re interrupting a lord’s meal and a conversation with his companions. Go.” As the girl sulked away with her brothers, their plum mother said, “I apologize for my impetuous children, Lord Dragon Knight. Please, do not judge us Bulters too harshly.” 
 
    I might have pretended to be disrespected by the disruption to dissuade future cases, but with Clarissa and Bell there, I merely said, “Nonsense, Lady Bulter. As far as I can tell, saying ‘impetuous children’ is a redundancy. It’s no reason to judge an entire family, harshly or otherwise.” 
 
    “Thank you, you are too kind. I’ll leave you be now.” 
 
    As soon as she turned around I stuffed whatever food I could fit into my mouth. After swallowing a couple of mouthfuls, I said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Bell led us to the western barracks between the palace’s two walls. Odet, outfitted in much the same clothing as those she wore while riding Aranath, stood next to Gerard. She spoke with an older knight overlooking a group of sparring warriors dressed in varying amounts of gear. Gerard noticed us first and tapped Odet to get her attention. This started a chain reaction of sparring knights stopping to look at the arriving dragon knight. 
 
    “Good morning, Mercer,” said Odet. “This is Julian Hoff, head training instructor of the High Guard Knights.” 
 
    The steel encased knight bowed, letting his long white hair cascade over his wrinkled brow like a snowy avalanche. “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, Lord Dragon Knight.” 
 
    “The honor is mine, I’m sure. Did you train Master Safrix? His swordsmanship is superior to my own.” 
 
    “As any good swordsman should, he learned from many people.” 
 
    “But your advice remains most prominent among them all,” said Gerard. 
 
    “Then don’t fear correcting me, Master Hoff,” I said. “For now, the princess and I will work with our spells.” I turned to said princess. “How do you wish to proceed?” 
 
    “There’s no reason to dally, is there? Your best technique against my best technique, that’s it. No weapons or other spells. First one to land a punch or kick loses.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    I removed my cloak and handed it to Clarissa. The princess and I circled each other as the others backed off from our expanding ring. Everyone else in the area paused in their sparring or work and spoke in mumbles on noticing their holy princess sizing up a dragon knight. We were given a wide berth as a long line of bystanders formed behind the head instructor. 
 
    “There are only two methods for besting a Veknu Milaris in one-on-one combat,” said Aranath. “Catch them in their sleep or outlast them. She will attempt the latter.” 
 
    On gaining a gap of ten feet, I said, “I don’t want to burn any of your hair off, so I won’t aim for your face.” 
 
    “Well, be sure you like black eyes, because I will aim for yours.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    I reached in my pocket and tossed a dragon stone at her. A crystalline shield formed in the air between us. It rushed for my stone, but a flame burst forth right on contact. Smithereens of magical crystal caught fire and vaporized. A broader ward-wave closer to the ground charged for my legs, but I sent my first flame downward to destroy it. The third shield glinted in the sunlight as it propelled toward my head. There was no time to counter it with the same flame. I instead threw the second stone I had in my right fist and triggered the flame inches from that same hand. 
 
    The defense turned offense got a hole torn through it, as did the next incoming surge. She must have predicted that using dragon flame so regularly would tire me out sooner than her shield fatigued her, but at this early a stage, all she did was get me into the rhythm of things. As a result, my latest flame found a balance between consuming a good lump of my prana while not burning out too quickly. She couldn’t form another shield fast enough. 
 
    She jumped out of the way from my inbound flame, but that was a brief farewell, so she jumped and rolled the instant she landed on her feet. Her next defensive spell broke apart the weakening fire, but I had already moved on to the next phase. I put a hand to the ground and summoned a host of dragon stones around me. 
 
    “Hey! No outside help!” 
 
    “All of my flames are outside help!” 
 
    “Fine, you want to bend the rules?” She outstretched her arms and the ground where many of my stones rested on rumbled. Several disappeared under the dirt as the ground sucked them up. “Crystal is related to earth, so earth spells are only an extension of my shield, really.” 
 
    “That so? Then an explosion is an extension of my flame.” 
 
    I triggered my explosive dragon stones. A haze of dirt blew upward, wholly shrouding our detailed forms for half a moment. The other half of that moment had the dust cloud being cleared away by her main technique. I knitted dragon embers to create a flame shield a few feet in front of me before the unburned part of her thin tsunami hurried past me. 
 
    Another round of one power negating the other sapped our reserves, but not enough to diminish casting times or slow our footwork just yet. Still, the force of our spells lessened to the point of being noticeable. Her charging shields lost distance and my flames became less steady, meaning we had to close the distance little by little to keep an aggressive stance. 
 
    My primary goal was to get her to the spot I summoned the stones, for this was where I crudely hid a stone under the topsoil, but she clearly had her own goal in mind. She sometimes turned her head and body to a vulnerable angle for a split second before returning to a regular stance. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out the princess’ scheme. Her turns didn’t last long enough to be feints, but she must have been gaining something from it, right? 
 
    A foot closer and she would be exactly where I wanted her to be. Rather than taking that step forward, she lifted her eyes and tilted her chin in one of those odd little motions. I regathered what was left of my last salvo as she took the time to cast a stronger shield. When I released my draconic discharge, Odet chose to roll out of the way, not use the concentrated shield in front of her. 
 
    On getting to a knee, the princess spread her arms to expand her shield into a thin mirror sheet. At the same time, she angled it upward, which reflected a razor-sharp beam of sunlight into the back of my eyes. That explained what she had been looking for. She needed to find the perfect angle and site to cast her reflective ward. If she had done it too slowly, then I would have seen it coming and have learned of the ploy’s existence. 
 
    It was far too late to diminish the glare by squinting or raising a hand. She grunted, so I reacted by using my hidden stone to bring up an emergency wall of flame to block whatever attack she chose. She must have sent an intensified version of her power as well, for a pulse of ringing pressure fused with her yelp and plucked my eardrums. 
 
    My bleary eyes recovered in time to see Odet running up to me, ready to send out another solid beat of crystallized air. I couldn’t conjure another flame quick enough, so I relied on brute strength when I hurled my prana-enforced fist forward. The shield breaking on contact with my fist popped my knuckles and upended my expectation that I was going to lose the battle with her ward. Either I was stronger than I thought or it served as proof of her tiring state. Maybe both. I pressed my advantage. 
 
    I leapt forward to close the distance. She stepped back, but her labored breathing made it difficult to get much separation. Odet had no choice but to deflect my blows with half-assed shields she continually cast over her forearms. As she realized my sweeping left fist was going to connect to her unshielded right ribs, she opened her left palm and pulled it into her body. My blow struck her first. At the start of her fall, the little shield spell she cast knocked into my right knee from behind, forcing that leg to the ground. I recovered my full height when she looked up at me from her stomach. 
 
    “Best two out of three?” she asked. 
 
    “I was thinking out of five.” 
 
    She rose to her feet with the help of my hand. “I doubt you’ll last that long.” 
 
    “If spread out over a decade, I’ll have a good chance.” 
 
    She brushed herself off. “I hope you don’t mean that. You promised to help me train, and this only counts as a warm-up for me.” 
 
    “I only promised to go all-out, nothing more. But fear not, I will not use technicalities to wiggle out of this.” 
 
    “Good, but I’ll first need to wiggle out the stones still hidden underground. We start every round with a clean slate.” 
 
    Without mentioning it aloud, we deemed the few minutes unearthing the stones as our break, so we started our next training session right after. 
 
    I won the second round, if barely. The bout lasted only a third as long, since I came out pounding away with a fireball in each hand. She caught a second wind in the middle of it, but my vestiges of prana invigorated my last assaults to the point they overwhelmed her shields and let me land a kick on her thigh. I was glad I got her when I did, for her shields were still keeping their permanence, especially relative to my flames. Training years against her father plainly promoted a hardened endurance. 
 
    Gulping in air and keeping upright required all my focus, so I said, “We’ll stop for the moment. We can go again after lunch.” 
 
    Hopping on the unharmed leg, she said, “And you call yourself a dragon knight. Can’t outlast a little girl?” 
 
    “I just trounced her twice.” 
 
    “Well, I’m still raring to go.” To the crowd, she asked, “Who’s next?” 
 
    The hooded Clarissa raised her hand. “Me, Your Highness!” She walked up to the princess. “I want my water spells to go against your shield. Is that all right?” 
 
    “Of course. And don’t be afraid to give it everything you got, okay?” 
 
    “I will, but since it’s sunny, I won’t be at full strength, so you should be the one going easy on me.” 
 
    Odet laughed while she and the vampire took their places. I wobbled over to Bell and buckled to the ground. With the main event done, half of the onlookers, particularly the older ones with more pressing jobs to get to, trickled back to their previous endeavors. 
 
    I was too weary to notice how seriously each opponent treated the other, but I could still perceive how spirited Odet appeared to be. Even with an enfeebled vampire, diverting her tendrils and spouts of water proved no mean feat. Still, Clarissa was too well rested to not conquer the princess in due course. The triple string of losses did nothing to damper Odet’s mood, but it did convince her to take a longer respite. She sat next to me as Gerard, Bell, and Clarissa started a group sparring session. 
 
    With seriousness, I asked, “Is that truly all you have?” 
 
    “Hey, I thought I did pretty well against a dragon’s flame.” 
 
    “No, yes, your shield did very well, but that’s meant for defense, not attack. I’m really asking if you can cast anything more, um, hostile.” 
 
    “Oh. More or less, yes.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s my shield, actually, only with a different shape. Flat wards are easiest to cast, but mastery over my family’s power means I can shape a ward into a spear, or at least something pointy. I can bend my wards, but I’m still many months away from forming one into anything resembling a weapon.” 
 
    “I see. And what of Beatrice’s wards?” 
 
    “They exist. As possible future queens, she and I trained with Mother to release our power. I have to push Beatrice to keep it up, but as you can guess, training is not her strong suit.” 
 
    “Can she summon Mytariss?” 
 
    “With my help she will.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The same way your crystals keep you flying. I will refine my holy prana until I can store it in a prana crystal and give it to my sister. Though I’m not quite there yet.” 
 
    “How do you know if it’s refined enough?” 
 
    “Sorry, family secret.” 
 
    Repeating what Aranath said, I said, “Is it when you can summon Mytariss?” 
 
    “Damn, now I need a new family secret.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    A lunch of meaty sandwiches was eaten in the barracks before more training took place. To rest up a little longer, Odet helped me in my flame-in-a-ward training for an hour. Then we moved on to swordplay, which expanded to include duels among the others. A damn good way to spend a day. 
 
    With this place being a common training area for the former king and princess, Odet did not bring about so much veneration from those around us. She was almost just another soldier in the army. Nevertheless, the deference they gave to a princess who did not fear leading an army into battle still brought out more reverence from her subjects than true fraternity. 
 
    As the sun’s strongest rays dipped beneath the palace walls, Odet and I decided to conclude the day’s training with the comparatively relaxing flame-in-a-ward training. We were a few minutes into the exercise when I saw Clarissa coming back from her stroll. I knew her well enough to conclude that her rushed strides and slumped shoulders told of a collected tension in her mind and muscles. I extinguished my flame and rose to my feet. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Odet. 
 
    “Ask Clarissa.” 
 
    Odet stood up and we waited the few strides it took for the vampire to reach us. Tellingly, Clarissa didn’t speak when reaching earshot. She took the effort to get into whispering range. 
 
    Applying such a whisper, she said, “Mercer, Odet, I-I was in the main garden looking for shade when I got a whiff of blood. Human blood. Fresh. I followed the trail deeper into the garden. Under that big tree with blue flowers is where the scent is strongest. There’s loose soil near the roots, but I didn’t want to go digging up anything without telling someone first.” 
 
    “And you’re certain this is human blood?” asked Odet. 
 
    “Not a doubt in my mind. I even think it’s of a woman’s, but don’t hold me to that. So, what do we do?” 
 
    I looked at Odet with a blank stare, inviting her to speak first. 
 
    She bit her lip and considered her feet for a moment. Lifting her head back up, she said, “It’s good you came to us first, Clarissa. If someone learned you found a body, word will spread, and whoever buried it might panic and do who knows what. We have to uncover the victim without anyone finding out. Unfortunately, there’s always a few dozen people milling about the garden.” 
 
    “Then how do we move in?” 
 
    “We get an illusionist to cover us.” 
 
    “An illusionist we trust,” I added. “If there’s a killer in the palace, we can’t trust anyone within it without at least knowing who died. We can’t use any of your people, princess.” 
 
    “But we can use yours. Ghevont can cast illusions well?” 
 
    “Well enough. There’s a storage building by the central garden, right?” 
 
    “The one with the copper doors, yes. We can use that to bypass most of the garden without attracting attention. Get Ghevont and meet me by the storage building as soon as possible. I’ll inform Gerard and Bell what we’ve learned, but they won’t follow us into the garden.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “I don’t want to chance alarming a possible murderer if they see a big group of us heading for the garden. Besides, I want them to find Elisa. Do you know where Ghevont is, Mercer?” 
 
    “He should be in his room reading tomes from the royal library. It won’t take long to retrieve him.” She nodded and moved to inform Bell and Gerard. As I walked briskly alongside Clarissa, I told her, “I hope you’ve suddenly become prone to dark humor and you yell out ‘Got you!’ when we get there.” 
 
    “Me too. Do you think the Advent are involved?” 
 
    “Probably. The one in Dulcet threatened the lives of the king’s daughters if we refused to turn back, and we know they’ve infiltrated the palace before.” 
 
    “Gods, I rather we find out a gardener was killed over a game of cards or something.” 
 
    “Fingers crossed.” 
 
    We reached the guest tower, noticing many were heading inside to dress and wash for the dinner hour. My recent training made the three story climb annoying, but at least Ghevont turned out to be in his room. 
 
    “Ah, is dinner ready?” asked the scholar, not looking up from a scroll. “I missed lunch, so I’m quite famished.” 
 
    “We have work to do first,” I said. “Bring your staff.” 
 
    He looked up. “What kind of work?” 
 
    Clarissa, after making sure no one was listening behind us, said, “Possible murder investigation, but we don’t want to attract attention, so act casual.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have told him that,” I said. “Now he’s going to act anything but. Ghevont, forget what Clarissa said and come with us.” 
 
    Tucking the staff in the two bands in the back of his new cloak, the scholar followed us into the hall without piling on the casualness. 
 
    “Where’s Marcela?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “Oh, she left my room two or so hours ago. She desired treats. Can’t say whether she found them or not.” 
 
    With a hasty hush, Clarissa explained what her sense of smell discovered and what we wanted from him. I had to acknowledge a couple of guards and palace personnel to continue on our way, but we made it to the elongated storage building without being retained. 
 
    Peeking out from behind the bronzed building’s corner was half of Odet’s head. Recognizing us, she came out fully and opened the door for us. Glassless little windows lined the upper portion of the squat structure, letting a fading natural light illuminate the garden tools and building supplies stored on tables and shelves. 
 
    “No one’s in here?” I asked. 
 
    Closing the door, Odet replied, “There shouldn’t be. Our gardeners and builders normally work at night to avoid disrupting our visitor’s strolls. Come, let’s hurry.” We ran toward the other end of the building. Before getting to the last exit, Odet stopped to a door on our right. “This should be pretty close to the jacaranda.” 
 
    “The what?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “The tree,” answered Ghevont. 
 
    “Scholar,” said the princess, “please go out first and cast an illusion spell in front of the tree. There’s no path leading up to it, but still make certain no one catches you.” 
 
    “Not a problem… er, Your Highness.” 
 
    Ghevont stepped through the half opened door, which was left ajar to let Odet and Clarissa watch him work. A minute later and Odet opened the door wider and waved Clarissa through. I stepped outside next. The tree with blue flowers germinated ten yards to my right, which Clarissa headed straight for. The vampire tiptoed to the patch of flat brown soil surrounding the tree. She stopped alongside a human-sized blemish of stirred dirt. Several flies buzzed about. 
 
    I smelled nothing, but on reaching a hunched Clarissa, she whispered, “Blood.” 
 
    Also using a low tone, I said, “Ghevont, start removing the dirt here—carefully.” As the first clumps of loosened soil rolled out of the way, I told the princess, “You should wait until I say it’s okay to look.” 
 
    “But I’m the only one here who has a chance of identifying the body.” 
 
    “Yes, but if the face is too mangled to do such a thing, I’d rather you not get nightmares for nothing.” 
 
    “I’ve seen entrails spilling out of men before, dragon knight. I’ve smelled burnt bones and heard people dying not a few days ago.” 
 
    “And unless you enjoyed all that, my point still stands. I’m only trying to prevent you from witnessing a worst case scenario. If it isn’t as bad as that, then I’ll tell you to turn around.” 
 
    She sighed. “Very well. I’ll keep a lookout.” 
 
    Odet moved to stand closer to the tree, putting the burial site behind her. Not five seconds later, the next layer of detached dirt displayed flecks of blood. A layer deeper, near Clarissa’s feet, revealed a semi-dried blotch of red earth. Ghevont focused on lifting the dirt there. An inch more exposed the grimed covered flesh of a feminine jawline. Knowing exactly where the body lied allowed the exhumer to shove aside a thick deposit of dirt. 
 
    The profile of a gray haired, wrinkled woman no less than seventy years old greeted us, her brown eyes still wide open. Her neck had been slashed open from throat to ear. The edges of the gash showed signs of being seared. I didn’t need the scholar to tell me she couldn’t have died earlier than last night. I told him to cover the wound and shut her eyes. With the gruesome gash concealed, I gave Odet the okay. 
 
    The princess turned around and stepped up to the old woman’s face. Odet cocked her head. She crouched for a closer look. “Marie?” 
 
    “You’re not sure?” I asked. 
 
    “She looks so much like her, only three decades older.” Her fingers brushed aside more dirt from the top of her head. “There are even strands of her brown hair still present.” 
 
    “Hmm…” mumbled Ghevont. 
 
    “What is it, master scholar?” 
 
    Ghevont squatted next to Odet to give the deceased his dissecting eye. “Finding fresh cadavers with unexpectedly matured ages and traces of youth points to a prana absorption spell. A delicate incantation to master. The side effects can also be quite painful. I suspect someone absorbed this woman’s prana to temporarily mask their own. Combined with a good illusion spell-” 
 
    “Oh no. Marie’s specialty is prana detection. She belongs to Beatrice’s personal guard. Gods.” Odet stood up and dashed for the storage building. 
 
    “Shit!” I said. “Ghevont, cover up the body and keep the illusion up until we’re gone. Follow us as soon as you can.” 
 
    He went to work as Clarissa and I chased after Odet. 
 
    We caught up with the princess when she paused to open the exit door. 
 
    I seized her shoulder and said, “Odet! Hold on a minute. What do you think will happen if the killer sees us running at Beatrice? Disappear? Run away? Take someone hostage? Go after your sisters? Let’s not invite panic from this enemy.” 
 
    The hard breathing woman did not look at me, but she did supplant her run with an impatient walk. We kept the pace to the throne hall, finding it largely devoid of nobles. 
 
    To a knight guarding the inner side of the opening, Odet asked, “Sergeant Kosta, is my sister preparing for dinner?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. She went up to her changing room not fifteen minutes ago. She shall be in the banquet hall in half an hour.” 
 
    “And Elisa?” 
 
    “She hasn’t been here since morning.” 
 
    “I see. And do you happen to recall if Lady Rine is currently with Beatrice’s guard?” 
 
    “Lady Rine?” 
 
    “Yes, the right hand of Lady Pastor’s detection force. Marie Rine. A woman your age with short brown hair.” 
 
    “Er, I’m not-” 
 
    “Come on, you know her,” said his younger counterpart. “Good singing voice, always dresses in yellow.” 
 
    Facing the second knight, Odet said, “Yes, that’s her. Did she go up with the others?” 
 
    “No, Your Highness. Her watch ended an hour ago. She left with her comrades.” 
 
    “Do you know where she would be now?” 
 
    “My guess is the lady’s barracks. Do you wish for her to be called upon?” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary… Sergeant Darrion, correct? I need you to deliver a message for me. Inform the queen she suddenly feels ill and cannot go to dinner. She will stay in her room until Odet can see her.” 
 
    The sergeant looked confused at the wording, but guessing the word choice must have been meaningful, he bowed and jogged for the stairs. Another knight came toward us to usurp the vacant post. 
 
    “Sergeant Kosta, if Lady Rine happens to return…” She tapped her boot on the large rune carved at the entrance floor. “Use the paralysis spell to trap and apprehend her. Don’t say anything, don’t give her a chance to argue or see your intentions, just cast it, understand?” 
 
    “Uh, yes. As you wish, Your Highness.” 
 
    The four of us moved back outside with swift dignity. 
 
    “There, Beatrice should be safe. I’ll feel infinitely better once we secure Elisa.” 
 
    “Where would she be?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “I told Bell and Gerard to check the seer’s tower. They’ll be inside the temple if they found her, outside it if they didn’t. Look, it’s that tower with the glass dome. Let’s hurry.” 
 
    Sprinting fifty yards brought us within sight of the holy place, which was a third the size of the average noble temple. Sinking Odet’s heart, Bell and Gerard clustered outside the white building. They spotted us and came running up. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Odet,” said Gerard. “She’s not with the seer, and he doesn’t see where she is. What happened with the body?” 
 
    “It’s Marie Rine, a prana finder for Beatrice’s personal guard. Ghevont believes someone absorbed her prana and took her place.” 
 
    “Shall we warn the queen?” asked Bell. 
 
    “I already took precautions. She’ll stay in her changing room until we find the killer. Elisa is my priority now.” 
 
    “And so we have to keep an eye out for someone who looks like Lady Rine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We should alert the guards of the infiltrator, Odet,” said Gerard. “She won’t be able to hide with all the palace looking for her.” 
 
    “But if she hears she’s been exposed, and she’s near Elisa… No, we alert the guard only after we find my sister. Come, she must have gone to prepare for dinner in her room. If she isn’t there, then we’ll bring in the guard to aid in the search.” 
 
    Our group scrambled like geese attempting to take flight. We headed for the palace’s largest structure by volume. It contained the royal bedrooms, the main dining hall, a ball room, two libraries, and the last queen’s throne hall on its roof. 
 
    On reaching the ten foot tall doors of red oak, Odet asked the guards, “Have you seen Elisa recently?” 
 
    The senior High Guardsman answered, “Aye, milady. She came in an hour ago with three other children.” 
 
    “The throne hall! She loves pretending to be queen up there! Now sirs, this is important. Do either of you remember if Lady Rine passed through here? Marie Rine of Lady Pastor’s detection force.” 
 
    “Why yes, Lady Rine came through not ten minutes ago. She also asked for the little princess, in fact. I told her to follow the sound of laughing chil-” 
 
    Running inside, Odet ordered, “Lieutenant, gather every knight you can and meet me on the roof!” 
 
    Our little stampede hurtled for the stairs leading to the roof sixty feet up. 
 
    On climbing the first dozen steps, Clarissa said, “Ghevont! The staff’s crystal is glowing!” 
 
    The scholar pulled out the staff and saw that the green nismerdon crystal in the raven’s mouth gleamed just bright enough for a mortal eye to pick up. Another twenty feet higher gave the greenish glow an extra coating of light specks. 
 
    The day’s training made the running climb more wearing than it otherwise would have been, but the pair of prana crystals hanging down my neck gave me the confidence that I wouldn’t spend all of my energy in the ascent. Odet had no spare energy hanging outside her body, but she ran harder and faster than any of us, including the handful of guardsmen at our heels. 
 
    The stairs widened after fifty feet. Several of the marble treads and risers were replaced with grated metal to let rainwater to flow through and prevent the staircase from becoming a cataract. Then the ceiling ended, but the steps continued for another ten feet before they reached the roofed throne hall. I pushed myself to reach the open-air hall at the same time Odet did. 
 
    With her back to us, a brown haired woman in a yellow dress was walking toward a group of four children playing by and on the thrones. Elisa and Marcela were among the youngsters. The woman stopped when a crystalized ward rose in front of her. 
 
    Applying all the capacity in her lungs, Odet shouted, “Elisa! Run! Now!” 
 
    If Elisa had been deaf she would have still figured out that Odet wanted her to run by the pure panic on her sister’s face. Unable to run toward us, Elisa ran to the stairs to her right. The other children were confused at first, but they eventually trailed the little princess. A crack and flash of lightning dazed my senses and Odet’s shield. The enemy figure, who now held a lance of fizzing electricity in her right hand, pursued the fleeing children. We raced after her in turn. 
 
    The flickering streaks of white-blue light lit a changed woman. Her yellow dress had been swapped with a bright red cloak, and the illusion of hair was shaved to the point of baldness by reality. This eerily familiar form aimed for Elisa, but careening between the youngest princess and the enemy’s outstretched hand was Marcela. Knowing she had little other choice, the false Marie grabbed Marcela by the scruff of her tunic and pulled her close. The bald woman spun around with the crackling edge of the elemental weapon up against Marcela’s neck. 
 
    Seeing the woman’s face would have stopped me in my tracks whether she took a hostage or not. The hairless head, red cloak, and lightning lance already reminded me of the woman Mytariss herself had killed, but to witness the Advent’s living, breathing face forced me to question what point in time I was in. Dark green veins crept up from her neck and outlined her jawline and cheeks. 
 
    “It can’t be,” said Odet. “I saw you die.” 
 
    With taxing hoarseness, the Advent said, “And you’ll watch this girl’s head roll at my feet if you even so much as think of attacking me.” 
 
    “Unhand the child!” said Gerard. “You’ll only make it worse for yourself!” 
 
    The Advent responded, but I didn’t hear her. I paid attention to the remarkably calm Marcela. Her eagle eyes regarded Ghevont with an engrossed squint that told me she and he shared an unspoken conversation. Something was going to happen and I had to prepare for it. 
 
    The instant my hand grasped one of my dragon stones, the Advent’s lightning lance quavered and shrank. By the time I readied my throw, the lance had condensed to a hair thin line and disintegrated. Marcela exploited the shocked Advent by pulling herself free and making a run for it. The Advent recovered from whatever just happened to charge another lance. A red ward emerged between Advent and escaped hostage. Half of Odet’s clearer ward formed right before lightning impacted both barriers. An explosion that hurled Marcela to her stomach was the result. 
 
    Everyone rushed for the Advent partly obscured by smoldering dust. Her outline was still visible thanks to the brilliant flashes coming from her tempestuous spell. More wards appeared behind Marcela, who scrambled on all fours before getting herself back up. A shockwave of electricity burst these wards and tingled the air in the hall. I threw the dragon fire from the ignited stone at the Advent. A thrown lance smashed into the fireball, producing a merging outburst of stinging heat. 
 
    Her lightning’s strength matched nature’s own. Even with the crystals giving my dragon fire its power, enough of her attacks’ discharge remained to disrupt the beatings of my heart. I wouldn’t stand a chance alone. Since I wasn’t, I knew the best part I could play in this act was to make myself the Advent’s main target as the others found their ideal positions. Those who could launched arrows and spells at the Advent, doing their best to keep her busy as we closed in. A gray shadow moved behind a column to my right as someone benefited from the commotion to get to a favorable location. 
 
    Meanwhile, wave after wave of lightning emitted from the Advent, annulling every arrow and spell that came within her range. Marcela did not run to absolute safety. She ran behind Ghevont and stayed with him during the barrage. The youth put too much stock on our advantage. A trifling letup in our attack gave the Advent the opening to blast out a rolling surge of sliced lightning. Everyone in front of that electrical surf could only brace for the muscle convulsing outbreak. 
 
    It would have left us vulnerable for another teeth clenching spasm were it not for the whip of water slapping the Advent’s leg, sending her stumbling to the ground. Bell’s thrown spear impaled the Advent’s right shoulder when she rose to a knee. From that same side, Gerard, whose glass overlay defended him well from electric attacks, threw a dagger under the spear. More water from Clarissa washed over the Advent’s legs, pinning her feet to the ground as it froze over. 
 
    I prepared to bring my blade into range, but as an arrow found its mark on her arm, streaks of red lightning flurried out of her shrieking body. Instinct had me igniting the stone in my hand and spreading its flame in front of myself as a spur-of-the-moment shield. The eruption of blood colored lightning frayed the marble floor and ceiling as though it were made from wet parchment. My barrier of flame dispersed after the first swirl of sparks struck the impermanent obstacle. If Aranath hadn’t demanded that I drop to the floor, electrified bolts big and small would have charred my exposed skin to the bone. 
 
    Those who couldn’t find defense or cover screamed behind me, but with the red radiance dying around my enemy, I focused on getting my muscles to stop twitching. With Aranath sending his power through the sword and the dragon prana stimulating my soul, I could push through the callous air better than most. 
 
    That last outpouring had blown away the weapons impaling the Advent and much of her clothing. It had also drained the Advent’s energy, for she could only support herself on her hands and knees, doing nothing but breathing and bleeding on to the cratered floor. A second blink adjusted my eyes closer to clarity. 
 
    The bulging green veins on her neck flowed down to a torso that looked as though moss and pieces of dark brown bark had been fused into her skin. Where I remembered her getting stabbed by Mytariss was where the overgrowth grew thickest. Her new wounds bled a muddy green color. 
 
    On hearing me coming, the Advent rose her torso and swathed her left arm in blue lightning, but that only gave me a target. I swung my sword upward, its path cutting off everything from the elbow down. My next move sent the blade’s point into the left side of her chest. Fighting against Aranath’s power and her own anguish, her remaining hand gripped the enchanted steel. I could feel the air fizzing as she primed yet another zapping attack. However, a ball of water striking the back of her head interrupted the Advent. The water ball then enveloped that same head. 
 
    What felt like minutes after the Advent started choking on the water, I said, “Let her go, Clarissa.” 
 
    Stepping closer, the vampire pulled her liquid sphere away from the drenched face. Content with the current state of affairs, I let go of the hilt and fell on my ass. Several pairs of feet scurried around me and the Advent. Yellow light from paralysis spells ensnared the enemy, keeping her from moving anything other than her gnashed face. 
 
    With labored breaths and a clogged voice, she said, “You were supposed to be at sea, Princess Astor.” 
 
    To my left stood Odet, her leather armor singed and tattered at the stomach. 
 
    “And you’re supposed to be dead. Or do my eyes deceive me?” 
 
    “No, I did indeed die when Mytariss gored me… but I was given another chance to show my gratitude.” 
 
    Gerard rested an attentive hand on her shoulder, but Odet ignored her knight. “Gratitude for what?” 
 
    A trickle of viscid blood escaped a corner of her mouth. “Time. A disease in my very blood should have taken my life decades ago. What proved impossible for healers to cure did not daunt the Advent… Can you imagine having one day more with your mother, princess? Now imagine two or three decades with a family you never thought you’d see again… The Advent gave me time, and now I am repaying my debt.” 
 
    “By taking away the loved ones of others?” 
 
    “I did not revel in everything I did, but the lies I’ve told and the blood I’ve shed will help shape Orda’s future for the better… Your mother was a necessary sacrifice.” 
 
    “And Elisa!? Is a little girl a necessary sacrifice!?” 
 
    “Your father… was warned about meddling… in our affairs. Besides… I only planned on kidnapping the girl… She was to be… our assurance that you would cease… interfering… in something… you do not understand.” 
 
    “I understand en-” 
 
    A stooped Odet clutching her heart scared me to my feet. 
 
    Gerard, holding her up, said, “That’s enough. Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    With one smooth motion he lifted the princess and carried her away from the scene. Bell, along with a High Guardsman or two, trailed them. Ghevont, pointing the lambent staff at the Advent, took Odet’s place. 
 
    The scholar said, “Fascinating. Prana similar to that in this crystal is being ejected into the air. A voluntary act, I suspect.” 
 
    I looked into the Advent’s dull russet eyes, which looked back into mine. “You’d rather die again than be taken in alive?” 
 
    “I cannot restore the power keeping me alive unless… unless you free me, and I will not spend my last days being interrogated… and tortured. At any rate… one knows when death has been cheated one too many times…” Her eyes closed. Out came a greenish tear. “I go… without… regrets.” 
 
    Her head slumped as she fell unconscious. The meager light from Ghevont’s staff died away seconds later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Healers attempted to revive the Advent’s body, but Ghevont already knew nothing could be done. My attention was thus on Odet’s condition. I learned Gerard had taken her a couple of stories below so healers could tend to her in a private room. 
 
    I paced in a long curving hallway with two dozen others, all anticipating a diagnosis. The scholar remained with the Advent’s body above. 
 
    Stopping my pacing, I asked Marcela, “The spell you cast to counter Gremly’s hex, is that what you used on the Advent?” 
 
    “Yup,” she said with a puffed chest, which looked to have gained an inch or so in plumpness since I left for Uthosis. In fact, her entire frame looked a tad more mature. This did not seem to translate to her personality, however. “Instead of calming prana, Ghevont taught me how to use the spell to shake it up in other people. Neat, right?” 
 
    “It proved useful today. I’m glad you’re more than just talk.” 
 
    “Of course I am!” 
 
    “Shhh,” said Clarissa. “Mercer is only teasing.” 
 
    “I know. He’s n-” 
 
    Our attention was diverted by Gerard coming out of the opening door. His stress-free state gave me the reassurance I needed. 
 
    He nodded at everyone and said, “She’ll be fine. Her body absorbed a little too much lightning, but a bit of rest and treatment is all she needs.” 
 
    “Can I see her?” asked Elisa’s voice. I doubt anyone knew she was hiding behind a thin alabaster column. 
 
    “Yes, but only for a minute.” The knight held the door open to let the girl inside. He closed it behind her and then walked over to me. “I think it’s time you speak with Seer Tascus.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “At least before you leave for Gremly. Even if you’re skeptical about the worth or accuracy of their power, a royal seer is still a wise soul. It’s up to you, of course, but I’ll feel better if you do.” 
 
    “Then feel better, knight. I’ll go as soon as I can. Does the seer, uh, see people this late?” 
 
    “You don’t know? Seers don’t really sleep. The time of day thus means little to them.” 
 
    “Ah. Duly noted.” 
 
    As Gerard moved back to Odet’s room, Clarissa shuffled behind me and asked, “Are you going to speak with the seer?” 
 
    Beginning my expedition, I replied, “Yes, you can come.” 
 
    “How did you know I was going to ask that? Maybe you’re a dragon knight seer!” 
 
    “You’re awfully cheerful.” 
 
    “And why not? We just defeated an Advent and the princesses are going to be okay. Aren’t you happy?” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you are. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’d rather not depress you.” 
 
    “I’d have stopped traveling with you a long time ago if that were possible.” 
 
    “All right, if you say so. First off, the Advent we defeated was someone I already saw killed by an eidolon spear. I’m beginning to understand why they’re fanatics. Word will spread about an Advent who came back to life, and who knows if that ends up creating more followers for their cause. Even if it doesn’t, it only serves to show just how relentless they are.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be more relentless.” 
 
    “We haven’t even encountered a giant yet.” 
 
    “And they’ve yet to encounter your dragon. Come on, let’s hurry to the seer so he can delight you with a charming future filled with eternal moonlight and herds of delicious people in pens.” 
 
    “I’m not going to have to stop your evil plan after I take care of the Advent, am I?” 
 
    “How dumb would I have to be to tell you my whole plan now?” 
 
    “I guess I’ll rely on the seer, then.” 
 
    Slivers of clouds made the dusk outside heavier and more pleasing for the vampire, heartening her good mood further. She practically skipped her way to the temple. That hop in her step faded when we climbed the tower’s staircase. The last of the steps had us seeing the back of a man whose unfastened wisps of long blonde hair went down his red robe. He stood perusing a shelf of books. Despite having only a few lit candles in the room, their flames were surprisingly luminous. 
 
    “Seer Tascus, right?” I said. 
 
    A soothing voice I had to strain my ears to hear, answered, “Yes. You may have a seat if you wish.” 
 
    Suddenly aware of my fatigue, I sat cross-legged on the pillows, as did Clarissa. The seer turned around to reveal the black eyepatch over his right eye. With a tome in hand, he sat on the opposite side of the knee-high table separating us. 
 
    “The green knight sent you to me, correct?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “It seems he has overestimated my ability. He became troubled when I told him I could not find Elisa. Nevertheless, even at its clearest, it’s doubtful my power would have aided in your search.” 
 
    “And he thinks I have something to do with your power not being so clear?” 
 
    “He’s not entirely wrong.” 
 
    “Then my presence is disturbing your visions?” 
 
    “To a degree. I fear I do not have the experience to mitigate the ripples your prana creates. Perhaps I never will.” 
 
    “Aww,” said Clarissa. “So you can’t read my future?” 
 
    “Until your friend leaves you, no.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, he won’t be taking me on his next trip, so I’ll come back when he’s far away.” 
 
    “No, madam, I did not only mean physically. As long as your friend impacts your life, I will not be able to give you my cleanest interpretation of your possibilities. For even without interference, I cannot promise coherent images.” 
 
    “Oh.” Clarissa looked at me with a tilted head and scrunched eyes. “Do you know a seer who stands a better chance at looking through Mercer’s future?” 
 
    “Seers are not a guild. I do know kingdoms and empires of every size employ our services. It’s likely another nation in Orda will have a seer more capable than I.” To me, he said, “Of course, it’s said the most gifted seers live sequestered from the world’s great powers and population centers, places a dragon can reach with greater ease. And if such an opportunity presents itself, remember that humans are not the only seers in the realms. My advice, dragon knight, is to keep your mind and senses open to these opportunities.” 
 
    After a moment of thinking it over, I said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but seers must get a lot of disappointed looks when they can’t tell someone who they’ll marry or how to find lost treasure.” 
 
    “All trades have their negatives. Healers can sometimes fail to save a limb or life. A blacksmith’s defective weapon can lead to a patron’s death. Generals surrender. Usurped kings are beheaded. In that sense, a disillusioned face or two is no great consequence.” 
 
    “A vision has never led to someone’s death? Or was that death going to happen no matter what a seer says?” 
 
    “We can visualize death well enough, often too well, but as our clients prefer eluding it, a good seer’s advice rarely encourages such an end. Furthermore, as everything we see is a mere possibility, any death we visualize can be interpreted as avoidable. All the same, even the most open-minded of us can be fooled into believing a particular possibility is an inevitability.” 
 
    “It sounds like no seer can give me a definite answer about anything.” 
 
    Tascus lowered his head and shut his lone eye. He lifted his head and opened his eye in the very next moment. “Seers are careful to use the word ‘future,’ dragon knight. To call us ‘fortune tellers’ is a misnomer. Our ability is best used to encourage the present-day’s prosperity and for our clients to better bear their past. This in turn nurtures the clearer, healthier futures so many people seek. All can benefit from such guidance.” 
 
    “Ah, I apologize if I sounded so trite. I’m sure your people do your best.” 
 
    “There’s no need to apologize. I understand why frustration can propagate when speaking with a seer. Indeed, this frustration inadvertently led me to become one myself.” 
 
    “Really?” said Clarissa. “How did you become a seer? How does anyone become a seer?” 
 
    “At least in Alslana, the process itself is kept secret. As for my personal journey, it began when war and fire made me an orphan. A few years later and the royal seer herself offered an angry child a chance to understand the world with a more discerning sight. I was among several others she chose throughout her tenure as a royal seer. Days before she died, she named me her successor.” 
 
    “Does Alslana always choose from orphans?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s not uncommon, but neither is it a requirement. The only requirement is dedication and the necessary sacrifice. Something one can say for any profession they wish to master.” 
 
    I hoisted myself up. “Then I’ll leave you to your profession, seer. By noon tomorrow I hope to be far away enough to give your vocation more clarity.” 
 
    “My sight may be compromised, but I hope you can take one piece of advice I do have for you. Remember, for the sake of your flame, that all fire carries as much potential for rebirth as it does for destruction. Whether emitted by the sun, spewed from the depths of Orda, or wielded by a caster or phoenix, life follows their blaze.” 
 
    “Oh!” said Clarissa, who was still sitting. “Say something about water!” 
 
    I did not think it possible, but the seer smiled. It was brief and only spanned a third of his thin lips, but he did. 
 
    “To be water is to comprehend its reach and flexibility. Below the ocean’s waves lie entire mountain ranges, drowned by events more patient than their formation. Ample water can douse a dragon’s flame and yet be delicate enough to float in the highest reaches of the heavens. Strike your fist into an ordinary pond and it will simply reshape itself, doing no damage. This is how you must fight with water if you desire to master it. Be patient and wait for your opponent to castoff their fury on to nothing, then strike.” 
 
    “Hear that, Mercer? I can douse your fancy dragon flame.” 
 
    “We can all dream, I suppose.” I stuck out my hand to take hers. 
 
    As I exited the room, Clarissa said, “Thank you, Seer Tascus. It was nice meeting you!” A few steps down, she said to me, “Too bad he couldn’t help you. He really wanted to, I think.” 
 
    “Or did you want him to tell you whether you’ll marry Ethan?” 
 
    “It can’t be both? By the way, are you really going to be gone by noon?” 
 
    “Assuming you don’t smell out another murderer, yes. Incidentally, you should get a reward for that.” 
 
    “I know, right? I can’t give all vampires a good name, or want to, but I hope being friends with a dragon knight and a few royals can at least get people to stop staring at me funny.” 
 
    “Tell me the next person that looks at you funny and I’ll give them a ‘rebirth’ they won’t soon forget.” 
 
    The next few hours had the whole palace in a tizzy. The guards weren’t satisfied that there wasn’t another Advent in their midst until Ghevont poked his staff into every room and waved it over every servant. Marcela followed him everywhere and bragged about her role in the Advent’s defeat to everyone who listened. At the suggestion of the queen—whose room was among the first the staff visited—my role came down to bolstering the poise of the guards and nobility by simply making my presence known during the scholar’s sweep. 
 
    Everything more or less became calm again when midnight bent both of a clock’s hands upward. A formal dinner had to be skipped, but servants brought me and others legs of fowl and pieces of pastries to keep us going. It was thus sleep that hit me the hardest. Well before I reached my fluffy bed, the queen requested the company of the dragon knight and his companions. To get to Beatrice, Clarissa and I had to slog back up to the room Odet rested in. 
 
    The door Captain Savoy opened for me led into a large sitting room of sorts. The many scenic paintings on the walls suggested it could be an art gallery, but I didn’t know enough about palace life to know whether the amount of paintings meant anything special. An awake Odet lied not on a bed, but was propped up by a mound of pillows on a big purple divan. A window no wider than a broadsword rose behind the princess. Beatrice sat on a wooden chair alongside her sister while Elisa slept on a small divan nearby. Gerard and Bell stood guard by the door. 
 
    “Is Master Rathmore not coming?” asked Beatrice. 
 
    “He preferred going back to study the Advent’s body. I told him it was fine.” 
 
    “Very well. Then you will tell him for me how grateful I am once again to you and your friends, Mercer. Lady Lorraine, I am most grateful to you this time.” 
 
    Clarissa sheepishly bowed. “Thank you, Your Grace. If you please, I don’t like the name ‘Lorraine.’ It’s not a family name I carry proudly, and it reminds me of my unpleasant past.” 
 
    “I see, forgive me. ‘Lady Clarissa’ will do, then?” 
 
    “As good as any.” 
 
    “Well, Lady Clarissa, I must admit that learning of your vampiric nature troubled me at first, just as the ‘Rathmore’ family name did. However, it’s clear such names and labels do not trouble Mercer, not when there’s an honorable character beneath.” Dotingly staring at her youngest sister, she said, “Elisa will thank you herself when she awakens. Gods, I cannot imagine what would have become of her if you did not…” 
 
    Beatrice turned to Odet, letting her unknotted hair screen the gushing emotion she tried conquering. 
 
    To give the queen time, I asked, “Are you feeling better, Odet?” 
 
    Extending her hand for her older sister to hold, she said, “I’m well, thank you. My heart mostly beats with regularity now.” 
 
    “Mostly?” said a muffled Beatrice. 
 
    “Oh! No, it beats perfectly now. I wasn’t lying before.” I imagined the queen’s eyes rolling as she let go of Odet’s hand. “Beatrice, I’m fine, truly. I’ll be more than ready to train again tomorrow afternoon, dragon knight.” 
 
    “Uh, about that,” I said. 
 
    “Hmph, you’re going, aren’t you?” 
 
    “As soon as I finish eating breakfast.” 
 
    She sighed. “I understand why you can’t loiter, but I wish we could train for at least another week.” 
 
    “I’d extend that to a year, but time has never been in favor of mortals, princess. Regardless, I will return to pick up Clarissa and take a rest for a couple of days. We can squeeze in a few sparring sessions then.” 
 
    “It’ll have to do. Perhaps Father will return while you’re gone.” 
 
    “I’ll summon Aranath outside the palace walls, so make sure Elisa is there.” 
 
    “Many people will be there, I suspect.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” said Beatrice. “I’ll have to send a message to Oclor that your presence is only dangerous to the Advent, not their armies. I wouldn’t want them to waste everyone’s time by confronting you with hostile intent.” 
 
    “A considerate precaution, but I think I’ll fly faster than the message.” 
 
    “Faster than any physical means, but there is an enchantment that links a Delivered here to its twin in our Brey Stor embassy. They allow elementary communication to take place between hundreds of miles.” 
 
    “Delivered, huh?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you know what they are?” 
 
    “I’ve recently become familiar. In any event, if you can give me the latest positions of their armies and fortifications, I’ll do my best to avoid flying near them.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll have a map for you by morning. Still, try not to avoid every military position. If one or two armies happens to become rattled awake by a dragon’s roar, so be it.” 
 
    “I understand, Your Grace. Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to get some sleep myself.” 
 
    “Of course. Please, don’t bother going all the way back to the guest tower. Choose any neighboring room you’d like. We’ll be here all night ourselves, so there will be servants nearby if you need anything.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, thank you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    A morning thunderstorm delayed the start of my southern journey by a couple of hours. Once the downpour lightened to a regular shower, I pulled Marcela off Ghevont and brought the scholar outside the palace gates. Parasols, armor, and cloaks protected the onlookers from getting too weighed down by tepid rainwater. 
 
    Elisa wore a dainty silk cloak and held an undeniably adorable yellow parasol over her head. Standing in the field behind her, and endearing in their own Astor way, were her older sisters. They and dozens of nobles, servants, and guards watched as I summoned Aranath and hooked myself onto the saddle. Odet, Elisa, and Marcela were granted a moment to touch the dragon’s wing before Ghevont patted Marcela’s head in his farewell, signaling our moment to depart. The rim of this same wing gave the scholar a quick lift to the saddle. 
 
    The girls backed away to a safe distance before I told Aranath to begin his parasol-bending flaps. Indicating that dragons knew something of showmanship, my partner responded to a thunder’s rumble with his own belly shaking boom as he flew off the ground. He didn’t even start ascending until we moved beyond the densest part of Western Ecrin, giving those who looked up in time a quick view of his reptilian underside. Reaching the sky had me forgetting Orda’s problems, for, in my mind, every problem in Orda sprouted on its surface and none could catch up with an aloft dragon. 
 
    This initial escape from the hustle and bustle of land-based creatures promised to last about a week. The end of five days would take us across Brey Stor and over the Blash Mountains, the mountain range that formed much of the southeastern border between Brey Stor and Oclor. Another day’s flight would bring us to the northern margins of Gremly, and if a flight to its center was possible, it would take two more days to reach it. 
 
    The end of our first three hundred and odd mile stretch brought us close to Brey Stor’s border. Aranath dropped his passengers off at the edge of a short cliff by the coast, his farseeing vision unable to distinguish anything other than shrubs and a smattering of trees in the region. Despite the isolation, I told Ghevont we would sleep in shifts, as one never knew what could crawl out from the sea or push up from the ground. 
 
    We collected clumps of bushes and saplings to place under our woolen blankets to create our crude bedding. For pillows we rolled up the winter mantles Aranath’s saddle carried in case we needed to make a detour to a colder climate or elevation. To discourage biting insects from getting too close, Ghevont used a fire spell to burn the section of grass we chose to rest on. Since neither of us were too tired yet, we walked along the cliff’s edge as we ate from our pouches of seeds, nuts, and dried fruits. 
 
    Several yards into this stroll, I asked Ghevont, “Did you learn anything about the strange growth on the Advent’s body?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, a few things of note…” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Sometimes I can’t tell how much you want me to elaborate my answers.” 
 
    “This is one of those times.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. For one, as I’m sure you’ve guessed, the growth seems to be organic in nature. I cut several pieces of the unknown flesh and exposed them to different elemental conditions. For such small samples, they showed remarkable resistance to heat, cold, and shock spells, though freezing it made it vulnerable to blunt trauma. However, not long after midnight, the mossy matter began to blacken and crumble. The rest of the Advent’s flesh did not fare much better. It was like seeing the early stages of decomposition happen three or four times their natural speed.” 
 
    “Is it possible the organic matter belongs to the nismerdon themselves?” 
 
    “If Aranath’s description of a giant’s bark-like skin is accurate, then I’d say it’s not impossible. Indeed, it’s more than feasible to imagine a nismerdon planting a ‘living’ kind of representation of itself within the Advent to revive and empower her. Or perhaps it’s implanted in all Advent? Given that at least one member claims to be older than he looks, it’s likely prominent cultists have this imparted nismerdon gift inside of them. It might function as a life-lengthening supplement and temporarily stave off death from any wound short of decapitation.” 
 
    “Sounds a lot like corruption to me, if in a different form.” 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it? Yet it’s partly physical, and does not appear to elicit madness.” 
 
    “Or maybe it does, we simply haven’t seen it. We do only have one example to go on.” 
 
    “Quite right. At minimum, this enhancement must have a severe side effect or two on an organism not adapted to its power. Hmm… Maybe it’s more of a parasite that feeds on blood or prana itself? Feeding on prana could explain how the Advent absorbed her victim’s prana without causing a commotion. A prana absorption spell is normally a drawn-out technique that can be unkind to caster and target, but if the growth made it second nature to her, then the method could have become less labor intensive. Thus reducing all-around risk.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good assumption. Rejecting a power that can give one a longer life and prevent fatal wounds from killing you is tough to do. Makes me wonder why they bothered experimenting with corruption at all.” 
 
    “As you stated yourself, there’s only one lifeless example to draw conclusions from. The growth might be limited in availability, or be even less compatible to humans than corruption. Nevertheless, the implications to the biological fields are immeasurable! If I can get my hands on a longer lasting sample of this nismerdon growth…” 
 
    I let the scholar ramble in both senses of the word. I listened only to the point where his words acted closer to an incoherent lullaby than a lecture on alchemy. 
 
    We followed the coastline for another day before Aranath flew directly southward. Skirting the clusters of towns and forts became easier once the dragon’s wings flapped and glided for yet another day, taking us to central Brey Stor’s rich farmlands. This is when Aranath pushed us nearer our summoning limit. 
 
    By now I noticed a marked improvement over how efficiently I used the dragon crystals. It made my nerves shakier, but adding almost two hours beyond my comfort zone allowed for another hundred miles to be traversed. Training my flame against Ghevont’s wards eased the twitching in my hands, but I had been spoiled by Odet’s shield and wanted more practice with it. 
 
    The fourth day of winged travel was when we expected to see the nearest Oclor army. To be sure, early in the afternoon was when Aranath’s sight pierced the clear day to spot the anthill-sized encampment of Brey Sor and Alslana soldiers. Assuming Oclor’s base camp to be a few miles farther to the south, I had the dragon turn away from the mass of humanity and land on a hillock out of range from human senses. Just in case riling an army with a dragon’s presence turned out to be a bad idea, I wanted to rest for a few hours first. 
 
    Despite the break, summoning Aranath twice within half a day instantly made my head tingly and my fingers dizzy. Uh, I might have mixed that up. I told Ghevont, or whoever stood there, to slap me, which worked for a while. A few big breaths up in the sky reverted my senses to a much more preferred dulled state. 
 
    Aranath scaled high into the evening haze so he could glide toward the army tents. The earliest sign of the Oclor military came from the dozen griffin scouts patrolling the outskirts of an army camp some five thousand strong. Leaving it up to him, Aranath decided to dive right then and there. Like a lion pouncing on a pen of chickens, the dragon’s war had the griffins scattering in every direction. I swear the clouds themselves dashed out of his way. The magnificent bastard continued his guttural warning until he spread his wings well within sight of the foot soldiers and flew past them at a speed no griffin hoped to match. 
 
    Half an hour later and we pretty much did the same thing to an Oclor supply line. I realized I wasn’t the one doing the actual scaring, but I still felt a childish rush being part of such a thing. From there it was back to business as usual. 
 
    Thanks to a bright moon, the end of this truncated flight had humble human eyes recognizing the outline of a mountain range in night’s horizon. The map indicated they were the lowest and last mountains in the Blash range, but mountains were still mountains. Therefore, to keep Aranath from working harder in thinner air while still avoiding flying over towns and forts, Ghevont instructed the dragon to look for a narrow gap between two of the taller mountains in the region. Since crossing the gap still meant climbing steep cliffs, few humans would be present. 
 
    Goats would be present, however, lots of goats. This wouldn’t have been in my thoughts if Aranath didn’t randomly choose to fly straight for a herd of goats and pick one up in his mouth on the wing. He said he largely hunted from a river in his realm, so I suppose he craved less wet creatures from time to time. Anyway, flying through the gap turned out to be a good solution. 
 
    Passing the highlands signified our entry into Oclor’s arboreal territory. The abundance of trees made it easier to distinguish when population centers were coming up, since drab roads and inhabited clearings stuck out more in the greenery. On the other hand, thickets of forest did not make for smooth landings. So instead of taking the time to look for an unpopulated clearing large enough to accommodate Aranath, Ghevont and I unstrapped ourselves from the saddle and jumped off the hovering dragon. I worried about Ghevont’s landing, but he made it down safely with help from a ward midway between his feet and the ungenerous glade. 
 
    Not caring that we remained a five or six hour ride from its vaporous expanse, Gremly’s befuddling reach already tossed in a hint of its power into my dream that night. It was the most creepy-ass dream I ever had. I stood frozen in utter blackness as a billion little unblinking, owl-like eyes of red and yellow surrounded me from all sides, including from the groundless floor. Something told me the detached orbs dispassionately gazed at me from an inverted position. Or perhaps I was the one upside down? They also weren’t in pairs, but floating independently from the others. The lurid, static nightmare shivered me awake as soon as I observed the vision. 
 
    The scholar’s former home did not seem to intrude on his rest. I drifted back into a dream I couldn’t remember. In fact, I didn’t remember my first dream until it came rushing back hours later when Ghevont yelled out, “There’s Gremly!” I reacted like a spooked child by closing their eyes, but my shut eyelids only brought back the vision itself. Reminding myself I was a fucking dragon knight, I opened my eyes and searched for the hailed woods. 
 
    From our vantage point, Gremly, a forest half the area of Brey Stor and colored a bluer shade of green than Oclor’s other forests, remained a big hazy dot bulging on the horizon. If my past did not tell me otherwise, I might have concluded a forest fire or a stack of chimneys from ten thousand houses emitted the smoky vapor. An hour nearer showed that the vast spread of the miasma had a rough dome shape to it, which rose a thousand feet above the tallest trees. This feature could only be noticed from Aranath’s point of view, so I imagined Ghevont found this aspect interesting. 
 
    More of Gremly popped up along the horizon, the lanky, crooked trees becoming visible as Aranath began his gradual descent to the ground. Unlike the previous days, the plan was for the dragon to land a couple of miles from a town so that we humans could buy food and beds before heading into the unknown. 
 
    Unfortunately, given its infamous history, asking the natives whether Gremly behaved abnormally would not give us any clues regarding possible nismerdon activity. Conversations at the inn we entered revolved around the war, though nothing about a dragon knight. I suppose a few more days were needed before word spread beyond areas without magical means of communication. Since we did not look like the typical sandy brown Oclorans, the old innkeeper behind the counter asked where we came from. 
 
    I answered “Etoc” and Ghevont said, “This is my homeland, good madam.” 
 
    “Really? Don’t breed many redheads down here.” 
 
    “Ah, but heads can travel. My mother, the redhead, came here from another land. As did my father, in fact.” 
 
    “You here to visit them?” she asked, still interrogative. 
 
    “No, they’re both dead.” 
 
    Softening a mite, she said, “Ah, sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Yes, tragic. For me and my sister, that is. To you it would have come as a relief.” 
 
    “Huh? Why is that?” 
 
    I placed a hand on the scholar’s shoulder and gave it a hard squeeze. “Forgive him, madam. My friend here sometimes forgets that the past of his parents should remain there.” 
 
    “Why should it? What are you hiding, eh?” 
 
    “Nothing more than anyone else.” 
 
    “I doubt that. What are you two supposed to be?” 
 
    “A question for the philosophers.” 
 
    “You tryin’ to be funny?” 
 
    “A little, but it seems Oclorans don’t have much of a sense of humor.” 
 
    “Not when it comes to armed outsiders shirking basic questions during times of war.” 
 
    “I see. You have family in the battlefield, I take it?” 
 
    “Aye, two of my children.” 
 
    “If I was a drinker, then I’d buy two cups of your finest ale and drink to their safe return. As it is, all I can do is give you news that Alslana’s new advantage should end any notion of major battles.” 
 
    “Advantage? What advantage is that?” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard? Well, I suppose we’ve been traveling faster than the news. Alslana has declared that a dragon knight aids their cause.” 
 
    “A dragon knight! Impossible!” Her half-laughing exclamation attracted the attention of a few nearby heads holding on to their gray hairs. 
 
    “Well, unless four fleets of sailors are lying, it’s said they saw the dragon fly over their ships in the Lucent Sea. Alslana declared the dragon and his rider their ally a few days later.” 
 
    “Madness! Why would a dragon knight appear after all this time? And why support that snobbish little kingdom?” 
 
    “You’d need to ask him, but word is Alslana’s former king aided the knight on his hunt for Advent cultists. He aided his kingdom in return. Point is, unless Oclor wishes to underestimate a dragon, they’d be wise to let their soldiers return to their families. That should at least make a mother content.” 
 
    “Hmph, I don’t like the idea of a stronger Alslana, but if it gets my children home quicker, I’ll take it. What do you wish to order?” 
 
    After we ate our hot soups and climbed up to our room, Ghevont asked, “Why did you talk about yourself without telling her who you are?” 
 
    “When have you known me to want to attract attention?” 
 
    “But I thought we had a fabrication prepared for that.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m glad you remembered it, but I realized I should begin spreading the word of why a dragon knight supports Alslana. People should get it in their heads that the Advent attract my attention, not fighting nations who’ve done me no wrong.” 
 
    “Ah, you planted a seed of influence. It seems you do care what people think of you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to care, I have to care. Now, hurry up and take a bed. Tomorrow we’ll find out how much Gremly cares about a dragon knight over its skies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Aranath flew two thousand feet over Gremly’s outermost environs. Neither Aranath nor Ghevont sensed much magic at this height, but that soon started to change. Residual magic rose and collected in the sky. The dragon thus had to ascend hundreds of feet for every few miles we crossed to elude the sensation of disorientation Ghevont and I were far too acquainted with. Regrettably, there wasn’t enough sky to not eventually use our prana to counter the stronger and stronger effects. 
 
    The density of trees coincided with the strengthening spell. Clearings existed, but they remained few and far between. Near my limit, I signaled Aranath to the only clearing in our limited sight. Even Aranath’s eyes were having trouble piercing the persistent fog. 
 
    When the judder going up our bodies signaled the dragon’s landing, Ghevont said, “Aranath, do you mind burning the ground with your flame? I’d like to determine if your fire has any impact on Gremly’s magic.” 
 
    “As would I,” said the dragon. 
 
    So as I and the scholar worked on getting ourselves to the ground, the dragon’s breath seared the soil in front of him. It sounded like a large, swift waterfall crashing on to a collection of boulders. The light was as sharp as the sound, and provided a warmth and luminance this part of Gremly had not experienced in eons. Though the nigh liquid stream of fire only lasted less than four seconds, it would have been enough to cook a mammoth. 
 
    While his flame came from his own prana reserve, I still felt the power within the crystals dwindle away. Proof that not only did we share our prana reserves during the summon, but that even with the crystals a prolonged battle wasn’t going to be possible yet. Countering Gremly at the same time did not help any. 
 
    “Did you sense that?” asked Ghevont, now on the ground with me. “I believe a trace of magic dissolved in the flame.” 
 
    “I do not sense a change,” said the dragon. “Then again, you’re more familiar with this place than I, scholar.” 
 
    “Indeed, for I have no doubt your fire had an effect… Ah, but even now the spell is recovering.” 
 
    “Then experiment over,” I said. I patted Aranath’s wings and sent him to a less confusing environment. As we walked to the charred, smoking dirt, I asked Ghevont, “How close do we have to get to Gremly’s center to eliminate it as a nismerdon hideout?” 
 
    “Well, the fact the spell at ground level is not making the staff’s crystal react suggests we are not dealing with nismerdon spells.” 
 
    “That already satisfies me.” 
 
    “Yes, but they might be using it to mask their activity.” 
 
    “Or you just want to see how far we can get to Gremly’s mysterious center.” 
 
    “Well, how many chances will I get to tackle Gremly on top of a dragon?” 
 
    “If we can get about five more years of experience, then right about then.” 
 
    “Yes, but any number of disasters can befall us by month’s end, much less anything further than that.” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose that’s a good, if defeatist, point. Fine, all I can say is that we turn back as soon as it gets dicey.” 
 
    “What do dice have to do with it?” 
 
    “As in risky.” 
 
    “Oh, then yes, that can be agreed to. I realize we shouldn’t add any more danger when already seeking a specific kind.” 
 
    “As long as you realize it.” 
 
    “Incidentally, if we can’t reach its center in this trip, may we return in five years?” 
 
    “Assuming we’re both alive, sure.” 
 
    “Really? You’re willing to plan such an undertaking that far ahead?” 
 
    “Why are you confused by the idea?” 
 
    “Because I’ve yet to hear you plan for anything other than an immediate concern. It’s a little surprising knowing you’d make an exemption.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll never understand how your mind works. Listen, since we’re literally hundreds of miles from any human ears, I’ll tell you this out loud just once. I owe you for aiding me with the Advent and saving Clarissa’s life in Dulcet. In our own weird way, I consider us friends. As far as I understand the concept, friends do favors for one another, either in the present or five years later.” 
 
    “Ah, I believe I’m better fathoming our connection.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that. I’m going to sleep first. Stay on guard and wake me as soon as your blinks last longer. We can’t risk both of us falling asleep in the middle of this place.” 
 
    The dream world did not become a problem for me this time. Staying asleep proved the bigger frustration. Gremly was too damn quiet. No wind rustled the canopy and no animals scampered or proclaimed its territory to others. That restive state carried over to the dream world, where no sound pervaded the empty blackness. I think I favored the inverted eyes to a mute oblivion. 
 
    On awaking into a night without stars or moonlight reaching the treetops, Ghevont excitedly declared that the twisting tree trunks here averaged an inch thicker in diameter than those found around his home. 
 
    “And what does that mean?” My addled condition knew that my fully aware one would not expect a meaningful revelation to come from the scholar’s mouth. 
 
    “It means more information, Mercer!” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Go ahead and dream about the possibilities. I’ll wake you up if I ever notice the sky getting brighter. Or the sky in general.” 
 
    Hours later and we found the sky again, though its hue was much closer to gray than blue. An hour afterward and Ghevont leaned forward to tell me we had just crossed the farthest point he had ever gone into the enchanted forest, meaning few others in known history had gone farther. I learned how he identified this milestone seconds afterward. Despite being above the most concentrated portion of the spell, a nigh solid wall of depth hit my face. It was as though we had fallen into a deep sinkhole hidden under a once knee-high segment of coastline. 
 
    Breathing the spell-drenched air needed some getting used to, not to mention the extra prana Aranath expended to oppose delusion in me and himself. Based on how fast our prana was being drained, I knew we had to turn around after a couple more hours. We simply did not have the reserve to tackle something even the notorious Riskel Rathmore never accomplished. 
 
    Squandering yet more energy was when Aranath needed to rise three miles to escape the heavier mist now massing over the forest. Going below it had us experiencing magic too powerful to resist for long. While Aranath said he could fly in thinner air with only a little more effort, that’s when he wasn’t busy battling a disorientation spell. Minutes away from beckoning Aranath to turn around, Ghevont tapped my shoulder. The target of his pointing finger forced me to forget about forming plans for the near future. 
 
    I thought a mountain entirely overlaid with snow had sprung out of nowhere, but what kissed the sky instead was a huge plume of mist several miles to the west. This hardier vapor appeared a shade darker than the haze around it and us. I didn’t like the look of it, but I knew I’d be disappointing Ghevont if I did not at least try getting Aranath closer to the aberration. I’m not certain what Aranath’s disposition was, but he did not hesitate to turn once he saw where I wanted him to go. 
 
    The dragon tried going higher. However, once we realized no amount of height was going to lessen the effects, Aranath chose to get the observation done as quickly as possible by focusing on straightforward speed. Puffs of dragon flame left his mouth every ten to thirty seconds. I assumed the recurrent act did something to ease the burden of the foreign magic entering his head. 
 
    The sky condensed from all directions. I nodded off not from fatigue, but due to the increasing weight in my skull. My tongue alone weighed as heavy as a live trout. It sort of tasted like one as well. Human and beast motivated by logic would have turned around right then. Fuck it. We weren’t beings of pure logic. I had come this far and I did not want to leave without getting something out of it. Maybe it was the enchantment leading us into a trap? Eh, too late now. 
 
    A last-ditch attempt to get sight of anything to scrutinize occurred when Aranath began an arched dive. Longer, bigger puffs of dragon breath passed me on the way down. Between those bright flashes, Ghevont and I stared hard into the mist-mountain’s base. When he couldn’t juggle flying, keeping sane, and fire breathing, Aranath angled his wings to bank away from what must have been at least one major source for the mist or hex. 
 
    We craned our heads like a Gremly tree branch during the prolonged turn to keep our eyes on the towering brume. Halfway through the turn, a band of mist lighter than the regular kind lifted from the base, giving shape to something tangible below. It started off as more forest, but that soon changed. Beyond the trees grew a tangled mess of ivory colored roots, many looking as thick as Aranath’s body. They slunk toward a sharply sloped drop-off. Hundreds of feet below that laid more oversized roots. 
 
    Ghevont’s outstretched finger led my sight to another less opaque band farther away. It was tougher to get a good look, but I still made out the hundreds of feet of curving cliff wall. If the shape stayed consistent with the first visible slope, then it meant I was seeing the brim of a massive crater. I left the exact calculations of such a depression to the scholar, since judging vast sizes from this relatively small sample lied outside my purview, stupefaction spell or not. 
 
    Getting any more information became impossible when Aranath finished his turn. He stopped diving and worked to gain a little more elevation. I sometimes felt the dragon assemble swirling pockets of air to power his spurts of speed. Every prana-aided flap brought less of Gremly’s power to bear, but too much energy had been wasted already. It seemed we weren’t going to reach the forest’s less inebriating region. The best I could do was focus on the summoning link, though I did not have the mental range to ponder much else. 
 
    A well-timed rain helped to spur me from my stultified conscious an hour or three after seeing the crater. I wanted a heavier, longer shower, but the drizzle lasted less than ten minutes, at least if minutes still represented what they once did. The rain ended, but the clouds endured. Without even the cluttered impression of sunlight to aid us, the sky and mist blended into an everlasting gray blob. No one blamed Aranath for diving for the first clearing he spotted. 
 
    The ground provided little support for either my legs or head. Trying to get sleep this far in Gremly’s hinterlands offered a different kind of quiet than before. Rather than the hollowness of air, this quiet resembled dunking my head into a bucket of blood hot water. Closing my eyes felt like a bad idea as soon as I experienced the darkness behind my… eyelids… and something… something… 
 
    I opened my eyes to a rolling fog scattering the full moon’s bluish light. Unlike the contorting woods, my head seemed clearer. A wariness controlled my movements as I sat up. Something felt missing from… something. I couldn’t quite place how I knew it, but I also couldn’t deny that it encompassed my thoughts. Ghevont sat against a tree, his head slumped in sleep. I didn’t like that he failed to wake me up before surrendering to the realm in our heads, but I let it go. I just wanted to get out of here. 
 
    Stretching my legs, I asked, “You awake Aranath?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    Aranath had stated that he wouldn’t take naps while we stayed in Gremly, but after pushing ourselves toward the mist-mountain, I didn’t blame him if he wanted to sleep off the lassitude. If he wanted to. A half dormant unease told me that might not be the case. Still, if he was merely snoozing for a couple of hours, I didn’t want to interrupt him, not when we were a few hours away from restarting the journey. For now, I decided to wait a- 
 
    Gurgle, said my stomach. 
 
    I obliged my gut’s pleading with strips of dried venison. I stopped pacing when swallowing the chewed food did nothing to quiet my stomach’s begging. The nibbles of rations that plummeted into my acidic hollow also didn’t feel right. My stomach was as parched as the salted meat. Drinking from my waterskin did not make it any wetter. 
 
    I unsheathed my blade and thumped it on a tree trunk while yelling out, “Aranath! You there!?” The same nothingness as before. “Well, shit.” 
 
    “Cyrus?” said an awaking Ghevont. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Uh, well, for one, you never call me ‘Cyrus.’ I won’t even bother telling you the other strange shit, since I’m pretty sure you’re part of the strange shit.” 
 
    “What do you-” 
 
    “Shut up. Real or not, I’d prefer you to shut up right now.” 
 
    Getting an idea, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a dragon stone. I studied the rune key design, finding the overlapping triangles, circles, and squiggles didn’t match the ones from experience and memory. The details weren’t too far off, but the smaller circles and squiggles inside the triangles definitely stood out as being in the wrong positions. My world this was not. I hadn’t really woken up. Now what to do about it? 
 
    Ghevont disappeared. He had been within view, but I suppose no sight, sound, smell, or touch could be trusted here. Why even trap me in a forged world? Wouldn’t it have been easier to let me sleep in ignorance? To let me starve to death? Or was that it? My hunger was real, right? Why allow my hunger to penetrate this world? Were Aranath or the real Ghevont trying to awaken me? Was Gremly countering by trying to dupe me? 
 
    That’s all well and good if my theory was even partway true, but what to do about it? How much time did I have? Did Gremly still have tricks at the ready? Were Ghevont and Aranath experiencing the same unreality? Would I ever stop asking myself questions? Fuck. 
 
    I first had to try manipulating my prana… Ah, so that’s what had been missing. Well, “missing” was the wrong word. “Out-of-reach” fit what I sensed better. My soul’s ears heard the rushing river of prana still in my real body, but my dream self could not fathom how to reunite with that part of me. There had to be a way. I sat against a small, three branch tree, telling myself to keep trying to somehow “feel” my way out. 
 
    So I sat and sat, endeavoring to cast my illusion spell as my stomach continued to growl louder and sicker. When I grew frustrated by that method, I next attempted to run and jump around, trusting my prana to return to my legs on instinct. Then I punched the blasted silence. Then I retried those methods in different order… Then in the same order… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The place was becoming stranger. Sometimes my skin moistened from sweat. Seconds later and it’d be dry to the point of relentless itchiness. My left arm suffered the most irritation… That’s right. The fiend’s tail. My corruption. Merely remembering it roiled the depraved power in its cage, a cage longing for a key. Did my corruption feel as suffocated as I did? What a cruel fate. Was it wrong to hand it freedom? It would surely free me in return, no? What if I merely touched the cage? How would that even go? 
 
    I closed my eyes, directing what indefinable power I had to the thumping cage under my slower thumping heart. I pulled my conscious closer to the nebulous confine. My eyes shut tighter when a magnificently bright light smacked my eyelids. Almost throwing me off my feet, a wailing tsunami of wind slammed against me and the splintering woods. Putting my hand in front of me, I fought against the bracing brilliance and opened my eyelids to a squint. 
 
    The radiance and wind receded, though only to the point that blindness and instability didn’t instantly befall me. Just as I took a step forward, another blazing beam of radiance struck me, followed by another gusting pulse instants later. Each wasn’t as powerful as the first incidents, but without prana to steady me, both cases terrified me. I moved another step during the fleeting lull and waited to see if the pattern repeated itself. 
 
    It did. 
 
    I thus planned my own pattern of taking a lunging step between the pulses. I stopped after ten of them, believing my eyes could now handle even the strongest light and earn a glimpse of whatever had entered this dream world. 
 
    What I saw was a sphere twice as tall as myself and spinning five feet away. White light made up half the shell and an all-consuming darkness shaded its other side. Despite the extraordinary intensity of each contrast, a darkened outline of a tall skeletal figure could still be perceived. Its form fed the darkness and the holy prana making up the restraints supplied the light. Every outburst of wind came from the sphere completing a rotation. 
 
    At the same time I did so, the captive prana extended its arm. I took two strides forward when the chances arose, bringing my fingers an inch from the rounded dungeon. My yearning to pull my corrupted spirit waned every time the light swathed me in its impenetrable cocoon. During one of these cases of clarity, the idea that my corruption was taking advantage of the situation wormed its way to the forefront of my besieged reason. 
 
    How many existences made their home inside of me? A fiend’s corruption. An Alslana queen’s holy prana. A dragon’s. My own pathetic power. And now Gremly pulled me where it wanted to go. No matter, I couldn’t let a fiend’s power take advantage of me when all its racket gave me the opportunity to exploit my boon. Timing it carefully, I waited for the dark side of the shell to pass before tapping the pure side of the sphere. 
 
    I sat up and gasped as the thrilling tremor of cogent holy prana jolted me awake. I panted a foul smelling breath as I tried assessing where in the fuck I was this time. To my right, Ghevont, resting on both knees, pulled back his hands, an orangish light fading from them. 
 
    “What’s my name?” I asked him. 
 
    “Oh, well, you have several names. Which one-” 
 
    “Okay, that’s a good start. You there, Aranath?” 
 
    “Welcome back, boy.” 
 
    “I hope so.” I reached for my waterskin, drank from it, spit half of it back out, and looked up to get a sense of the sky’s clock. The brightest gloom the forest could achieve informed me it was mid-afternoon. “How long?” 
 
    “Two days,” answered Ghevont. “Another day would have forced me to take more drastic measures to stimulate you to consciousness.” 
 
    “What non-drastic measures did you take?” 
 
    “I could do little on my own after realizing you weren’t going to wake up with standard methods. My cognitive spells only bounced off you! Fire and electric spells also did little to inspire your waking.” 
 
    “Wait, you burned and shocked me?” 
 
    “Er, yes. Just a little on your lower leg. The right one. The four marks should heal within two weeks with the aid of salves I carry.” 
 
    “I don’t want to imagine your drastic measures. Anyway, what then?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. It wasn’t until I spoke with Aranath did we combine our efforts to rouse you. However, even our combined prana did not have an effect. You appeared destined to waste away in sleep, but then I had a revelation! If Gremly was employing a sleeping spell, then I would apply one of my own. I instructed Aranath to weaken Gremly’s spell as much as possible while I attempted to subvert it from the inside out!” 
 
    “Okay. I guess that’s when I started dreaming.” 
 
    “What did it look like?” 
 
    I flicked my hand toward the woods. “Like this. You were there for a bit, but you vanished when I realized everything was false. I couldn’t cast spells or talk to Aranath. Eating and drinking also didn’t feel right.” 
 
    “You couldn’t cast spells in the dream? Then how did you escape?” 
 
    “I couldn’t cast spells with my prana, so I brought up, uh, someone else’s.” 
 
    “Ah, the holy seal.” 
 
    “Yes. I touched its shell. That did it.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Without prana to resist the spell, you would have been stuck without more external support.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for giving me what you could. So, you’ve been awake this whole time?” 
 
    “I couldn’t risk succumbing to the same state as you.” 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Quite weary, of course, but no worse for wear, as they say. I’ve done experiments to see how long I can stay awake and competent. Three and a half days is the answer. Any longer and, and…” He yawned. 
 
    I stood up and slapped his shoulder. “Let’s get out of this godsforsaken place. You ready, Aranath?” 
 
    A content growl. “A benefit of your forced repose is that I have the physical energy to fly us out of Gremly in a single summon. Make certain to keep the scholar awake until we reach the thinner mist. He may resist the spell better than you while awake, but will stand less of a chance than you while asleep.” 
 
    To that end, I said, “Ghevont, we’ve yet to discuss what we saw deeper in Gremly. Do you think it was a crater?” 
 
    As expected, the scholar began a tangent of theory and speculation about the enormous crater and roots we witnessed. His guesswork on the reputed crater ranged from an eidolon home to an ancient caldera. The roots intrigued him more. How did they get so large? What did they lead to? A gigantic tree? Or was the crater like a colossal bowl of noodles? Were these roots the source of the mist? Was there more than one crater? 
 
    He did not sound drowsy until an hour later, though his mouth pressed on for another thirty minutes before respite became an obligation. Luckily, entering the wispier mist happened not long afterward. Minutes after that and Ghevont gained sporadic moments of sleep during the smoother portions of the flight. 
 
    Five years, Ghevont. Five years. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    A day after leaving Gremly, an Oclor army far below marched southward. An hour behind them marched a smaller force. The war on land appeared to be coming to a close. My ego said news of a dragon knight convinced everyone to go home, but I had a hunch that Eudon must have returned to Ecrin. I had hoped to avoid him, since I knew he would want to join me in my nismerdon hunt. While I welcomed his skill, the weight of responsibility I would feel from three daughters wouldn’t get Aranath off the ground. Gods help me. 
 
    The last of Aranath’s glides brought us in front of the palace gates, leaving no doubt who was returning. We landed right between lunch and supper, but I figured going right to the guest kitchen would get me and the scholar something to eat. 
 
    We caught two dozen servants finishing their late lunch. They wanted to make us a proper meal, but I assured them that their leftovers of chicken and pork would be more than acceptable. They looked amazed that we ate with them in the servant’s dining hall, and though I spoke little, Ghevont, in his own way, delighted them with a few of our ventures. 
 
    Two bites away from pulling the final morsel of meat from my last chicken bone, the servants went silent and rose to their feet to bow. Behind me, Odet said, “A dragon knight should know not to have his back against a door or window.” 
 
    I leveled my head to look at Odet’s reflection in a row of silver platters erect on a shelf. It showed her wearing a rather delicate looking purple dress with puffy shoulders. “And a princess should know that shiny things can give a dragon knight more than two eyes.” 
 
    “Welcome back, Mercer. Ghevont.” 
 
    “A pleasure to be back with a whole mind,” said Ghevont. 
 
    To the servants, Odet said, “Please, I’d like to speak with the dragon knight and the scholar in private before the rest of my family comes barging in.” They bowed again and filed out one of three doors available to them. Taking a chair on my side of the table, she said, “Since you didn’t come straight to the throne room, I’m assuming there’s no giant in Gremly.” 
 
    “We couldn’t get to the center, but it’s safe to assume no weakened giant would pick such a place to recover. Now, allow me to assume your father is here.” 
 
    “Yes. He came on a turtusk a day before the ships themselves docked. His foot is nursing the sting of a jellyfish, of all things, but he’s otherwise fine. He’ll be eager to meet Aranath, if he ever awakens from his nap, that is.” 
 
    “Is Clarissa in the palace?” 
 
    “Ah, Clarissa. Yes. She left soon after you did to be with Ethan, but she anticipated your return and has been waiting here the past two days. Master scholar, will you inform the vampire that her friends have returned?” 
 
    “Oh, of course, right away.” 
 
    “Take your time. She should be sleeping upstairs.” Not waiting for the scholar to leave, she crossed her arms and said, “Clarissa said something that upset me, Mercer.” 
 
    “Did she want some of your blood?” 
 
    Her ponytail swayed behind her shaking head. “You pick odd times to jest.” 
 
    “Agree to disagree.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Mercer. Why did I have to hear about your brother from Clarissa and not you?” 
 
    “Oh, well, last I checked, you’re not familiar with my brother. Neither am I for that matter.” 
 
    “That’s not a reason. Tell me, was it a deliberate decision to keep it a secret from me?” 
 
    “Uh, a little, but I’m gonna be honest here, I figured Clarissa would tell you and that’d be that. I don’t understand why you’d be upset.” 
 
    “Because I can help him! Didn’t you think of that possibility? I helped you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You mean sealing my corruption? Strictly speaking, your grandmother’s prana and Aranath helped me. You don’t have the skill to purify corruption yourself.” 
 
    “Not yet, but if I train Mytariss’ shield against your dragon’s flame, then I’m certain progress can be made far quicker than on my own.” 
 
    “We don’t have the time.” 
 
    “We’ll have weeks and weeks if I go with you.” 
 
    “Wait, are you trying to use my brother’s condition to justify you joining me?” 
 
    “You make it sound like I’m extorting you. You should want your brother purified. Not many people in this world have the potential to accomplish that.” 
 
    “And I’ll be sure to bring my brother to you when I find him.” 
 
    “And if he runs out of time? What then? Can you look your father in the eyes and tell him you had a chance to save his son by bringing me?” 
 
    “What will I tell yours if you die? Your sisters? An entire kingdom? He may be my brother, but I’d sooner run a sword through him for what he did to Clarissa than chance you losing a hair off your head.” 
 
    Her agitation pushed her off her seat. “I realize it’s a risk, but do you think I’m just going to rest on my laurels now that Father is here? You once told me I’m wasted stuck in the palace. Or did you forget saying I should be a traveling minstrel? Or be out leading an army? You even said you wouldn’t mind if I joined you in the Hadarii. I took what you said to heart, Mercer. ‘Finally!’ I thought, ‘Someone telling me I could do more in the world by actually living in it.’ Or was all that horseshit?” 
 
    I couldn’t help cracking a half grin when hearing the expletive. She even made vulgarity sound dignified. I lowered my head to hide my flippant reaction to her earnest plea. “No, princess, I swear I meant every word.” I lifted my head. “No one who knows you can doubt that you’re as much a warrior as your father. And I don’t doubt training together will lead to results that will make each of us stronger.” 
 
    “Then why do you doubt?” 
 
    “Because the Advent will recognize what everyone else can plainly see in you. They will treat you as great a threat as they treat me, and people stronger than us have died from weaker enemies. I’m half a whim away from forbidding Clarissa to join me, but since that would ruin the dearest friendship I have, I resist, if just barely.” 
 
    “And you don’t worry that our own friendship will be ruined?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You sound so sure.” 
 
    “Apart from not giving me any hints that you’d go so far as friendship breaking, I think you do understand my side of things. You’ll be angry, sure, but I’ll be gone long enough for you to ultimately respect my choice.” 
 
    “You should try being a seer if you trust your foresight that much.” 
 
    “I assume being a seer was my childhood calling.” 
 
    “Hmm, self-deprecating dark humor. That’s a new one from you.” 
 
    “Not in my own head.” 
 
    She sat on a seat farther than the one before. “Well, I do understand your side of things. No one wants to be responsible for failing to protect their friends. But if you and I can become stronger, then we stand a better chance at protecting those we care about. With Mother gone, so is Mytariss’ power. I aim to bring her back and give Beatrice and Alslana peace of mind. Perhaps not for the short-term, but surely for beyond. Then I can help your family in return. I will help purify one brother and help the other shed his crystals. No proper dragon knight should be shuddering after using their power.” 
 
    “She has a point,” said Aranath. 
 
    Ignoring the dragon, I said, “I’m guessing you haven’t spoken to your father about your desire to join me.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, no, not in great length… or at all.” 
 
    “Tell you what, convince him that taking you with me is a good idea and I’ll begin to ponder your aspiration.” 
 
    “I’d rather convince you now.” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    My head gestured toward the silver platters. She looked at them to see the darting image of a girl heading for the open entrance. Behind her sprinted Bell and Gerard. Clarissa and Ghevont followed with less rushed steps. I brought everyone up to speed in a couple of sentences while Ghevont used several more. I told him beforehand to not mention my two-day unconscious incident. He obliged. 
 
    A little later, the unarguable excuse that I was tired from traveling permitted me to seek serene isolation in the baths and then on my bed. I knew I had to be at my most rested if I wanted to repel another of Odet’s sensible arguments. Or should I repel her? Her persuasive tone still argued her points in my head as I lay on my back. 
 
    Finally, I clasped the hilt leaning on the bed and asked, “You think I should bring her, don’t you?” 
 
    He grunted. “It’s not often a Veknu Milaris’ flame can train against an eidolon’s power, particularly one that complements the Draceran training technique.” 
 
    “Her father is stronger.” 
 
    “But he is no valkrean. There are only ten others in Orda whose potential is as great as her own. Nine are those who are able to summon the eidolons who serve the remaining gods of duality. The tenth is yourself. However, like yourself, her lack of true experience is a concern, so I will not protest if you choose to bring Eudon’s bow.” 
 
    “But if it were up to you…” 
 
    “Yes, the girl would be my choice. The former king’s sparring style does not improve the most imperative aspects of your training. Indeed, even sparring to train the body leads to little progress when he is but a stone wall to you. You need warriors at your tier to truly develop mind and body. I also trust her judgment more than her parent.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I do not believe it to be a pronounced concern, but between father and daughter, I expect the father to act more independently.” 
 
    “That’s part of the reason he makes more sense.” 
 
    “In part. As I said, it is not a pronounced concern, but which human do you trust more to act sensibly if they see the Advent who killed their matriarch? Who do you trust more to listen to your reasoning in the heat of a fight? The young do not often enjoy following the advice of their elders, but the opposite is a stronger truth. Regardless, none of that matters if fear for the girl’s safety dictates your actions on the field of battle. If this is what you expect, do not take the girl.” 
 
    “Well, since Eudon won’t agree to let her go, there’s no point mulling it over.” 
 
    A grumbling growl. “It’s your decision, boy. Do not pretend otherwise. Acknowledge your misgivings. Mortals are expected to have several.” 
 
    I let go of the hilt, my misgivings confusing me almost as much as Gremly did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    I waited after my father’s stomach was filled with his heavy duck dinner to visit him in his room. I knocked. He invited me in. Father no longer inhabited the capacious room he once shared with Mother. He didn’t even take any of his old furniture to the more cramped, stuffy chamber he now occupied. Only a single triangular window near the ceiling prevented total seclusion from the outside world when the door was shut. Father sat by his candlelit desk, a black cotton robe over his unceremonious tunic and trousers. 
 
    Stopping his reading of a document to give me his paternal attention, he asked, “What can an old father do for his naval princess?” 
 
    I was less nervous before the sea battle. I gulped and said, “Father, I need you to help me convince Mercer to take me on his nismerdon search.” 
 
    His gaze became far too paternal. He leaned back on his chair and scratched his stubble. “And why would I do such a thing?” 
 
    “Because it will help me, Alslana, and our dragon knight ally.” 
 
    “And how’s that?” 
 
    “It’s only been a handful of sessions, but I know Mercer’s dragon flame will strengthen my shield like few other techniques can. I want to take advantage of that so I can help Beatrice summon Mytariss, but since he can’t stay here long, I wish to join him.” 
 
    Not one to sigh or shake his head, he simply said, “I’m sorry, darling, but I cannot indulge such a wish. You can continue training here. It may be slower, but-” 
 
    “A hundred times slower! I’ve exhausted every training method here. Mercer’s power is challenging, yet it’s still nearer my level than your bow attacks. Furthermore, if I can refine my holy prana enough, I’ll be able to purify Mercer’s brother, and any other poor soul the Advent have enthralled in their corruption. Or can your lightning arrows cure such a condition?” 
 
    “In a sense. Your intentions for yourself and others is noble, but if anyone in this room can help the dragon knight defeat the Advent, it’s still me and my bow, pure intentions or not.” 
 
    “And so you admit your intentions aren’t so, so righteous? That seeking vengeance for the dead could forsake the living?” 
 
    “Aye, I’m familiar with the passage.” 
 
    “And yet you get to r-refuse the wisdom of the g-gods?” He leaned forward when he heard my lips tremble. “Do you b-believe you’re the only one in this family w-who wants to avenge Mother? You were hundreds of miles away when it happened, but I was in the same room! I saw her die! I still see it every night!” 
 
    It took me a few moments to realize that I had crumpled to the ground in tears and was being rocked in my father’s arms. I wanted to pull away at first, but I enjoyed releasing my grief while his wide warmth engulfed me. 
 
    His lips pressed on to my forehead when he sensed his comfort bringing me relief. I wiped my tears on his clothing, patches of which were already damp from my crying. 
 
    Breaking our forlorn concord, he said, “I’m so, so sorry you beheld such a horrendous sight. I’d bear your nightmares if I could.” 
 
    “But you can’t, so help me another way.” 
 
    He helped me to my feet, then maneuvered both of us to sit on his bed. Placing an arm over and behind my shoulders, he said, “I’ll help Alslana by keeping its royal bloodline safe.” 
 
    “Then stay here. Protect daughters who can’t fight for themselves. Train Elisa. She would so love that. And Beatrice trusts your judgment more than mine.” 
 
    “But I could have done little better myself.” 
 
    “I almost led us to disaster.” 
 
    “Even the best decisions under the best circumstances can lead to such an outcome.” 
 
    “That doesn’t ease my conscious.” 
 
    “It wasn’t meant to. Simply a fact of war and life.” 
 
    “Do you not at least see reason in my request?” 
 
    “Of course I do, but the fact of the matter is, there’s no guarantee you will become strong enough fast enough.” 
 
    “Even if I know I will?” 
 
    “Did the seer tell you that?” 
 
    “I don’t need a seer to know that seizing this moment is what’s right for me, for everyone. Haven’t you ever had that feeling? Knowing in your heart when something is right?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever needed someone to trust you?” 
 
    “Every time I fight with someone beside me.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    He leaned in to kiss the top of my head again. “Astor women are as beautiful as they are tenacious. I cannot concede just yet, but what if I promise to speak with you and Master Eberwolf about the matter tomorrow? I imagine his word counts for something.” 
 
    “You expect him to be your supporter, correct? Fine, then add Beatrice as well. If she had to choose who stays and who goes, she will choose for you to stay.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes. As an Astor woman herself, she knows how important it is for our bloodline to summon Mytariss. I’d still rather convince you without forcing her hand, but if all else fails, I’m prepared to get her on my side.” 
 
    “Your mother also used her Astor name against me.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “Less often than you’d think, more often than I would have liked… So be it. We’ll discuss this tomorrow, before Beatrice begins seeing her visitors.” 
 
    “Okay, good enough.” I hugged him. “For now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    I slept early so I woke up early. The formal breakfast was still an hour in the future by the time I finished my toilet, but I figured I could sneak in a quick meal before the aristocratic crowd made their way down. When I opened my door, one of the two guards at the end of my hall marched his way up to me. 
 
    After a bow, he said, “Lord Dragon Knight, the queen has requested your presence in her private sitting room. Her sister, Princess Odet Astor, and her father, Lord Hallam, will also be present.” 
 
    All three wanted to speak with me? This had to be about my upcoming journey. I couldn’t imagine Odet had already convinced her father to replace himself with his daughter. Not to mention Beatrice would probably need convincing as well. Was she trying to convert us all at once? Or did she have her family persuaded already and now intended to overwhelm me with their agreement? 
 
    Fuck it. Like Aranath said, it wasn’t up to them. 
 
    To the guard returning to his post, I said, “Wait. Can you deliver a message for me?” 
 
    “Aye, milord.” 
 
    “Gods help me… Tell Odet she can join me when I begin my journey tomorrow, and tell her I said ‘gods help me.’ Oh, and tell her I did this…” I turned to face the smooth stone wall and not so lightly hammered its surface with my forehead. “Ow, fuck. If anyone still insists on talking to me, they can find me training outside the High Guard barracks. Got all that?” 
 
    “Er, yes, milord.” 
 
    “Good. Take your time delivering the message. Let’s give it another half hour. Pretend I’m still sleeping.” 
 
    “Milord?” 
 
    “It’s all right, guardsman. A little extra waiting never hurt anyone, especially when spite is a motivating factor.” 
 
    I patted his silver pauldron and walked past him to get to the stairs. I doubt the guardsman waited the full half hour, but I wasn’t that serious, anyway. As I inferred in the message, I forwent breakfast. I instead strode straight to the barracks in the hopes to bang my sword—rather than my head—against something. 
 
    Instructor Hoff stood alongside a large mud puddle barking orders and advice to a dozen youths when I came up to him. Moments afterward and the youths witnessed their mentor and a dragon knight clashing with real steel. The old man’s legs had little chance to outflank mine, but his sword arm made up for his relapsed mobility. Not that he was slow. His speed came from the experience of knowing how and when his opponent would swing and lunge, and he could still send the occasional prana burst to his limbs to surprise both observer and opponent. 
 
    For those keeping track of the quick smacks and blows that landed on our exposed armor, they would have counted more successes for the instructor during our spirited warmup. Yet more reminders that so many aspects of my training needed polishing. It really was dragon flame or nothing for me. Eh, maybe I was being too hard on myself, but what is and what one feels is rarely the same thing. 
 
    Going by the hushing youths, I discerned a royal or two was incoming. That gave me the impetus to land the last whack before the approaching Odet forced us to stay our blades. 
 
    Before she spoke, I asked, “How’d your father take it?” 
 
    “A little surprised, a little angry.” 
 
    “That makes two of us. I should thank you, in a way. I usually don’t feel all that much outside a fight, but this is progress.” 
 
    “You’re welcome? Listen, I know you’re annoyed, but you made this choice because you know it’s what’s best for both of us. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Remind me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Remind me why I’m bringing you.” I showed her a dragon stone. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll go change.” 
 
    “Nope, now.” 
 
    “But I’m still in a dress.” 
 
    “Well, sometimes a fight can start with one’s trousers down.” 
 
    I tossed up the stone and triggered it. Dragon fire poured down to meet transparent ward. That got the youths excited again. Others in the barracks gathered outside when they saw what was going on. I experienced a boyish gladness pushing the princess into the mud, getting her black velvet shoes and her green dress caked with half-dried mire. Of course, the princess cared nothing about her wardrobe and footwear once her warrior’s instincts took over. 
 
    A few minutes of sparring later and the spectators once again fell silent with the appearance of Eudon. He stayed in the periphery as he watched me fling flame and kicks at his daughter’s shield. He watched as Odet splattered mud into the air by slamming her ward on to the ground to get flecks of muck into my vision. I split what was left of my flame and sent them on my flanks, where they exploded on to the wards I assumed were coming. Less expected was the handle end of a dagger flying toward my chest. I dodged a direct hit by turning sideways, but it still grazed my left arm. 
 
    Seeing as she brought weapons into the equation, a frontal assault from her next ward was countered by my sword. It required all my strength to slice the ward in half. Rather than block my next surge of fire, she ran toward it and used the slick ground to slide under it. From a slit in her dress she drew a dagger and flung it at the same time momentum rose her body back up. At such a close distance I could only react by deflecting the projectile with my sword, tying me up long enough for her to cast and shove a ward four feet away from her target. 
 
    I had to punch the ward with my sword hand to prevent it from smashing into me at full force. Since she cast the ward with speed in mind, the attack-shield wasn’t so hardy. It frayed apart with a shock to my body. Things would have been dire for me if my opponent had another weapon on hand. As it was, we only stared at each other as the airborne mud splashed back on to the ground. 
 
    “Master Hoff,” said the former king with an outstretched hand. “Your sword.” 
 
    As the instructor walked over to hand over the sword, Eudon’s murderous eyes dared mine to flinch. I wanted to confirm that his mouth wasn’t frothing and his fingers remained clawless, but it took everything in my being just to keep my eyes steady on his own. Since my ears only heard the squelching of the mud beneath Eudon’s boots, I could only guess that Odet’s moving lips said something contrite as she backed away from her replacement. 
 
    I think I fought admirably for the first twenty seconds. The next two hundred went less well for me. The only reason I lasted that long was Eudon knowing he needed to pull some of his blows if he did not want to crack bone. Perhaps he also did not want to humiliate me in front of everyone in this contest of brawn. In the end, however, I laid on my ass and could not get it back up. 
 
    The victor, accomplishing his goal of adding regret to every pore of my body, stood over me and said, “Make her stronger than I, Lord Dragon Knight.” 
 
    I looked up to nod before going back to sucking in deep drafts of air. With the sword returned, the justifiably agitated father ambled back toward the palace grounds proper. 
 
    Odet hurried to get alongside me. She offered her hand and asked, “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes… I’m gonna… I’m gonna stick to the ground for a bit.” 
 
    “I’m going to go change, then. Please, don’t judge Father with too harsh a-” 
 
    “Had to be done.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I’m glad you’re not taking it to heart. Anyway, we’ll be gone long enough for him to ultimately respect your choice.” 
 
    “Really? You’re throwing that back in my face?” 
 
    “I’m sorry! I couldn’t help it! Stay right here. I’ll be back.” 
 
    As I watched her rush out of the training grounds, I came to comprehend that this choice I made had no middle ground. It was either the best choice of my life—or the absolute worst. 
 
    At least on this first day, the result leaned toward the former when Odet came back with Elisa and Bell in tow. Training with them and Hoff helped me forget about the deep bruises Eudon left—eh, for an hour, anyway. Ghevont made an appearance when I asked a guard to bring him over so he could look at my most tender spots. His hands, glowing with a yellow spell that enhanced his sensitivity, pressed into my skin and concluded that I had a bruised liver. He would give me a personalized concoction to dull the pain and heal the mild contusion within a few days. 
 
    Knowing this would be their last chance to see me for a long while, Clarissa brought over Ethan, Cat, and Marcela after the lunch hour. Gerard visited for a moment, but when Odet told him he would be joining her on my journey, he elected to spend his last hours in Alslana with his family. With no more room on the saddle, Odet told Bell that she was now in charge of guarding and training Elisa. This moment was also when Elisa learned of Odet’s intention to leave. 
 
    Unlike her older sister’s knack for compelling arguments, Elisa could not convince me to bring her along. She did make two good points. She would not take up much room on the dragon, for one. Her size would likewise be useful in sneaking into small spaces and breaking into buildings. Notwithstanding these irresistible factors, the little Astor needed to be promised a future ride on Aranath, on top of my earlier promise to train her. With that agreed to, Elisa calmed down and realized she had to soak up as much time as possible with Odet. 
 
    In the middle of my Dracera training, as Elisa’s heavy-eyed head rested on Odet’s lap, I thought it funny that the Advent were indirectly responsible for my favorite moments as much as they were directly responsible for my foulest. 
 
    We cleaned up in preparation for the dinner hour, which Beatrice made an exclusive affair. Here is when Odet assured her father and the queen that any hint of Advent activity would not be acted on rashly. Not only would we send them a message, but I planned to use my designation to attract allies to the cause. Who these allies turned out to be depended on where we found ourselves. With allies in mind, Beatrice told me to see her in her sitting room after dinner so she could give me information on the state of the world. 
 
    As for the queen’s father, Eudon seemed at ease, at least relative to the morning encounter. He had little to say in general, though. Like Elisa, he consumed Odet’s presence by sitting by her side and talking the most with her. I presumed their parting conversation would go well into the night. 
 
    Beatrice would likely join in that farewell soon, but she remained reserved during the entire meal. On finishing her fish stew, all she did was excuse herself and leave for her room. I could have trailed her seconds later, but I preferred letting my food settle first. I waited until everyone else gobbled up what they wanted before heading to the queen’s sitting room. 
 
    Throughout the dinner I tried reading how she felt about me agreeing to take her sister on a treacherous mission across Orda, but she gave me nothing to go on. My thoughts dwelled on her disposition as I made the short climb to her suite. 
 
    The six High Guardsmen led by their captain had me wait in the narrow hall for a couple of minutes. Then three maidservants exited the sitting room and informed me that I could see the queen, the youngest one giggling from the undoubtedly naughty thoughts crossing her mind. A rare mood would have had me joining her. 
 
    I entered a beige room with a vaulted ceiling twenty feet up. The ceiling sported gold leaf in the design of a thousand triangles, which sparkled in the light that came from a great marble fireplace. Five big couches and three times as many chairs surrounded and faced a table under a reedy chandelier of silver. The three wooden legs of the table supported its glass top, which had been fashioned into the shape of a fish or whale. This sitting area lay within a round depression three feet deep. 
 
    Sitting at the end of a purple couch opposite the entrance was Beatrice, her long hair freed from its updo confines. And while her velvety red, silver trim gown would be considered an ornate dress worthy of the most formal events for a well-to-do young woman, it served as the royal’s casual attire. Rolled up in her hands were two scrolls. 
 
    I stepped down to the sitting area and referred to the scrolls when I asked, “What are those?” 
 
    “Names and titles. Before you left for Gremly, I requested of your scholar a list of the forests you planned on visiting. I, in turn, asked for a list of notable people and groups who claim to own or have an interest in these forests. So, if you indeed find our enemy within them, then these personages might be where your first allies lie.” 
 
    I grabbed the offered scrolls. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hmph, nonsense. Odet is the one giving you her shield and mind. The most I can do is give you a little information.” 
 
    “You’re not upset I’m taking her instead of your father?” 
 
    “Upset? No. Whether you were here or not both my father and Odet would seek ways to place themselves in harm’s way. Truthfully, perhaps I am glad you are taking her rather than him.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “A fair question… Please, I don’t like having to look up at you. Sit. It’s a sitting room after all.” 
 
    Due to the angle, I had to remove my scabbard from the belt so it wouldn’t get in the way. A quick assessment suggested I sit a foot away from her—not so close that she thought me presumptuous, but not so far that it precluded any presumptuous act by her. Ugh. Sitting distance might have been the dumbest thing I ever deliberated. 
 
    “As for your question, I can only guess that I trust Odet’s levelheadedness more. Father is strong, but I fancy he believes he can abolish the Advent all by himself. Despite everything, Odet is thinking clearer, clearer than any of us. I also trust you can be stricter with her in the times she wishes to place herself in an untenable situation. Is that trust misplaced?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good.” She was ready to speak on something else, but noticed narrowed eyes and a tilted head staring back at her. “What? Is this another attempt to see how long I can stand your silence?” 
 
    “No, sorry. I was only just realizing something foolish.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t say.” 
 
    “But you will.” 
 
    “All right, but give me a second to phrase this properly.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need.” 
 
    “Okay…Well, I used to think the less assured woman I first saw would need a long time to trust herself to be a queen, but you’re proving me more wrong every time we speak.” 
 
    I don’t know if the noise she made was a chortle or the start of a sobbing cry, but before any more hint in sound or mien escaped, she locked it behind her throat. She cleared it and said, “I’ve had too much help to not at least try my best to… to move on from Mother’s death, including from you.” 
 
    “From me?” 
 
    “Or rather, what you’ve gone through. The Advent’s brutality, the corruption, and the loss of your childhood memories. Now I hear your brother is a thrall of the cult. One of these trials alone can threaten a man’s reason, yet here you are. If such misery can befall a single person without them losing hope, then I can at least try doing what my blood has been bred for.” 
 
    “It seems your misery has found company in mine. I suppose that’s one reason the gods allow it to exist.” 
 
    “We can be more…” She chuckled. “Gods, I said what I was going to say in my head first and it sounded so bawdy!” 
 
    “Finish it, then. Or are there no perks to being courted by a queen?” 
 
    “Courted? I’m doing no such thing.” 
 
    “So a proposal does not count as courting to you?” 
 
    “That was me being pragmatic, not romantic. Genuine courting would be far different and far more obvious coming from me. In fact, my lack of tact can be considered the main cause of my ruined friendship. I only desired to gain a little experience with men, but my forwardness prompted a stronger reaction from him. I preferred that it did not cost a friendship, but the incident did give me experience with managing a man’s expectations. Hmm, I suspect even my mere suggestion of bawdiness has raised your expectations, to put it delicately.” 
 
    “My first memories are of living with indelicate thieves and murderers, and I’ve traveled with a band of pirates. It takes more than the mere suggestion of bawdiness to raise my expectations. Our kiss on the other hand…” 
 
    “Are you endeavoring to steal another?” 
 
    “I’m only thinking that I might be gone a long time. Or was the first kiss with your potential husband so disagreeable as to not permit another?” 
 
    “Even if it had been disagreeable, I believe a dragon knight who has returned a father to his daughter deserves another chance or two to get it right.” 
 
    She leaned in during her last few words, prompting me to do the same. A kiss that incited the most primitive part of my mind also incited the most sensitive part of my body. The sensations demanded I go a lot farther than the first time. Preventing my hands and teeth from acting out the urge to tear off our clothes was the relic of reason hiding somewhere in the recesses of its engaged home. 
 
    I did go as far as press my lips harder onto hers so I could push her against the couch’s arm. A throaty chuckle squeaked out of her lips, stopping our second kiss. 
 
    “If I accepted your proposal right now, then we would basically have to move this to your bed, wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have to move anywhere. The sitting room doors do lock from the inside, you know.” 
 
    “The guards will come bursting through if they hear any screaming.” 
 
    “Hmm, such precautions should only be taken seriously if you do accept.” 
 
    “I was just trying to be a little bawdy, Your Grace.” 
 
    A frown. “I don’t want your bawdy talk right now.” 
 
    “Ah, now I regret opening my mouth.” 
 
    “No, that you can do. Just no talking.” 
 
    The next kiss nestled her deeper into the couch as I moved myself over more of her unknotting body. Her hand cupped the back of my head and grabbed my hair. With a gentle pull she lowered my head so that my lips landed on the nape of her neck. I never believed something could be so silky smooth as her taut skin. Her moaning exhale warmed my right ear. That same breath reminded me of her mouth and I went for it again. 
 
    My left hand found her right. Our fingers intertwined as my other hand ruffled the gown at her waist in its effort to trace her slender outline. Less slender was when I got a handful of her firm left breast, which felt more than a handful than her constricting dresses implied. Every instance of our tongues flicking against the other eroded my logic. It came snapping back when her bouncy lips suddenly disengaged from mine to say, “Damn it.” 
 
    I rested my forehead on hers. “Is that directed at me?” 
 
    “No. I just remembered that I told my father and sisters I’d see them after speaking with you. They could be waiting outside the door at this very moment.” 
 
    I lifted myself off the rising monarch. “And you’re afraid they’re going to guess what we’re doing?” 
 
    Her moist lips formed a lax smile. “I wouldn’t care very much if they did guess. However, I do care that this will be my last night with Odet in a long while. I fear that thought has broken the mood. I’m sorry, I truly am.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I understand. Be with your family.” 
 
    “Thank you, and thank you for being a fine distraction.” 
 
    “That’s all I am to you, huh?” I stood up and repossessed the scabbard laying on the couch. 
 
    The queen’s hand slipped behind my neck to bring my head for another kiss. On separating, she used the hint of a singsong tone to say, “Sometimes a lass kisses a lad to pretend he’s a king and she a queen.” Back to her regular tone, she said, “If I’m being honest, I wanted to kiss you for the exact opposite reason. Sometimes I wish to forget I’m a queen, and when we kissed in your room before, I did. Not an easy accomplishment these days.” 
 
    “And what do you pretend to be. A peasant girl? A piratess?” 
 
    “Gods no. I’m still affluent enough to buy what I desire, I simply do not have a title that requires so much responsibility. Call me shallow or unimaginative if you wish, but nice things comfort me.” 
 
    “Well, as long as I can be one of your nice things.” 
 
    She let me come in for one final peck before we each knew it was time for me to leave. I headed for the doors once my scabbard was back in its belt and I could walk without hobbling. 
 
    After smoothing her gown and hair, she said, “Keep my sister safe, dragon knight.” 
 
    “I’d sooner let the Advent succeed in their grandiose goal than see her harmed, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Then we’re on the same page. May Enir grant you his luck.” 
 
    “And I’d give half of it back to you.” 
 
    I bowed, opened the door, and left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    A brisk southern wind and a flawless blue sky greeted Aranath and his passengers as we began our journey to the Forest of Giants. Not counting the bloodsucker, everyone else agreed no better day to fly would be experienced in another century or two. Clarissa would have to endure the flight at least two days longer than I enjoyed the flight to Gremly, not including the days we needed to spend searching over the leafy canopy. 
 
    Aranath flew toward Alslana’s eastern coastline to follow it northward. Like most major powers, the most populated areas would lie by the coasts, but I told the dragon to follow the seashore, anyway. 
 
    Minutes after landing on the most remote clearing in the area, Clarissa took notice of my odd choice to keep by the shore and asked, “Won’t it be easier to avoid towns and people if we flew over the middle of Alslana? Odet says there’s only a bunch of farms in the center of the kingdom.” 
 
    I looked to make certain the others were out of hearing range, then answered, “I’m aware, but I’m thinking of making a quick stop by a coastal city before moving farther inland.” 
 
    “Which city?” 
 
    I sighed. “Bukuna.” 
 
    “Bukuna?” She smiled. “The Equine Manor! Rosemary! You want to visit your family!” 
 
    “Mostly Rosemary, but yes.” For a reason I did not entirely fathom, the vampire hugged me. “Uh, why are you so happy?” 
 
    She separated from me. “Because it’s very sweet of you, and you’re hardly ever sweet. You could have just written them, but you’re not.” 
 
    “Well, part of the reason is to let them know the Advent have Alex working for them and that Nathaniel is likely dead, so it’s not exactly all sweetness and rainbows.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but the point is, you’re thinking of them. Plus, you’re going to let them know you’re a dragon knight, right?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “That should offset a little of the bad news. And they’ll meet a princess! Oh, can I please tell them the queen proposed to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right, that’s a bit far. Still, I’m glad you’re taking the time to visit them.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re so glad, but thanks, I guess.” 
 
    Three hours after training, with the sun halfway under the horizon, our group sparked a small campfire on top of a grassy dune and watched the Parsillion waves crash on to the beach a hundred yards away. 
 
    As we ate the cooked fish Gerard and Ghevont caught, I asked Odet, “What do you know about the people who live in the Forest of Giants?” 
 
    She stopped adjusting the laces of her right boot. Her ensemble was the same one she had worn when she first flew on Aranath. “The Homen? I’ve read a little history about their tribes, but Alslana has never had the need to conduct business with them. Even at our peak our northern border fell short of the forest.” 
 
    “Then you don’t know how susceptible they are to Advent influence?” 
 
    “If modern civilizations like Voreen and Prusal can be infiltrated by them, then I don’t see why the forest people would be any different. The Homen have a contentious relationship with Caracasa and Etoc, so I imagine the cult would offer the power to fight against the incurring nations as a reward for aiding their cause. In a way, I hope we do find a nismerdon among them.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “Because it will be much easier calling upon allies within Iazali than on another continent.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s true. Still, you’d think a few supporters will answer a dragon knight’s call for help.” 
 
    “We can also buy help from the Warriors Guild,” said Gerard. 
 
    “You mean I can buy help,” corrected Odet. 
 
    “Of course, forgive me. I prostrate myself before you.” 
 
    “I don’t think the princess was quite that offended, sir knight,” said Ghevont. 
 
    The girls laughed. 
 
    It was early in the taking-Odet-instead-of-Eudon experiment, but I so far believed it to be productive. It didn’t hurt that Ghevont added his own wards during our bouts. Bringing Odet also brought Gerard’s superior swordsmanship for me to go up against. Supplemented with Clarissa’s water whips and icicles, my training always remained a blissfully enervating and escapist activity. Furthermore, when Odet and I focused on the bubble ward, the green knight was generous enough to augment the vampire and scholar’s battle speed for me. 
 
    The fourth day of travel would be a rest day from such physical activity due to my impending visit to Bukuna. We had left a little earlier in the morning to ensure we reached the city well before evening. Aranath dove for the ground as soon as he spotted the outskirts of the capital. It then became a matter of finding a road that led into town. 
 
    The summer sunshine did nothing to liven up the sluggish people and clammy aura of the place. A single gust of eastern wind blew in more fish smell than all my time in Ecrin. Going to the Equine Manor meant going west, away from the strongest of the fish odor. Despite the torpid conditions, the girls’ eager mood remained unaffected. The enthusiasm of those humors only increased when I pointed out the black steel bars of the Equine Manor’s fence. 
 
    On walking up to the guards, I pulled back my hood and said, “My name is-” 
 
    A man I sort of recognized in iron armor said, “Lord Cyrus Winfield. Yes, I remember you. Lady Winfield made sure we never forgot your face when you visited us last. Cole! Open the gates and get someone to inform the Winfields that the young lord has returned!” 
 
    The gate swung open, its lower bars pushing aside caked mud. Thirty yards later and we went through the manor’s small double doors. Waiting for us was the head housekeeper, Phillis Pharos. She opened her plum arms at the same time she squealed. 
 
    “It’s really you! Welcome back! Rosemary will be down soon. We’ve all prayed to the gods every hour since you left.” 
 
    “Then it worked. I-” 
 
    “Cyrus!” cried a young woman skipping down the stairs. It was my “sister,” Erica, looking less full-figured than when I last—and first—saw her. She too threw herself at me. “Your letters are frustratingly brief, Cyrus. Spencer teases me by filling in the blanks with dreadful developments.” 
 
    “I fear I won’t be much different.” 
 
    “That won’t do at all. Oh, who are your new friends?” 
 
    Looking back at Odet, I said, “Uh, I’ll wait to introduce them when we get everyone together. Trust me, it’ll be easier to have everyone reacting all at once.” 
 
    “Reacting to what?” 
 
    “Lady Winfield,” said Phillis. “Shall we move this to the dining hall? I’m certain Master Winfield and his friends are tired and hungry after their journey.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Lead them there and tell the cooks to warm up anything they can. I’ll go find and gather the others. I’m afraid Spencer won’t leave his office for another two hours, but everyone else is home. Oh, except for Lord Pendlecot. He’s out of town altogether. Mother should be in the garden with Michael and… Ah! I’m babbling! Please, go eat up. I’ll be back!” 
 
    Phillis directed us to the manor’s right wing and asked us what we preferred eating. She then left us in the dining room to instruct the kitchen staff to get us drinks and whatever scraps they could scrounge up. 
 
    I stood up from my seat when I saw Lady Winfield cross the threshold a few minutes later. Her decorous form looked as close to out of breath as a woman of her station permitted. Neither of us said a word as we each closed the distance to embrace the other. She stood shorter than I remembered, but even with dragon scales protecting me, her hug felt strong. 
 
    She looked up at me and brushed back the hair dangling over my forehead. “I’m eternally glad and relieved to see you, Cyrus, but why didn’t you write first? We could have prepared for your coming by making certain our schedules aligned. You might have missed me. I only just returned from a fortnight in the countryside.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but this is a last minute detour.” 
 
    “Detour? Gods, you won’t be staying long, will you?” 
 
    “Until morning.” 
 
    She hung her head. “You torture an old woman’s heart, darling.” 
 
    “Forgive him, Lady Winfield,” said Odet. “Your son is doing important work, truly.” 
 
    “I’ve never doubted it, young lady. Ah, and it seems even more youths are involved in this ‘important work’ than before. What do your parents think?” 
 
    “If I gave her my permission,” began the green knight, “my mother’s worry would have her joining me in my expeditions.” 
 
    Rosemary separated herself from me completely. “Gods, where are my manners?” She bowed. “Pardon my irritation. I should know better than to make Cyrus’ companions uncomfortable.” 
 
    “We’ve been more so,” said a matter-of-fact Ghevont. 
 
    With Lord Winfield alongside her, Erica returned holding Michael in her arms. Spencer’s wife, Naomi, and Lady Pendlecot followed seconds afterward. Erica handed Michael to his mother. Appearing last was Lady Pendlecot’s daughter, Cecelia, whose naturally genial guise displayed more indifference than gratitude at my presence. 
 
    After my family formally introduced themselves to my companions, I said, “Everyone, this is Gerard Safrix, High Guard knight for the Alslana Kingdom.” Moving my open palm to introduce the next stranger, I said, “With his sword and heart he protects Alslana’s first princess, Odet Astor.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure to meet everyone,” said Odet. 
 
    The faces separate from my travel group searched my expression and the expression of the princess for any signs of jesting or insanity. When Rosemary set her wide-eyed gaze on me, I said, “Trust me, I’d rather this be a jest.” 
 
    “But, b-but why is the princess of Alslana traveling with you?” 
 
    “We share similar goals.” 
 
    “The Advent?” guessed Lord Winfield, the first to recover from the aura of astonishment still lingering in the room. 
 
    “Aye. We’ve recently discovered a way to sniff out their magic, and we’ve more recently started a mission to use that boon.” 
 
    Looking out the windows, Erica asked, “Does that mean there’s Alslana guardsmen nearby?” 
 
    “It’s just us.” 
 
    “Is that safe?” asked Lady Pendlecot. She fanned herself as fast as her wrist could move. 
 
    “It’s necessary.” 
 
    “More than that,” said Odet, “Cyrus can summon an ally that allows us to travel far above most danger.” 
 
    “All five of you?” probed Naomi. “That must be quite the beast.” 
 
    “Quite,” I said. “I invite all of you to come and watch me summon him tomorrow morning. We’ll have to find a clearing, however. For now, I do have more news to share.” I reached out to take Rosemary’s hand. “I saw Alex.” 
 
    “Alex! Then he’s alive?!” 
 
    “Yes, but I had to cross blades with him.” I glimpsed at Clarissa, who returned it. “A collapsing mountain interrupted us, but I’m certain he made it out. At least he seemed to have all his memories intact.” 
 
    “Why did you even cross blades with your brother?” asked Lord Winfield. 
 
    “Because fear, spell, or misguidance has him working with the Advent.” 
 
    “Working for them!?” stated Erica. “Impossible! Why would he work for the people who kidnapped him?” 
 
    “They gave him power, and while it strengthened his body, his mind is weakened. He also thinks he’s protecting you, which might be true. I doubt the Advent will attack the family of an ally.” 
 
    “How can you declare such a thing!?” asked Rosemary. “These cultists attack us, valkrean, and a queen and you believe they’ll refrain from violence!?” 
 
    “I realize I can’t comfort you, but if I truly believed you to be in danger, then I’d compel you move as secretly as you could to Ecrin.” 
 
    “Maybe we should anyway,” said Lady Pendlecot. One of her gray eyes darkened out of fear for her safety, and the other glinted when it envisioned moving into Ecrin’s nobility class with the knowledge that one person stood between her and a friendship with royalty. 
 
    “You’d all be welcome, of course,” said Odet. 
 
    “Something to consider, then,” said Lord Winfield. 
 
    Lady Pendlecot’s eyes lost any glint to them when she asked, “And what of Nathaniel? Did you learn anything of his fate?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but Alex said he didn’t make it.” 
 
    Her face fell. “I-I see… I’ve been expecting to-” She rose from her chair. “Please, excuse me.” 
 
    Cecelia rushed after her mother. 
 
    “Should I follow after them?” Phillis asked my uncle. 
 
    “Leave them be, Miss Pharos,” answered Kario. “There’s nothing you or anyone else can do for them.” 
 
    Heftier items of heated food making their way to the table helped diminish the tension my distressing news created. Apart from Rosemary, much of the attention turned not so subtly to the princess. I made the effort to add a comment or two, knowing I should leave a bigger impression of myself to my family before leaving for an Orda spanning journey. For her part, Odet cited the contributions of my companions and I to the security of her kingdom. She took my earlier cue and left out any mention of a dragon, perhaps also enjoying the idea of surprising them in the morning with a summoning show. 
 
    In contrast, Odet was interested in hearing anecdotes of me and my brother. Rosemary and Erica were happy to comply. It was strange listening to vivid tales about a past I could not recollect. Someone else climbed the old oak tree to save my pet cat. Someone else played hide and seek with my frustrated tutor. Still, did that exuberant lad somehow influence my decisions? After all, if my first memories only involved pain and killing, then why did I kill Garf’s men? Whose voice urged me to stop their murdering and raping? 
 
    Our talk lasted to the point that the manor dwellers needed to prepare for the dinner hour by changing into their casual attire. Spencer arrived around this time. He joined us in the tour that showed Odet and the others the guest room they could use. It was then back to eating, which included the reappearance of Lady Pendlecot and her daughter. The lady insisted several times to not let her presence subdue anyone’s tongue, going as far as getting the conversation started by asking Odet questions. 
 
    Dessert and tea moved us to the main sitting room of the grand house, a move that lasted well into the evening and early night. A sleeping Michael forced his mother to detach from the group first. His father’s work schedule had him trailing his family soon after. The others trickled out from there. By the end, only Rosemary and I stayed in the sitting room. 
 
    “I’m glad you have good friends accompanying you, Cyrus.” 
 
    “I have mixed feelings about it. Listen, Rosemary, I realize I’m not making it easy on you by only showing up for a few moments before leaving again. I almost didn’t come because of it.” 
 
    “It is hard, almost cruel, but if you can, you should always choose to show yourself to me, even if it only be for an hour every year. It makes me so glad to see you and hear your voice.” A hot hand with a mild quiver to it caressed my cheek. “You may look and sound different to everyone else, but not to me. So go, do what you have to do. But go knowing that no matter what you do or how much you change, that you will have someone here who loves you.” She leaned in her upper body for an embrace. 
 
    When the upper embrace ended, I said, “If you mean that, then there’s something I hope you understand. I’m not only doing this because I have to, but because I enjoy it. I enjoy the traveling. I enjoy the training. And now there’s the flying. I’m not telling you to stop worrying, but I am asking you to understand that it isn’t all bad for me. We both wish the circumstances were less dire for me, but I at least hope you can find some solace knowing I’m no longer suffering. That I’m out there trying to stop the Advent from doing to others what they did to me.” 
 
    “Oh, Cyrus. Yes, I do wish circumstances were different. I wish your mother were still alive. I’m sure the princess and her sisters wish the same of their mother. And Lady Pendlecot… I’ll never stop worrying, but I should learn to cherish what remains, what can still be. Your mother would be so proud of you. She’s always the one who imagined adventure with warrior princes and dashing rogues. And now here’s her son traveling with a princess and a knight to stop evil from spreading. That pure spirit is still alive in you, it seems.” 
 
    Hmm, now I had to consider my mother’s spirit as a possible motivator to my first willing actions. And what of my other parent’s spirit? “Rosemary, I know he’s not your favorite person, but I have part of my father’s spirit in me as well.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you’re no plundering drunkard.” 
 
    “Aye, he’s partly those things, but Mother didn’t love him for those habits.” 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    “Because he’s been looking for me and my brother ever since learning we’ve been abducted. We found each other shortly after I found you. He and his men helped me when we went into the Hadarii and Uthosis. He’s helped train me and fought by my side. There’s no question he’s willing to die to save his sons. I’ll never tell you to revel in his company, but I am saying your sister didn’t love a ruffian simply because he was exciting and tall.” 
 
    Rosemary stared at the fluffed blue rug at our feet. “Your mother once stated something similar, and I believed her.” She met my eyes again. “I never doubted that Lydia could see the best in a person, and believe it or not, I would have given the pirate a chance to prove himself, but he wanted no such chance. He wanted to take your mother away from her family. Away from me! Fight with your father, learn from him, but don’t pretend he didn’t desire the most selfish path all those years ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I brought him up.” 
 
    “Don’t be. As the gods preach in Duality, children should defend even unworthy parents, and if you trust him to be worthy, that is your…” She held back a yawn. “…business.” 
 
    “It’s time for you to go to bed.” 
 
    She chuckled. “It was once my job to tell you that. So, if I were to take your role, I would say, ‘I can stay up all night with you.’” 
 
    “If your blinks didn’t last so long, I’d let you.” I stood up. “Come, let’s each get a little sleep. I’ll tell Phillis to wake us up extra early. We’ll talk and eat some more before I have to go.” 
 
    Rosemary agreed with a nodding sigh. 
 
    I found sleep minutes later in my room. However, without training or leg travel to tire me out, I awoke with a pent-up energy well before the sun could brood over his own awakening. Ten minutes after solely laying on my bed, I decided to get up and move around. The echo of my steps sounded too loud inside the dormant manor, so I went outside. 
 
    Green animals made from twigs and leaves guarded the garden from mischievous children. A few bulls, birds, pigs, and an elephant kept me company as I wandered the zigzagging shrubbery alone. At least, I presumed them to be my only company. A shadow crossing in front of a failing torchlight suggested otherwise. Looking past a gap in the bushes showed the back of Cecelia. She walked toward a marble bench, which she made use of. In her hand was a big pink flower, whose petals were being plucked by the young woman shrouded in a black dress. 
 
    I planned on leaving her be, but I startled her when she spotted my darkened figure. To show her I was no captor, I stepped into the measly light. 
 
    “Oh, Cyrus, i-it’s you.” 
 
    “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to frighten you. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in the garden at this hour.” 
 
    “Likewise. Couldn’t you sleep?” 
 
    “I did, but I didn’t need much tonight… You obviously wanted to be alone, so I’ll leave.” 
 
    “I’ve never wanted such a thing.” 
 
    She dropped her flower so her hands could catch her falling head. A wet sob escaped her before she inhaled a deep breath to stop the next one. Leaving her now would be a dunce’s choice, so I sucked it up and sat beside her. Sensing she was already composing herself, I refrained from putting my arm around her or saying anything. We then just sat there, taking in the new moon night and miniscule chorus of chirping bugs. 
 
    Finally, she said, “I’ve been waiting to hear bad news about Nathaniel since the guards turned up nothing after the kidnapping. I’ve cried for him for a long time now. What’s upsetting me tonight more than anything is hearing his best friend dispassionately announce his death. The Cyrus in my memory would never have kept his voice steady when expressing those words. It reminds me that your former self, my friend, is dead as well.” 
 
    “I suppose I am something closer to a ghost to you than not.” 
 
    “Please, don’t get me wrong. I’m happy life hasn’t left you, that you’ve found us after your hardships, but we’re strangers to you. In that sense, it’s odd for me to hear everyone recount tales of your childhood without you reacting at all to them.” 
 
    “It’s odd for the listener as well. If it helps, I feel sorry for the loss of my former self as much as anyone. Not a day goes by since I learned where I came from that I don’t wonder what could have been. What would I be now? If the oddness isn’t too overwhelming, what do you imagine I’d be now if the Advent never touched our families?” 
 
    “That’s hard to say, of course. We were still children. If anything, what you are now is close to what we pretended to be. I’m actually a little jealous to see you wielding a sword and escorting a valkrean princess. I realize it’s immature and unrealistic to only imagine the romantic side of that sentence, but that sentence is still greater than anything I will ever accomplish in my life.” 
 
    “What do you plan on doing with your future?” 
 
    “Well, unlike the imaginings of our youth, or even my current contemplations, my desires are simple. I just want to help what’s left of my family find peace. Without Nathaniel, it’s now up to me to secure our future. I have yet to seriously pursue a courtship with anyone, but there are one or two young men I’ve met in social visits and balls who can offer a strong foundation to that end.” 
 
    “You might want to wait to see if you’ll be moving to Alslana. Your mother will love your options there, especially if I can get Beatrice to say a kind word.” 
 
    “Truly? You can sway a queen’s words?” 
 
    “Truly, truly. In fact… Er, promise to keep this to yourself?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Now, it probably won’t happen, but Beatrice proposed to me.” 
 
    Forgetting herself, Cecelia exclaimed, “What?! Are you-” Recalling herself by giving a glance around us, she lowered her speech back to its previous level. “Are you being serious?” 
 
    “Aye. She proposed before I left for Uthosis.” 
 
    “Since then? And you haven’t given her an answer yet? Do you love one another? Why do you think it won’t happen?” 
 
    Pleased to get her mind off more depressing events, I said, “Where do I start? No, we haven’t known each other long enough for any kind of love to flourish.” 
 
    “Then why did she propose to you?” 
 
    “My good looks overawed her.” A groan accompanied her raised eyebrow, but the groan came from Aranath. “I don’t look that disagreeable, do I?” 
 
    “Of course not, but you don’t look that agreeable either.” 
 
    “Fair enough. She proposed because of this.” 
 
    I unstrapped the scabbard and presented the hilt to her. Two tentative, dainty hands took hold of it. Two dark brown eyes enlarged to the size of saucers when the reptilian voice entered her head. She appeared to want to throw the sword out of bewilderment, but my hand resting on her forearm helped preserve her grip. A few seconds later and she stood up to push the sword to my chest. 
 
    “This is the beast you fly on? A dragon? Then you’re the dragon knight Alslana has declared their ally?” 
 
    Standing up to retie the scabbard, I replied, “Aye.” 
 
    “Why keep this a secret?” 
 
    “Tomorrow it won’t be. So, as you can guess, Beatrice has proposed to a dragon knight, not necessarily to me.” 
 
    “I see… You have more secrets, don’t you?” 
 
    “They aren’t so much secrets as pieces of information I’d rather parcel out little by little.” 
 
    “Then our musings as children were woefully inadequate.” She grew quiet again. 
 
    “Cecelia, I may not be the Cyrus you remember, but this new me hopes to lessen the grief of that loss in any way I can. I don’t know what I want to be to the world, but I do know I can start by using my connections to give your family and mine a higher leg up in it.” 
 
    “Thank you, but give your attention to those who need it the most. Save Alex. Stop the cult. Keep your new self safe so that someday we can make new memories. I’ll always miss the friend I played with, that can’t be helped. Don’t try to make up for his passing, just be you. I’m certain he’ll make for a wonderful friend as well.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to prove you right.” 
 
    Suddenly exhausted, I turned around to head back inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, many in the manor, including the servants, walked to the nearest clearing, which happened to be behind a hill behind the garden. The fenced glade contained a stable holding eight horses. Light rain clouds rolled in, but no droplets fell yet. With everyone in position, I told them to brace themselves for the gust of wind that would come. 
 
    Once the gale blew past, a few people couldn’t help shouting in surprise at the long forgotten sight. Feeling pompous, the dragon rose on its hind legs, spread its forelimbs, and snarled at nothing in particular, filling Orda with more of his already momentous presence. I took a moment to take in the awe etched on my family’s faces, giving my own face a baby’s smirk. After a bob of my head, my group made their way to Aranath to climb up to his saddle. 
 
    With her mouth still agape, I asked Rosemary, “What do you think?” 
 
    Her mouth moved, but only a croak came out. Swallowing the second back down, she said, “He’s, h-he’s a dragon?” 
 
    “His name is Aranath. Without him, I wouldn’t be here. With him, no storm or enemy can stop me from flying over the world to reach you again.” Directed to the rest of my family, I said, “I wish I could explain more, but it takes a lot of energy to keep him summoned. I have to go.” 
 
    Hearing the last word brought Rosemary back to a semblance of reality. We embraced and said our loving goodbyes. Moments later and a beast as long as the horse stables became smaller than a hummingbird. 
 
    Our route moved away from the coast from here. According to the maps, reaching the southern tip of the Forest of Giants merely required Aranath to keep an almost straight line northward for two days. Fields of crops, flowers, and fruiting trees carpeted the lands between towns and roads. An expanse of rolling hills engulfed with clovers became our landing site when the time came to find one. 
 
    “Your family and the Pendlecots were lovely,” said Odet. 
 
    “I’m growing fond of some of them myself.” 
 
    “Only some?” 
 
    “Well, I have only spent a grand total of two days with them. There’s still much to say. We’ll need at least one more day for us to express all our beliefs and feelings. Only then will my fondness extend over everyone.” 
 
    Overhearing me, Ghevont asked, “That’s not a literal claim, correct?” 
 
    “Aye, scholar.” 
 
    “Did you see everyone’s faces?” wondered a gleeful Clarissa. “I’ll never get tired of watching people drool in awe over Aranath!” 
 
    “I still drool,” said Gerard. “You do quite a bit of drooling yourself, madam vampire.” 
 
    “That’s because I keep wondering what dragon blood tastes like.” 
 
    “Aranath says it would be too bitter to you,” I said. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Only one way to find out.” 
 
    Our talking transitioned to training. Training transitioned to eating, and so on. 
 
    The end of the next day had us flying over rockier highlands, the first sign of the Yuroks Range. Patches of the Forest of Giants grew in this area, extending several dozen miles into Etoc territory. To the west of the fifteen hundred mile line of mountains lied the more impressive specimens that gave the haughty woodland its name. Rivers and streams flowing down the eastern slopes of the Yuroks drained into the Great Marshland, the same one I found Clarissa’s vampire clan a lifetime ago. It was no forest, but since we were going to head east anyway, the swamp’s center would be our next target. 
 
    For the time being, we had to rest on a high meadow of stones before our path took us between true mountains and the unbroken vision of forest. Since Ghevont was usually the most refreshed of us, the scholar almost always took first watch. With Odet and myself training the hardest, we had to sleep right after eating and take later watches. To prevent an enemy catching an exhausted group, Clarissa or Gerard were careful about not getting too tired, so their sleep schedules remained the most pliable. 
 
    As for this night, Gerard shook me awake at around three in the morning to begin my watch. No one else happened to be awake to keep me company, so I went to sit by myself on the highest point of the granular knoll. A few puffy clouds hung low in the sky, each being blown by cool breezes in an otherwise warm night. I submitted to the temptation to let my eyes close for a few moments at a time. A distant yowl opened them again. 
 
    If a second cry did not ring out, I would have concluded that the first came from a coyote. However, the human quality in the second cry could not be ignored. I even guessed with confidence that it originated from a woman. Eyes well-adjusted to the dark searched for the source, which sounded as though it came from the west. I waited half a minute, but no other dins of distress gave me further clues. I thus stayed very still and concentrated on finding movement, using the shard of crescent moonlight as best I could. 
 
    There! Scrambling around a hill three hundred yards to the northwest were two human figures. Assuming the shadows did not play with my vision too badly, then I identified three more humanoid figures chasing the other two. The faster pursuers were perhaps half a mile smaller than their apparent objectives. 
 
    I picked up a handful of pebbles. When I ran past my sleeping group, I threw the little rocks at Clarissa’s face. She woke up to see me running down our hill. Once she recognized what she needed to do, the alarmed vampire moved to wake the others. When the group caught up to me, I pointed to the points of interest, which the vampire’s eyes perceived with ease. We raced to the northeast, keeping a trajectory that would have us intercepting the hunted pair first. 
 
    Our targets appeared to be oblivious of us until we reached more level land. They froze fifty feet away from us. I told Ghevont to cast a light spell. 
 
    With the little ball of light exposing us, I asked, “Who goes there?!” 
 
    “Please, help us!” bawled a terrified woman. “They want us dead!” 
 
    With a lame left ankle, the middle-aged woman with short red hair hobbled into the fringes of our light with the help of an older man flaunting long brown hair. A dainty green mantle draped over both their bodies. For the woman it covered a simple blue blouse while the man wore a fine gray tunic underneath. 
 
    “Who wants you dead?” asked Odet. 
 
    “The Homen!” answered the stout, clean-shaven man. 
 
    Closing the distance between ourselves, Clarissa asked, “Why do they want you dead?” 
 
    “They w-wanted our supplies! They ambushed our caravan and killed everyone! My wife… my wife and I barely escaped, but they’ve been chasing us all fucking night. Please, please help us. Can you f-fight them off?” 
 
    Odet and I glanced at one another. Her visage bore a starker severity than mine, so I let her take the lead. 
 
    “They are not far behind you, so it seems we’re involved now. We’ll do our best to help.” 
 
    “Thank you!” said the woman, her legs buckling from pain and exhaustion. 
 
    “Hurry,” said the man, “dispel the light. You can ambush them. Take the murderers by surprise. They’ll just hide in the blasted forest once they realize their plan has failed.” 
 
    “Let us handle them our way. Are you injured, sir?” 
 
    “No, only tired.” 
 
    “Then follow Mercer. Gerard, unburden the gentleman of his spouse. Mercer, go ahead and lead them eastward.” 
 
    The knight picked up the woman while I waved the hesitant man to me. As the husband and I moved away, Odet called over Gerard and told Ghevont to take a quick look at the woman’s ankle. Now I knew the princess was up to something. If she truly treated time as precious, she would not have asked the scholar to do something he could do later. I played the part she gave me and led my charge away from the group. 
 
    Thirty feet later and Odet called for me to stop. She ran up to us and asked, “Sir, how many guardsmen were in your caravan?” 
 
    A gurgled exhale left the man before he answered, “Six.” 
 
    “Your wife said seven.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, that’s right. I forgot we also brought-” 
 
    “Actually, she agreed with me when I inferred that all Etoc caravans take at least eight protectors. You weren’t part of an official Etoc trading party, were you?” 
 
    “Er, n-no, but why does that matter! They attacked us!” 
 
    “It matters because unsanctioned traders are often swindlers, and if the Homen figured that out-” 
 
    “Then they’re allowed to kill us!?” 
 
    “Etoc and Homen laws are clear. They might be harsh, but they’re there to discourage an influx of your kind from disrupting the loose partnership Etoc has with the Homen and their resources.” 
 
    “You can’t let those animals tear us apart!” 
 
    “Odet!” hollered Clarissa. “They’re coming!” 
 
    The man tried to run, but I grabbed his mantle and steered him back toward his wife. I demanded quiet from the man when he started up again, then pushed down his shoulder so that he sat next to his partner. 
 
    On entering my sight, I noted that the barefooted Homen men stood as tall as the tallest people I had ever seen, yet their spidery limbs appeared to belong to people taller still. Two of the three donned vests made from thin animal hides while the third Homen came without anything on his tanned, hairless torso. A cloth skirt covered in large feathers reached their mid-thighs, which on the average man meant it would pass their knees. 
 
    Strapped to their backs was a large quiver holding the thick arrows their bows implemented. The height and trim of the bows equaled the frame of their wielders, so all three being knocked and aimed made for an impressive sight. 
 
    Odet, her left hand partly raised and ready to cast a ward if need be, asked the new arrivals, “Do you speak the shared tongue?” 
 
    “I speak it the easiest,” responded the oldest of the trio, who still did not appear much older than thirty. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Adalmo of the Ebon Tree.” 
 
    “Greetings Adalmo. I am Odet of Alslana.” 
 
    “Are you comrades with these cheaters?” 
 
    “No, we just met. They tried to cheat you?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. They try to trade bad potions for our good logs. They think us unwise, but we find out very fast and so we chase to catch them and their comrades.” 
 
    “How many tried cheating you?” 
 
    “Three more. They have been punished as our laws say.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” 
 
    “I understand what your laws say, but three dead cheaters sounds enough for one day.” 
 
    Each bowstring was pulled tauter. “You cheat us like them?” 
 
    “No, but I believe these two cheaters don’t deserve the penalty of death. They shall be punished, but in a way that leaves them alive and which still satisfies your people.” 
 
    Clacking tongues from one of the other Homen recited a language Aranath must not have been familiar with, for he did not translate for me. The older one clacked something back. 
 
    Back to us, Adalmo asked, “Why join them? Why protect their cheating?” 
 
    “A family habit. You see, I can never see one party completely content, for that means a situation did not turn out fairly for another party. The law is on your side, but the gods have guided these two to me, and it’s my habit to protect life. So, is there anything other than death that will satisfy your people?” 
 
    “Blood satisfies.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “All.” 
 
    “Did they spill your people’s blood?” 
 
    “They spit on our wisdom.” 
 
    “And I believe you are wise enough to see that the blood of five people does not equal spit. What will satisfy your people?” 
 
    Now the last Homan clacked his opinion. He and the second bickered back and forth for a moment, stopping right before their snapping tongues overlapped entirely. For the first time since the royal spoke, the Homen seemed to realize the young woman he spoke with was not alone, that they stood outnumbered by armed warriors braced to counter their arrows. 
 
    “Hands and tongues,” said Adalmo. “They cannot cheat without hands and tongues. We will take back as proof.” 
 
    The female cheater moaned and squirmed at that statement. 
 
    “One hand from each cheater. That’s enough proof. We have higher priorities, so they will not be in our care once this business is done. They will be forced to find their own way back home, which will be harder to do with a missing hand. Even so, between the wild beasts and heat, there’s a chance they die out here. If the gods yet desire all of their blood, then they will send claw or sun to spill it. Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “You will not defend them from the gods’ justice?” 
 
    “My goal is north, they will head east.” 
 
    “We will see you go in different paths.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Will you consent to letting my scholar deaden their hands before you take them?” 
 
    Lowering his bow, Adalmo nodded. 
 
    Crying beside her already numbed husband, the woman said, “No! Please, d-don’t t-take my hand!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said a sincere Odet, “but I will not be able to stop them from taking your life if you resist punishment, understand?” The woman hung her head and cried some more. “Ghevont, make certain they feel as little as possible.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    The rest of us retreated from the impending scene. I even told Clarissa to stay upwind so she didn’t get whiffs of tantalizing blood up her sensitive nose. 
 
    Sitting on a hump of grass, Odet said, “It seems even away from civilization there’s dictating to be done.” 
 
    “I learned that a long time ago,” I said. “Why did you even bother? The law apparently supports them paying with their lives.” 
 
    “Aye, but I couldn’t help trying to save them. It’s admittedly a low standard to judge a husband, but if he wanted a higher chance to live, he would have left his wife behind after she twisted her ankle. Not doing so urged me to take it as a sign that they weren’t a hopeless case. Does that make me naive?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    Gerard sat next to Odet. He took her hand and said, “Being a little naive is far better than being completely cynical.” 
 
    “Not if you’re alone,” I said. “But since you’re not, I don’t mind being the cynical one.” 
 
    “You would have let them die?” 
 
    “Don’t, Gerard,” insisted Odet. “Reality is subjective enough, let’s not bring in the hypothetical.” 
 
    “Then don’t talk to Ghevont,” I said. “Anyway, you must have a little cynicism if you knew they were lying.” 
 
    “I didn’t know they were lying, but I do know a thing or two about the laws of Alslana’s trade partners. For one, traders looking to do business with the Homen need to wear white so that the forest people can easily spot them from afar. All the same, others in their convoy might have still followed the trading custom, so I had to find out if they belonged to an official transaction another way.” 
 
    “Hence the-” 
 
    The woman’s stifled shriek broke anymore thought of conversation for the next few minutes. Her weary weeping continued for a long while, going over the sound of her husband’s wounded grunt when his turn came. Ghevont dressed their stumps. Afterward, the princess handed the resigned couple a waterskin and a pouch of food. We watched them start their journey east, the Homen keeping their eyes on us in turn. With the predawn light springing forth, they made sure our group went northward. 
 
    We used the old-fashioned way of travel for half an hour before I summoned our main means of exploring, leaving fate to figure out what happened to those beholden to the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    On reaching the densest region of the forest, Aranath’s instructions were to not fly far from the mountains, as their cliffs would have to be his perch when fatigue forced us down. Moreover, the bare bluffs and overhangs promised to impede intrusion from the woodland loving Homen. Luckily, while the forest hugged most of the range, its width did not exceed four hundred miles, with many areas being half as extensive. 
 
    Morning mist spilled down from the mountains, spoiling a pure view of the canopy for a couple of hours. Ghevont thus had to keep a close eye on the nismerdon crystal during this fragment of time. When the fog cleared, it allowed us to take in the haughty sight of the upstanding plant life. Even though we flew closer to the clouds than the ground, they did not look so far away. 
 
    Each mature tree, or brogdin, as Ghevont called them, owned four hundred feet of the sky and nothing else grew a hundred feet around its trunk. This would have been enough space for the dragon to land on if thousands of branches were not in the way. The bark of the bigger brogdins had a smoother sheen to it and a darker shade of russet than its younger counterparts. Most of the younger ones still towered over the ordinary trees residing in the woods. 
 
    To avoid the fog, the next day of our search started later. Going deeper into the forest showed us ancient brogdins dozens of feet taller than those growing closer to the fringes. We also saw more smoke veins rising from larger Homen camps. Our exploratory flight took us near the middle of the woods, but no evidence of a life sucking spell could be found. For the sake of thoroughness, we spent another day flying north, where smaller and less clustered groves of brogdins ruled. 
 
    As soon as the brogdins stopped growing so consistently, I decided we had spent enough time searching for nismerdons above this place. Not that I was eager to fly over a marsh. Maps drew the marshlands as taking up thirty or forty percent more space than the forest, implying that we had to sleep in a summer bog for a couple of gods-awful nights. The first step, or, in our case, flap, was to get over the Yuroks. Fortunately, as far as mountain ranges went, the Yuroks did not stand so high or stretch too wide compared to the others I’ve beheld and climbed. 
 
    Flying over the western slopes proved refreshing, though Clarissa had to bury her face on my back to keep the unclouded eastern sun from berating her face. Getting to the eastern side had us seeing the dark green plain of flat marshland extending to the horizon and another horizon beyond that. 
 
    The blood from the waist up amassed in my skull when Aranath suddenly dove toward a cliff. I tried looking for the reason for his abrupt act, but found nothing. When he gained a stable grip by the edge of the cliff, I asked Aranath the obvious question. 
 
    “The scent of a feral dragon hangs in the air,” he answered. 
 
    “And your reaction is to stop flying?” 
 
    “I must declare my presence first. If my intentions and dominance are made clear, then we should avoid an altercation. His hunting grounds also likely spread well into the marshes, so it’s doubtful we could enter unnoticed.” 
 
    “Then declare away.” 
 
    “Buttress your ears.” 
 
    A whistling gulp of air was followed by the loudest fucking racket I ever heard. None of Aranath’s previous roars matched what this higher-pitched achieved. Despite sitting still, the prolonged thunder-screech had me feeling as though I straddled a bucking horse neighing in panic. As for my eardrums, they sloshed within their canals as the dragon swept his head from the south to the north. Anything inside fifty miles must have surely heard him. Nullifying the blast of sound an octave was Odet’s shield forming a bubble around us. 
 
    The headache inducing bellow ended five seconds later, but the tolling in my ears lasted for another minute. During that lull, Aranath waited for a reply. He got one. Far in the eastern sky rumbled a roar that might as well have come from a clucking hen when comparing it to the one I just experienced. 
 
    “Well?!” I asked over the tolling in my head. 
 
    “Sounds like an old female. The scent is of a younger male, possibly her child. Since he did not answer, I assume he is still too young to challenge me. They will present no trouble.” 
 
    “How old is an old dragon?” asked Odet. 
 
    “That is dependent on the race. My kind can often live upwards of two thousand of your human years. For the klirihm I smell, old is closer to nine hundred, or close to the age I am now.” 
 
    “Let’s get going, old brute,” I said. “Let’s try to get out of dragon territory.” 
 
    “As you wish, fledgling brat.” 
 
    “Play nice, boys!” said Clarissa. “We don’t need to make the flight any bumpier than it needs to be!” 
 
    Aranath was already letting himself drop by the end of the vampire’s words. 
 
    Our dragon’s glide soon took us over the soggy, stinking plain. Blotches of trees and shrubs grew in the higher portions of the waterlogged ground, but drab green grasses growing in the muddy ground otherwise made up most of what we saw. Still, the occasional field of reddish or bluish grasses broke the visual tedium. 
 
    Concerning animals, there were lots of birds, packs of huge rat things the size of large dogs, and different species of boar, many of which looked larger than a rotund pony. During our last rest period, the scholar warned that these animals were preyed upon by gigantic snakes and crocodilians that swallowed men whole, at least according to the descriptions he read. If we did not want to find out whether these predators ate human-sized chunks of meat, it was important I periodically ignited dragon stones so that their smoking scent deterred attacks. 
 
    Not long before we had to land, a rapid manifestation of rain clouds poured its contents over an area too large to escape. I welcomed the rain for its power to suppress the marshland’s odor. It continued to rain when Aranath found a bump of narrow grass sticking a few inches above the quagmire. A higher piece of land popped up not too far away, but it grew no trees to provide firewood. Training on this winding band restricted our movement, yielding a chance to mimic a fight inside corridors or on city roads. 
 
    After helping us train, Ghevont spent his time gathering plant life and insects, not minding stepping into the muck to do so. Since my burned stones could be overwhelmed by the bog’s stench, the scholar likewise worked to protect us against cold-blooded hungers by raising blocks of compressed mud around our bump. The blocks were not going to be strong enough to stop persistent predators, but their breaking would create a loud squelching sound that would act as a warning to their coming. 
 
    Early the next day, with more rain falling, the dragon marked a group of boars mingling about. As he had done before with goats, the dragon dove to remove one of the boars from its herd. The pig squealed before a single crunch of the dragon’s jaws sent it down its neck. Without much in the way of obstructions to hinder these stalking dives, I understood why wild dragons made this vast marshland their hunting grounds. 
 
    I would have also thought the lack of humans benefited the dragons, but as we looked for a place to land, Aranath’s voice entered my head to say, “There’s a group of humans below us. It appears they are heading west. They remind me of the Hadarii expedition, though smaller.” 
 
    My legs signaled for him to speed forward, which my steed obeyed. We passed a potential landing area due to the relative closeness to the human group. We instead settled for a less spacious mound miles later. I told the others about the people Aranath saw, but assured them we now lingered too far south for the expedition to reach us even if they changed from their western course. 
 
    A few hours later and Clarissa shook me awake for what I thought was going to be my watch, but she said, “People are coming. Looks like the expedition people you described.” 
 
    “What?” I looked up to note the sky was not all that dark. “No way they slogged here this quickly.” 
 
    “These are coming from the south, so they’re probably part of the expedition, but from a different group.” 
 
    “Damn. You sure they see us?” 
 
    “Ghevont has a little fire going to cook a funny frog he found. I’m sure they see that.” 
 
    I stood up and asked, “How many can you see?” 
 
    She pointed to the silhouettes trudging toward us. “I count nine humans and three mules. I bet they want to share this stump with us.” 
 
    “Do you feel like sharing?” 
 
    “Umm, yes.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we’ll let them live.” 
 
    We waited for someone from the excursion crew to react to us, which one eventually did by waving a hand over his head. Gerard waved back. Two men in leather armor parted from their roving cluster to determine the potential danger we presented. The one with short, curly brown hair and a gloomy face carried a longsword. The shorter, burlier man grew a bushy red beard and held a small axe in each hand. A simple leather helm covered the top of his head. 
 
    When they reached a distance where a loud tone could be heard without great effort, our green knight said, “That’s far enough, friends. Who goes there?” 
 
    “Who goes there?” repeated the brown haired one. “We’ve been hired by Etoc’s Alchemic Academy to find botinical-” 
 
    “Botanical,” corrected the bearded one. “We’re here to collect animal and plant shit and get paid. What the bloody fuck are you people here for? You lost?” 
 
    “Just passin’ through,” I said. 
 
    “Some fucking place to just pass through. Where ya going?” 
 
    “A little more south, then a lot more east.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “We’re looking for ancient beings that threaten to reform this world in their favor.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said we’re looking for lost treasure!” 
 
    “Oh… Mind if we bring the rest of us on your dry ground?” 
 
    “If you can find the room.” 
 
    “All right. Simon, go tell the others to hurry it up. This is the best place we’re gonna find tonight.” 
 
    As Simon turned to go, his companion put his axes away and walked right up to us, satisfied that we did not seem to be the murdering type. Odet’s calming face in particular could never achieve an aspect of bloodlust even if she were in the middle of pounding in the head of a rapist with her bare fists. 
 
    Of the nine, five were armed bodyguards. Alchemists robed in yellow made up the other four. The oldest alchemist took it upon his graying self to make our campfire bigger by adding a few logs in our pile. In no mood to so much as make eye contact with anyone, he sulked by the fire to warm his hands. Everyone else introduced themselves with a more hospitable air. 
 
    Odet, being extra cautious around educated men who would surely recognize her name, announced herself as Garnet. To keep the same men from picking up the vampiric shine her eyes were apt to display at night, Clarissa made certain to eclipse her nightly orbs behind the upper rim of her hood. 
 
    Since my group presence was seen as more remarkable, it had to be touched on first. Using her Astor charm to spellbind the men, “Garnet” explained that we belonged to the Warriors Guild, hired to seek a lost item of high value. She even showed them the “official” scroll Braden had delivered to her to satisfy such inquires. 
 
    The tidy, white haired young alchemist, Cade Rosewood, gave her back the scroll and asked, “What kind of item?” 
 
    “That’s a matter for the client and ourselves.” 
 
    “What if we happen upon it later?” 
 
    “We’ve already determined that it does not lie to the west or north. Have you noticed any significant portions of the marshland dying?” 
 
    “Dying? No.” 
 
    “Then it does not appear to be south of here either. Now, what is it you seek?” 
 
    “Perhaps that is also only between ourselves, madam.” 
 
    Picking up on the flirting inflection, Gerard, with a knight’s gravity, said, “It sounds as though it’d be best that our groups stay on their half of the island, then.” 
 
    “Eh, nonsense, good sir. I was only bantering. We seek any ingredient that can be useful for our experiments and potions, but our great prize here is always a mature night orchid.” 
 
    “Ah!” said Ghevont. “They grow here, do they?” 
 
    “Not with regularity, but yes.” Jerking his head toward the old alchemist, he said, “My master has been a part of twenty-six of these outings, and do you know how many mature night orchids he’s ever found? Eighty-two. Nine of those came during one unusually fruitful season, though four men were lost that year as well. We lost one of our defenders less than two days ago. Young fool went too far ahead. Didn’t see the beast hiding in the mud. We couldn’t even tell what it was. It dragged him away before anyone had a chance to hear the scream.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for the loss,” said Gerard. 
 
    “Good years and bad years. Last season one of our expedition teams returned a man short, but everyone just about rejoiced in the news. One of those gruff pricks who take an oath as an excuse to kill things. Our man might have been brash, but he was an otherwise fine fellow from what I could tell.” 
 
    “More than fine,” said an annoyed Simon. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure, I’m sure. I’m only saying I did not know him personally.” 
 
    “Uh, what’s a night orchid?” asked Clarissa. “Sounds pretty.” 
 
    “I wish, madam. A speck of beauty here would stick out for many miles, but night orchids are small, ghostly, shriveled things that hide underwater until the night comes. Mature ones flower above the waterline, but that makes it easier for animals to eat them, so they don’t last long.” 
 
    Instinctively looking at Ghevont, Clarissa asked, “Why look for them at all? What do they do?” 
 
    “From what I’ve read,” replied the scholar, “a single specimen, when combined with the proper mixture of other catalysts, can produce a potent tonic that fortifies the heart. A few drops can make an old woman feel like a twenty-year-old man for an entire day.” 
 
    “Quite right,” said Cade. “We call it the Elixir of Vigor.” 
 
    “Or,” began a graver Odet, “three night orchids can be mixed into a different concoction to create an undetectable poison that triggers fatal heart attacks. Either way, a highly valued little plant for somebody.” 
 
    From his seated position, Orion Massey, the old alchemist, opened his somnolent eyes and said, “Not many young women know of the Heart’s Ache Poison.” 
 
    “It’s in plenty of tales of assassinations and betrayal.” 
 
    “Yes, but few correctly state that it takes three orchids to brew the rare poison.” 
 
    “Few are of noble birth, Master Massey. My grandmother procured a sample of the Elixir of Vigor near the end of her life. From there her alchemist enlightened me of the dangerous version.” 
 
    “You’re of noble birth and you’re out here?” asked Cade. “Did your family force you to renounce your title? Or is that a sensitive topic?” 
 
    “I’m here out of my own volition, Master Rosewood.” 
 
    “And mine,” I reminded her. 
 
    After the princess responded with a playfully dismissive shrug, I leaned sideways to use Clarissa’s lap as a cushion, hoping to rediscover the hour or two of sleep I still needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I don’t think I closed my eyes for more than a few seconds before cold sprinkles of water stirred me awake. Then I overheard a splattering downpour filling up the marshland. Ghevont’s lucent red ward hovered over everyone in my group, but the wind still blew some droplets at us. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Less than half an hour, for sure,” answered Clarissa. 
 
    “Less than twenty minutes, actually,” said Ghevont. 
 
    I sat up and looked over to the expedition group, who had two wards over the campfire and their heads. Counting four less, I asked, “Where’d the others go?” 
 
    “They’re looking for the night orchid,” said Gerard, whose mantle-covered shoulder supported Odet’s sleeping head. “That’s before this deluge came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Do you wish for me to explain how your claim that this deluge has ‘come out of nowhere’ is fallacious?” asked Ghevont. 
 
    “No, good scholar, that won’t be necessary. Thank you for asking beforehand.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I do wonder why this shower feels abnormally cool considering the season and elevation. The upper layers of the atmosphere must have originated from a collision and intermixing of air currents near the Yuroks. Northwestern winds…” 
 
    As the vampire moved to use my right leg as a pillow, the two pairs of protector and alchemist returned from their curtailed search for ingredients. Cade and the red-haired guard, Cornelius Wittmer, comprised a pair. They had to wait an hour for the rainstorm to become a drizzle. The same pairs of orchid hunters then plodded back into the extra flooded plain. 
 
    I deftly replaced my leg with a rolled up tunic so I could stand up without waking Clarissa. With the raindrops no longer big enough to wake a newborn, Ghevont dispelled his ward and went to sleep. Gerard and Odet were already sleeping on the ground together. The knight had to remove his breastplate to comfortably lie down, something he avoided doing, meaning the added people must have put him at ease. 
 
    The cool rain had disrupted the marshland’s tranquility. A light mist twirled above the dankest parts of the grassland, though thickets of those same grasses prevented a wide-ranging fog from forming. For an hour I merely stood watching the lights of the seekers dim more and more as they moved farther away step by step. One pair moved closer to the north while the other covered the south. 
 
    Forcing me to blink a few times, a blurry ball of bright blue fire popped up between the more familiar lights. It was no bigger than a firefly’s twinkle from my vantage point, but considering the distance, it must have danced from spot to spot at the speed of a chased pronghorn. 
 
    “Master Massey,” said Simon, who noticed the blue flicker as well. 
 
    Yawning as he awoke, the master alchemist asked, “Yes, yes, what is it?” 
 
    “It’s another one. Look!” 
 
    Sitting up, Orion squinted at the phenomenon. He jutted out a hand toward the campfire and repressed its flame with a spell to allow the darkness to creep into our modest lump of land. The darkness made it easier to keep an eye on the hovering spark moving to and fro, never quite dedicating itself to a direction. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    Not taking his eyes off it, Orion answered, “A will-o’-the-wisp. Or perhaps you know it as a ghost’s lantern.” 
 
    “Should I call them back?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Don’t be gullible. If they fall for its trap, then they deserve to never return.” 
 
    “They’re a threat?” I asked. 
 
    “Only to the young or weak minded. Their pulsating glow can make one believe a wisp is calling to you, promising you treasure, adventure, or a woman’s kiss. All they really do is lead you astray. Many a child has been found miles deep in a forest or swamp, sometimes with no breath left within them. They simply get lost trying to catch these queer creatures and die of exposure. The wisps themselves don’t appear to do any physical harm.” 
 
    “Then what’s the point?” 
 
    “No one knows why they do this, or even if they do it intentionally. Could be a splinter of a mischievous spirit with nothing more diverting to do. Maybe they’re not even creatures, but spells cast by a fiend no one has ever seen, though no human has replicated a similar spell. I’m inclined to think they’re gaseous beasts from another realm. However, that theory does not answer why or how they lure humans.” 
 
    “Is seeing more than one common?” 
 
    “Not unheard of, but it is a rare thing.” 
 
    “Then look again, because I see two.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “He’s right!” said Simon. “There’s another one dancing near the first! That’s it, I’m calling them back.” 
 
    Simon pulled out a ram’s horn from his sack and blew into it three quick times. This woke the sleepers. Gerard and Odet were quick to their feet. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Odet. 
 
    “Sorry, madam, but I had to call my men back. Two wisps have appeared, and I don’t want to take chances.” 
 
    Now Ghevont bounced up to his feet. “Wisps? Where?” 
 
    “There, the two blue lights.” 
 
    “Blue! Marvelous! Gremly’s wisps are the more common yellow type.” 
 
    “Common?” said an incredulous Orion. “Gremly? You’ve seen yellow wisps in Gremly?” 
 
    “Er, yes, on the fringes, of course, but I’ve witnessed seventy-eight in my time there.” 
 
    “Seventy-eight! You must have spent considerable time there.” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    “All yellows?” 
 
    “In various shades of the hue, yes.” 
 
    “Hmm, perhaps yellow is common in southern Iazali, but in Etoc we mostly get the blue ones. Only once have I observed a yellow.” 
 
    “We’re awake because of two puffy lights?” asked Clarissa, still lying on the ground. 
 
    “Three,” said Gerard. 
 
    Everyone became silent for a moment as they watched the knight’s finger point to another wisp, this one closer to the human pair in the north. 
 
    “Three?” whispered Orion to himself. “I’ve never se-” 
 
    “Four!” said Ghevont, looking toward the southwest. 
 
    Now Clarissa lifted herself up. “Uh, should I be worried? Ghevont?” 
 
    “I only suggest resisting any temptation to follow the ethereal lights to your doom. That goes for everyone!” 
 
    “We’ll try to remember that,” I said. 
 
    “They are charming to look at,” said Odet. Her cocked head, bushed tone, and half-shut eyelids implied a vulnerability to the wisps’ allure. Gerard, perceiving the moment of weakness, heartened her opposition by placing an arm around her shoulders. The princess, realizing how she sounded, chuckled. “I’m fine. Put on your armor, lest the wisps bring more than an omen.” 
 
    As the knight conformed to her idea, the two pairs of orchid seekers responded to the horn’s signal by rallying back to camp. They could not run in the sludge, but they made good time. The wisps, meanwhile, danced with a wider range now that the humans did not stand in their way. The closer the humans came, the closer the wisps encroached on our sense of self-possession. In addition to their bobbing and weaving, their light dimmed and brightened every few seconds, though no one appeared fooled by the pageantry. 
 
    When the others arrived, everyone gathered around our campfire and continued to keep track of the wisps, waiting to see what else they had in mind, if they had a mind. They inched closer for the next couple of minutes, which disputed the tales that said they evaporated after recognizing their intended victim could not be misled. 
 
    Two of the wisps did not dissolve into thin air, but as if sharing a single mind, they retreated into the western night at the same time. As for the other two, they stopped twirling and swaying. It made me think the wisps had been told to wait as the others hovered back to get something they had forgotten, ruining the flow of their ballet. 
 
    “Should I try running the other two off?” asked Cornelius to the general group. “I’ll go up and toss fireballs until they go away.” 
 
    “No,” said Orion. “They’re still too far for that. Stop worrying. Just stay here until they go away on their own.” 
 
    “I’m not worried! I just want to get rid of the interruption!” 
 
    “No one is challenging your courage, Master Wittmer,” said Odet. “There’s no-” 
 
    “Shh!” said Gerard. “Everyone quiet! Do you hear that?” 
 
    After a moment, Ghevont said, “Ah! Is it the sound of squealing swine?” 
 
    “I suppose it is.” 
 
    It took me a few seconds longer, but I also perceived the yonder squeals. They were getting nearer and more plentiful with every breath. The two wisps reappeared, the stampeding ruckus of hundreds of hooves clomping the wetland coming behind them. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ve been trying to attract us,” stated Ghevont. “Fascinating behavior.” 
 
    “Fascinating my ass!” said Cornelius. “What do we do? Attack? Run?” 
 
    “Only thing we can do,” said Odet. “Anyone not confident in their spells or weapons should stay closer to me and the campfire. I can cast a pretty good ward in case the herd becomes too forthcoming. Those more adept with elemental spells should cast a wall of mud and ice around us. Make certain I don’t have to cast my shield at all.” 
 
    Subconsciously knowing Garnet’s true identity as a warrior princess, the expedition team consciously maneuvered themselves to their appropriate positions. I doubt all four alchemists were insecure about their casting ability so much as they were confident that they wanted to take Odet’s offer to be alongside her. The others moved to cast our defenses. They applied the blocks of mud already enchanted earlier and connected them to one another. Ice reinforced parts of the three foot tall wall. 
 
    I did not move from my position at the edge of our lump. As far as it concerned me, it wasn’t a stampede of thrashing tusks and heavy hooves charging for us, but a fat feast Aranath would love to gobble up at his leisure. I realized I could not—and probably should not—solve every delicate and indelicate situation I came across by summoning a dragon, but knowing I had the ability to do so gave me a mettle few mortals could hope to equal. It was a wonder it took two thousand years for dragon knights to war with Orda when one considered the high levels of conceit that came with the partnership. 
 
    The snorts and grunting oinks of boars broke apart the fog, which permitted the animals themselves to manifest before us. It’s only when Ghevont referred to the wisps did their absence reach my awareness. Their spontaneous departure did nothing to slow the already incensed mob of pork. Despite their riled state, the obstruction and balls of thrown fireballs still forced the meat river to split down the middle and flank us. A few of the bolder beasts tested the wall with a quick jerk of their heads, but they bounced off without doing much damage. 
 
    Dozens and dozens of animals advanced eastward. However, the leaders slackened their pace some fifty yards ahead, causing those behind them to slow as well. We were thus surrounded by the dozens of boars yet to pass us. Odet ordered for the expedition guards to stop throwing fireballs directly at the animals, but unless the heated spells burst right in front of their bristly faces, lack of contact meant the spells did little to dissuade them from impinging our wall with their poking tusks. 
 
    Igniting my dragon stones did a better job of scattering them, but the marshland’s own odor, the breeze, and the return of heavier raindrops limited the effect. Given that a marshland’s environment was not prone to burning, it’s also possible the animals here had less of an ingrained response to smoke. Still, the nerves of the sturdy beasts must have been thicker than average to spurn dragon smoke. Now I knew why Kylock Clay choose the boar as their sigil. 
 
    At any rate, there was no real need to waste energy trying to chase off or kill every swine in sight. It was easier to preserve the wall and take a stance of patience. If I listened very carefully I could hear the wisps laughing their gassy little asses off. 
 
    The night dragged on as both species of creature stayed wary of the other. Many of the boars kept their distance and did nothing more than mingle with each other. Nevertheless, a few of the bigger mothers and their piglets liked the look of our higher land, prompting offensives from them. One of the guards wanted to eat boar, but before he could plunge his spear into a charging mother, an adamant Odet told him to stop. 
 
    “A feast of boar sounds nice,” she said further, “but only kill one without young to take care of.” 
 
    “We can eat those, too,” said Unferth, the spear wielder. 
 
    “No. I shouldn’t have to mention that Duality says killing mother beasts and their children for food or self-defense is an option of last resort.” 
 
    “Why? What’s the difference? They’re all animals.” 
 
    “Geez,” said Cade. “Do you need a club to the head to get any idea in there?” 
 
    “Enough, Cade,” said Orion. “Don’t mock our protectors. Our minds should be occupied by what we just witnessed. And Unferth, listen to the girl. Hunt for a lone, childless boar. The gods demand it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Massey,” said Odet. 
 
    The old man dipped his eyes in curt servility and went back to talking with the alchemists and scholar about the number of wisps and their apparent scheme to entrap us. Likewise, talk about how to escape our predicament picked up momentum. The needless plans ended for a couple of hours when Unferth found a mid-sized male to jab at. 
 
    Much of the firewood we had left was used to make the campfire bigger. There would normally be greater effort in getting the most out of the meat from such a prize, but no one wanted to put in the work. The boar was thus unceremoniously chopped up into cuts of meat, which were next stuck with sticks and hung over the fire. Basic, but heartier than anything we carried. Thanks to a clandestine mission by Ghevont, Clarissa acquired boar blood in her flask for her share of the meal. 
 
    The heavy intake produced a lot of yawns from the expedition members. My group assured the yawners that we would keep the wall up and the boars at bay as they slept through the later part of the night. 
 
    Not all of them slumbered at the same moment, but by the time the clouds brightened from the dawn behind them, we discovered the alchemic team visiting the realm of dreams. Odet wanted to give them the courtesy of napping a little longer, but I did not want to delay our schedule any longer than necessary. 
 
    A little dragon smoke might not have been enough to banish the brave beasts, but the roaring dragon himself did the trick. The expedition members woke up in panic as the dragon ousted the coarse pigs, one of which he plucked up as a treat. The mules would have bolted had they not been tied to their branchless tree. As the dragon climbed the sky to come back for another sweep, the hunched defenders asked Orion what to do, how to attack, and where to hide. 
 
    “Dragons are intelligent creatures,” he answered. “They won’t risk injuring their wings attacking humans who have less meat and greater weapons than the boars. Just stay together and prepare to cast wards in case it breathes flame.” 
 
    “Aren’t we still miles from her territory?” asked Cade. 
 
    “This is a different one, lad. I’ve seen the Crimson Mistress of the Yuroks, and this one is larger. Not to mention the mistress is red.” 
 
    “Then where in the blazes did it come from?” asked Simon. 
 
    “Imagine the gold we can earn by bringing the bastard down!” said Unferth. “The scales alone should set us for life!” 
 
    “Careful,” I said. “I’m pretty sure he can hear you.” 
 
    Aranath bellowed his throat to punctuate my point. The dragon’s swoops drove the swine northward, though Aranath himself could not get too far from me due to our low-quality link. Either I would need to expend big chunks of prana to keep him in Orda, or our connection would sever on its own if he strayed too far from me. Satisfied with the pace of escape the pigs were taking, Aranath touched down on the marsh fifty yards away from us. 
 
    Cade, with a hand over his brow, asked, “What’s on the dragon’s back?” 
 
    “It’s time to go,” I told my group. “Master Massey, good luck with your expedition.” 
 
    “What?” said Simon. “You’re going now? With that thing right there?” 
 
    “It’s just a big lizard,” said Clarissa, walking behind me. “He’s more cute than scary, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Cute my ass,” said Cornelius. “Wait, you’re going toward him?” 
 
    Responding to his mumbled words, Orion asked, “What is it, Cade?” 
 
    “It’s a saddle! The dragon is wearing a saddle! It’s tamed!” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “Then what do your eyes see, old man? And look! Our new friends know it’s tamed.” 
 
    Walking backward, Odet said, “‘Tamed’ is the wrong word, Master Rosewood. Is there not ancient reason behind his raving eyes?” 
 
    A few more words of wonder and explanation left their mouths, but I was far away enough to ignore them. The ever obliging Odet and her knight were quick to catch up once they saw the rest of us secure on our saddle. Moments later and the gawking expedition team watched as a dragon imitated a wisp and vanished as quickly as it came. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Four days of travel took us over the trees bordering the marshland, over the many townships and farms scattered north of Mil’sith, and over Etoc’s coastline. A little over two thousand miles east floated my next destination—not a forest or bog, but the island of Nim Holm. Here I would learn how my father’s leg was coming along and what he intended to do now that a ship was not my main means of conveyance. 
 
    From there I planned on heading southeast to the Dragon Spire Temple. Aranath had collected more of his shed scales, scales I wanted the sages to make armor for Clarissa and Ghevont. There wouldn’t be enough for two full sets, but as long as they obtained protection over their hearts, it would be worth the visit. Depending on how efficient my flying became by that point, the nearest coast of Efios lied about a week away. 
 
    Before getting to Nim Holm, we needed to island hop at least six times. According to our most detailed map of the Parsillion Ocean, finding three islands before reaching the Glims promised to be problematic. Perhaps we would be forced to commandeer a merchant ship or two for a night? Anyway, the end of the first day of flying had us able to choose from several islands. We selected the farthest piece of land Aranath saw within his hundred mile range. 
 
    Worried we might not get anything bigger, I settled us on the only island Aranath could spot halfway through the second day of flying. And by “island” I really meant a pile of jagged stones that might have been the breaching peak of an underwater mountain. The early break served my nerves well. It also gave us more time to train. 
 
    Extra time was dedicated to the Dracera training, something I thought annoyed Odet. She preferred the action of clashing our spells against the other. On this date, however, my, and perhaps her own, belief faltered when she said, “You know, I believe this training is helping my wards as well.” 
 
    Her words distracted me, so the string of flame I pulled collapsed and dispelled her ward. “How?” 
 
    “Just as weakening your flame aids your control, it seems weakening my shield is doing something similar. My mother once proposed that a few of our ancestors used their wards as something other than a shield or weapon, but as a warning against incoming attacks.” 
 
    “A warning?” said Clarissa, who sat huddled in my shadow. “How’s that?” 
 
    “Well… Let me show you.” She rose her hands and cast her frailest ward around us, its boundaries ten feet out from the center. The only reason I saw it at all was due to the glitter of the sun’s rays bouncing off it. “Now, imagine if I can spread the ward much farther out, and make it so weak that it’s nigh invisible.” 
 
    I did imagine. “But not so weak that you don’t sense whatever crosses it.” 
 
    “Exactly! I’ll be able to feel danger as it breaks through the ward. Then I cast a stronger shield in response. No sneaky arrow or spell will take me by surprise.” 
 
    The image of her mother being taken by surprise flashed in my memory. I cleared my throat. “Sounds useful. Do you know how your ancestors practiced this technique?” 
 
    “I’m sure the method is archived in our library, but I willfully ignored the subtler uses of my ward when I first started training. This is the perfect time to refocus my efforts. Your dragon knight training might not be the ideal method, but it works well enough.” 
 
    “Hey,” said a vampire experiencing an epiphany. “Maybe I can do the same thing with my water spell.” She pulled in a few pints of water from the sea lapping in a few yards away and proceeded to enlarge and shrink the bubble she formed. After it popped for the fourth time, a discouraged Clarissa said, “Eh, I’ll let you worry about it.” 
 
    Thanks to an earlier sleep, we got back into the air faster than normal. Keeping in mind we might not see another island for many hours, Aranath ascended higher than his favored altitude so he could see land from farther away and conserve energy by gliding longer. Regrettably, he and I had to waste much of that saved energy circumventing a storm. The tempest came at a point when I sensed my nerves beginning their jittering dance under my skin. 
 
    We skirted the worst of the solitary storm without incident, but their dark clouds ended up being supplanted by a bright nothingness. Ocean and sky mixed into one blue color that exasperated the cramps of disorientation that started in my deforming eyeballs and sank into a skipping stomach, which pushed up its burning gastric juices to the bottom of my throat. 
 
    At least my drawn-out ordeal suggested that Aranath covered quite a bit of distance, distance that ultimately allowed him to spot a place to land. A few ships had shown up before the islet, but I did not see a practical way to board them and also find out if the people on board were not just going to rob us or ask us to do something Odet and the others would not be able to refuse. 
 
    I had to lie still for an hour after reaching the island of thistles to slow the world’s spinning. Nonetheless, the respite and day’s training did not bring back my appetite. Even when a jesting Clarissa offered me her flask of blood, I gagged. The ordinarily mouthwatering aroma of searing fish produced the same reaction. I only ate a few nuts and seeds minutes after waking up for my watch. According to Ghevont’s course-plotting skills, I would not have to risk such a test of endurance until we had to cross the Osahar Ocean, the turbulent waters between Kozuth and Efios. 
 
    Proof we neared civilization came in the middle of the next day. More ships drifted below and we had a couple of islands to choose from at the end of the day’s flight. The number of islands exploded in the succeeding flight. Since almost every island in the Glims Archipelago was surrounded by a dozen other indistinct islands, we first had to find Kylock Clay to get a sense of where we were in relation to Nim Holm. Timing also forced us to seek rest on the capital island. 
 
    As a way to treat ourselves—or, in Odet’s case, to find normalcy—we forwent hard training and walked to Enstad. That evening we found hot baths, hotter meals, and soft beds in one of Enstad’s more lavish lodgings, The Chance Inn. Its name came from the games of chance played in the large basement of the brick building. The gambling upper-class apparently helped pay for these kinds of affluent inns. We could hear the festive atmosphere from the first floor, but our room lied in the middle of the much quieter second. 
 
    “May I go to the basement?” Ghevont asked me out of the blue. 
 
    “You want to gamble?” 
 
    “I believe it to be a fine opportunity to experiment with theories of risk versus reward, and how well humans can predict their own success, or the successes of others, in certain competitions.” 
 
    “Uh, I guess it’s all right. Just don’t bet too much.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he doesn’t,” said Gerard. 
 
    “I don’t like you gambling,” said Odet, crossing her arms. “You and your friends get a little too serious about it.” 
 
    “We’re only serious about the bragging rights. Besides, I’m just going to watch over Ghevont, nothing more.” 
 
    “Aw, I wish I could go,” said Clarissa. “Too bad the smell of a crowd would distract me too much.” 
 
    “I’m certain the odor of tobacco and ale will mask the aroma,” said Odet. “I can still smell it up here.” 
 
    To the princess, Gerard said, “I won’t go if you don’t want me to.” 
 
    Sighing, Odet uncrossed her arms and said, “No, it’s fine. I didn’t mean to sound like your mother, and you deserve a little amusement. We all do.” 
 
    Watching him about to leave, I said, “Leave the staff here, Ghevont.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that’s best. I remember a sign stating that no weapons were permitted in the basement.” 
 
    “That’s not why you shouldn’t take our nismerdon staff to… Forget it. You know what, I’m going with you.” 
 
    “You too?” asked Odet. “A dragon knight needs to stay above the dens of vices.” 
 
    Aranath grunted. “That’s where most knights of any kind eventually find themselves.” 
 
    Removing my talking weapon, I responded to Odet’s comment by saying, “Like you said, we all deserve a little amusement, and Ghevont studying drunken gamblers holds the potential to do so. Keep Clarissa company and our belongings safe.” 
 
    Minutes later and the three of us, unarmored and unarmed, descended one of the two stairways leading into the basement. Before being allowed in, we first had to be patted down to check for anything sharp. I still carried three of my smaller dragon stones in my pockets. I was thus not wholly without weapons when I entered a basement that appeared to stretch farther than the breadth of the upper floors. 
 
    Smoke from pipes, candles, and torches hazed the edges of the people gathered around the tables both large and small. Many donned coats, doublets, and vests that forced no one to doubt their worth to the world. Even the corsets and skirts the young wenches wore looked more expensive than anything they could get working anywhere else. They carried trays of food and drink with grace and smiles as they dashed from table to table, unable to do much about the rows of hands that blithely grabbed a piece of their bodies as they walked by. 
 
    In the center of the place, currently unused, lied a sunken dirt ring I imagined roosters, dogs, or other animals fought. For now, card, dice, and other games kept the patrons busy. Helping to keep everyone in order, two dozen armored men armed with purposely eye-catching weapons occupied every corner, ready to pounce on any rabble-rouser unhappy about their luck. Due to the early night, smoked stimulants, and endless drinks, the overall mood of the place was still as merry as the start of a pirate song. 
 
    Gerard knew the rules of many of the games, so he took it upon himself to teach the scholar the particulars of the games that most intrigued Ghevont. The scholar’s main draw was to a card game called oracle. Unlike the thinner paper cards more common in Iazali, these were thicker pieces of wood. And instead of the inked images of royalty, hearts, and diamonds, these had been carved with swords, bows, and the four elements. What fascinated Ghevont the most was the level of deception and strategy needed for a player to win a round against a minimum of three participants. 
 
    Both Gerard and Ghevont joined the four others at the table, and since Odet and I kept the majority of our coin, I did not worry too much about them losing what they carried. I therefore moved my focus to a corner of the room that caught my eye on first entering. Up against a wall stood a tall, two person table where a man with sleeveless arms no bigger than mine arm-wrestled challengers twice his girth. From what I could tell, not only had he never lost, but no one gave him ample trouble. He allowed everyone to bet whatever they wanted and how often they wanted. If the challenger won, then they would stand to win thrice what they bet. 
 
    On top of that, Master Shepley, as several spectators called him, gave those unfamiliar with the proper form of arm-wrestling a few quick tips to make sure they did not hurt themselves when they put all their energy into one arm. This gave him less of an advantage and so made it all the more impressive when he won. 
 
    Most of his competitors were not the ornately dressed ones, but their less prosperous, gruffer friends or bodyguards. A few tried two or three times to pin his hand, convinced they could tire out their frailer looking opponent. However, he so far carried more endurance than the six men he faced. Except for the two minute break the rules provided him, Shepley did not get a lot of rest after the arm brawls, so he must have had an incredibly deep prana reserve or a master level of proficiency, or a combination of both. 
 
    I figured my father or Eudon could beat him, but they had at least another decade or more to hone their prana over a man that must not have been older than thirty. Shepley also did not strike me as a warrior. Not one to be feared at any rate. His light brown hair fell over his beady, naturally watery eyes like the uncombed fur of those big shaggy dogs. His pale skin had not seen the light of day for the last several weeks or months, and that natural shell looked as smooth and unscathed as a newborn’s. How did he achieve such strength if not through sheer toil? 
 
    I looked for ways he might be cheating, such as a prana crystal giving him a surplus of power or a rune draining his opponent’s energy. I dismissed those possibilities after a loser accused Shepley of them. A basement guard stood nearby and answered that Master Shepley passed inspection every time he set up shop at this inn. Those who observed the matches also supported Shepley’s claim to honesty. As far as I heard, the slack Shepley never spoke up himself. 
 
    I knew I’d lose, but I had to experience his strength up close. Once the two others ahead of me lost, I walked up to the table and bet a bronze standard. 
 
    Taking the coin, a mellow Shepley asked, “Not very confident in yourself, are you?” 
 
    “Brute strength isn’t my forte. Now, if you want to challenge me in flame or blade, I’d bet everything on me right now.” 
 
    Lifting a mug of ale from the floor to take a sip, he asked, “How much is that?” 
 
    “Enough to tempt you to tell me your secret.” 
 
    “Doubt that. I’ve turned down many an offer to teach the youngins of wealthy folk. Come on, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    We leaned in, put our right legs forward, placed our elbows down, and locked hands. The inn guard was in charge of starting the match once both participants declared themselves ready. I figured most contenders made the mistake of sending too much prana into their arm too early, so on the guard’s verbal signal to begin, I only sent half the prana I could apply to my employed limb. 
 
    Already my method appeared ill-conceived when my forearm was pushed two-thirds of the way to the table half a second later. I recovered in time to stop his progress, but that required a wasteful surge of prana. All I did from there was to keep sending prana to keep my hand in the same angle. Though it looked bad for me, over ten seconds in this position still had me lasting longer than most of this evening’s rivals. Fifteen seconds and Shepley’s face wrinkled, an expression only one another forced out of him. 
 
    The back of my hand smacked the tabletop to end the match. I never had to direct so much prana to one specific body part for so long before it numbed. Guessing he would resist telling me his secret with everyone around, I decided to let him be. I would keep an eye out for an opportunity to speak with him alone. 
 
    For the time being, I checked on Ghevont and Gerard at their table. I expected them to be low on coin, but they essentially had the same amount. As the knight explained, Ghevont read bluffs well and strategized with the best of them, but his own face and words lacked tact, so he won a round as often as he lost them. 
 
    So without a dearth of coin compelling us to leave, I joined them on another table, this one involving a game called liar’s dice. Unlike the oracle game, this one had simpler rules, yet it kept an engaging level of strategy and deception. I especially enjoyed when someone called me a liar and turned out to be wrong. It was even better when I called someone else a liar and the dice proved me right. I had become quite hooked by the end of the third round. I didn’t even realize Ghevont had moved on to another game until Gerard and I ordered two sandwiches of meat and cheese before the fourth round started. 
 
    “Can you keep something just between us?” Gerard asked me. 
 
    “You know me, I’m a blabbermouth.” 
 
    The knight reached behind his left hip and pulled out a small, curved pipe made from a dark briar wood. He called over a wench and ordered tobacco. As we waited for the shavings to be delivered, he said, “I understand why you don’t drink, but this you should try. It takes a few puffs to get used to, but once you do, you’ll wonder how you lived without it.” 
 
    “So it’s something else I have to worry about losing.” 
 
    “For some it gets bad as that, but I’ve noticed it only happens when someone gets an unbroken supply of the stuff. Not something we often have in our travels. Besides, I’m offering for those nerves of yours. We didn’t train much today, and I’m guessing it’s why you came down here in the first place.” 
 
    “You’re not entirely wrong…” To the wench that brought the tobacco, I asked, “You have a spare pipe?” 
 
    Moments later and Gerard showed me the intricacies of pipe smoking. I learned to pack the tobacco so it became full but not tight, to let the first flame die out before relighting it, and to draw the smoke slowly without breathing it into my lungs. It was all about relaxing and taking my time. Perhaps due to smoke already in the air, it did not take me long to get used to the burning sweetness in my mouth. I still wouldn’t say I enjoyed the dry flavor, but twenty minutes after taking my first real draw, a warm calmness did extend to my insides. I thought it appropriate for a dragon knight to bear such a smolder within themselves. 
 
    My time on this table would have lasted beyond the sixth round if an announcement did not get the attention of the bettors. The shouted message informed everyone that the ring matches were about to begin. Most of the patrons rushed to get to the first-come, first-served chairs circling the ring. Others stood behind them or on top of the tables and chairs they pushed closer to the crowd, furniture now free since the table games ended for this main event. 
 
    Just as the void in my memory deterred me from getting drunk, so did my experience in the Advent’s to-the-death fighting pit make me averse to watching animals or men fighting for sport. I thus stayed in my seat drinking plain water with Gerard. I did note that Ghevont and Shepley tried to get a view of the upcoming matches, with the scholar attempting to find out what his mind should be paying attention to the most. 
 
    My own mind was primed to ignore the matches altogether, but my interest in the matter grew when a blonde haired wench with a robust voice stood on top of a bench. She bid everyone to shut the fuck up so she could introduce the first pair of participants. After looking at the scroll she held, she introduced them by saying, “First up is Haijen Burnig, second eldest son of Grug Burnig! For those unfamiliar with the esteemed father, Grug is that drunk lard-ass ready to fuck the first dog he sees!” 
 
    “Whiiches why I’mmm t-thinking of f-f-fucking your ass!” responded someone in the crowd. 
 
    A resounding shout of agreement. 
 
    “All right, settle down, ya bunch of no good lechers. As you can see, Haijen is already showing off his father’s paunch. That big gut should give him an edge over our second hopeful, Brock Shepley! Skinny like his father over there, but his frame is misleading if he’s anything like the parent. Haijen has won… let’s see… seventeen of his twenty-five bouts here. He turns fourteen in two months, so it’ll be one of the last times we see him in this humble little ol’ ring of ours. Brock is twelve and yet untested here, but his father assures me he’s ready to give us a show!” 
 
    Everyone rose their tankards and hollered. 
 
    “Betting on children?” said Gerard. “I’m glad Odet isn’t here.” 
 
    “Why? Because she might have the balls to stop it?” 
 
    Giving me a sidelong look, he said, “I could get her down here, if you wish.” 
 
    On the verge of ordering more than water, I answered, “No, you were right the first time. Fighting pits just don’t bring out the best in me.” 
 
    “Rules are simple, boys,” continued the announcer. “Pin your opponent to the ground longer than five seconds and you win! Do whatever you can to carry out that goal. We keep going until one of you can’t. Place your bets for round one now!” 
 
    According to the declarations and shouts I heard over the next half hour, Haijen confirmed that bulk and experience won out more often than not. For the sake of those placing stakes on him, Brock snuck in a win when the chubbier youngster couldn’t catch his breath in time. Regardless, the crowd was pleased to get to the next pair of more evenly matched children. 
 
    Brock expelled himself from the mob to get to his waiting parent. The child’s shorter, darker hair grew straighter than his father’s, but he did share his small eyes and pale skin. Otherwise, the boy’s bruised face and nicked body made it difficult to tell how he really looked like. Some of his soon-to-be scabs were covered up when his father put on a tunic for him. Uninterested in the next matches, the duo made for the stairs. 
 
    Slapping Gerard’s shoulder and putting my pipe down, I said, “Stay with Ghevont.” 
 
    I followed the father and his child out of the basement. Wanting more privacy than the first floor offered, I waited to see whether they headed for a room or went outside. They went outside. 
 
    A few feet outside the entrance, in a quiet street under the light of stars and torches, I asked, “Master Shepley, do you have a moment?” 
 
    He stopped and apathetically turned around. “Ah, I don’t do rematches outside. Or were you the one who wanted to know my secret?” 
 
    “Secret. You’re not a warrior, I take it.” 
 
    “You take it correctly.” 
 
    “Then why train your strength so much?” 
 
    “You and the other challengers keep giving me the reason.” 
 
    “Who taught you?” 
 
    “My father.” 
 
    “And you’re teaching your son?” 
 
    Resting a hand on Brock’s head, he said, “That’s how it goes, right?” 
 
    “What will it take for you to tell me how you trained?” 
 
    “My own castle. A nice one.” 
 
    “With servants,” said Brock. 
 
    “Ah, yes, we mustn’t forget the servants.” 
 
    “Are you worried I’m going to spread your family secret?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d be more worried about the technique killing you before you got the chance to spread it.” 
 
    “Killing me, huh? And you’re not worried about your son? Your father wasn’t worried about it killing you?” 
 
    “Yes, but fathers can keep a close eye on their sons. You’ll probably push yourself too far if I tell you what to do, then your death is on my hands. And even if you do master it, you’ll use it to shed blood. I like to keep my hands free of blood, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re right, I do plan to shed blood. In fact, I already have…” I pushed back my cloak and rolled up the left sleeve of my shirt. I next unwound the cloth covering my forearm, revealing the chain-teeth I normally went out of my way to hide from people. “This is a fiend’s tail. Its corruption coursed inside me while I battled in the fighting pit my captors dropped me in. Unlike your son’s experience, my fighting pit lasted until something died. Now I go after these cultists with every intent to shed blood.” 
 
    “Cultists? Do you mean the Advent?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Alslana’s old king stopped by here not so long ago to warn us about them. You from Alslana?” 
 
    Rewrapping the cloth, I replied, “I have allies there.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Look, I’m sorry for what the cult did to you, but that only means you shouldn’t take risks when you’re in the middle of your revenge mission.” 
 
    “Risks? Every time I fight I risk pulling out the corruption still sealed within me. I risk the lives of the people I care about in this mission of mine. I risk a damn lot every damn day, so tell me what I risk this time.” 
 
    The father hung his head. “Fine, fine, but keep this to yourself.” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Go home, Brock. Tell your mother I’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “She’ll want to know why you’re not with me.” 
 
    “Then tell her the truth. Go.” Watching his child slink off into the dark, he asked, “You listenin’?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    He looked back at me. “Good, ‘cause I’m only sayin’ this once. The technique is simple, almost laughably so. That’s what makes it dangerous, you see. Most people put all the prana they can into their feats of strength, but that takes a long time to perfect. My father learned of a better way, an older way.” 
 
    “How’d he do that?” 
 
    “A Somesh lord hired some locals to clean out Flatwick Castle before he moved into the long abandoned place. My old man so happened to be clearing the cellar when he found a cupboard full of old scrolls. Most turned to dust at his touch, but a couple of ‘em could still be read without breaking, so he took ‘em and read ‘em. One described this old technique that taught men to lift full grown horses over their heads. My father so happened to be the gullible type.” 
 
    “But then it so happened to work.” 
 
    “Well, he couldn’t lift full grown horses, but still. With great strength came great visions of the future. To this day I remember him talking to my mother about our family becoming the next great clan of the Glims. How kings from all across Orda would seek to learn from him. Then his brother died. The scroll warned him, but that didn’t stop him from trying to teach his kin. The danger finally dawned on him.” 
 
    “But he still taught you?” 
 
    “Too late to stop me from learning, though I stopped for a few months. Anyway, it broke my old man’s vision for the future. Didn’t want to end up killing half his people to give the surviving half the ability to lift a little more weight. He focused on making sure I didn’t push myself to death.” 
 
    “But you’re teaching Brock.” 
 
    “Couldn’t help myself. My boy was a wild one from the beginning. The easiest way to get him to listen to me was by showing him what strength I could impart to him. I had to keep my end of the deal when he actually started listenin’ to me. Hope you’re no wild one.” 
 
    “I’ve never been accused of it.” 
 
    “I’m serious. Your heart always needs to stay calm and steady in the beginning so that my technique doesn’t overwhelm it.” 
 
    “I’m at my calmest while training.” 
 
    “Is that so?” He ran his hand through his hair, getting the longer clumps out of the way. “Like I said, most people pour their prana all at once into their punch or kick. Makes sense, except they’re missin’ a step, which means they’re doing more work than they need to.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re saying adding an extra step means less work?” 
 
    “That’s right. Thanks to godly wisdom, people know our blood connects us with our soul. Without blood, we die, and losing blood means losing prana. So what pushes this all-important essence of life?” 
 
    “Uh, the heart?” 
 
    “Exactly. Send prana to your heart first. Once it’s there, your heart’s natural beats can help push your prana in a way your mind alone cannot. Timing is important for both the effect and for safety. You cannot collect and keep a whole heap of prana in your heart for longer than a couple of beats. Doing so will make it flutter worse than the first time you put your dick in a woman. Er, you have done that, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I don’t have to change my example. Listen, you first have to get good at feeling your heartbeats in as many circumstances as you can think of, that way you never have to send your prana in blindly. Get really good at sensing the opening between beats. Use that opening to collect the prana in your chest and then release that power to wherever you’re sending it to on the very next beat.” 
 
    “How long before that gets me results?” 
 
    “Patience. As soon as you time it perfectly you’ll experience your prana rushing out to your muscle or spell, and that’s the problem. My uncle suddenly thought he mastered the technique and sent too much prana too quickly. Got a heart attack trying to lift one of those big barrels of wine. Stay on the steady course. Master this technique before you throw a punch or lift a cup. Master it in your training with sword or spell before you ever use it in a real fight. Wait until your mind turns the technique into a habit. It’ll be tempting to speed up the process, but wait until habit has set in before taking those next steps.” 
 
    “And how long did it take for your mind to make it a habit?” 
 
    “Three, four years. Though I was pretty young and had no warrior’s instincts.” 
 
    “Is the fighting pit supposed to give your son a warrior’s instincts?” 
 
    “You really aren’t from here. People in the Glims don’t consider those fighting pits training grounds for warriors. It’s simply something for boys to do and men to bet on.” 
 
    “I see. Anything else?” 
 
    “Just repeating the word ‘patience.’ The heart does enough work. Let it adjust for as long as it needs.” 
 
    “I swear not to die by a heart attack, Master Shepley. Thank you for…” 
 
    “Uh, something wrong?” 
 
    I turned back to face him. “Sorry. I thought I heard a familiar… Never mind. I’ll leave you to your family.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    Minutes after the boys left, Clarissa’s efforts to tidy up their piled possessions revealed Gerard’s deck of cards stored inside a pouch he carried other paper items. 
 
    “Do you want to start our own chance house?” Clarissa asked me. “We can pretend to gamble against each other. Or are you too tired?” 
 
    I sat up on the bed and curled my unbooted legs underneath me. “No, we can play. Get my coin pouch. We’ll split it up and pretend we’re putting our entire fortunes on the line.” 
 
    Going to the drawer I put my smaller possessions in, she replied, “Well, for me that’s closer to the truth. Be prepared to lose your palace, princess.” 
 
    “I fully expect to lose. Gerard has taught me a few games, but I am by no means proficient in any of them.” 
 
    Jumping on to the bed, she said, “I doubt that. I doubt you’re bad at anything.” 
 
    I dumped the leather purse’s contents in front of me. “A perception I have no problem proliferating if it means greater leverage in war or trade, but I’d be lost without the advice of my parents and advisors. Anyone with an average mind can do and learn much with such support.” 
 
    Clarissa shuffled the deck. “I suppose you have more advantages than most. Still, I don’t think your mind is average.” 
 
    “Thank you. I don’t think your mind is average either.” 
 
    She took her half of the divided coins. “See, you’re being nice. There’s no proof I’m anything but average.” 
 
    “You’re a vampire who resists drinking human blood. I’d say that’s not average. You’re also the closest friend of the first dragon knight in five centuries, and this dragon knight does not humor the average for long.” 
 
    Her rising and dipping shoulders disregarded my words, but her smiling lips did not. “I suppose he doesn’t. Which game do you want to play?” 
 
    For its simple rules, the first game we ended up playing was called kraken’s luck. It had not been created with only two people in mind, so the game turned out to be long and somewhat tedious. We thus moved on to six spirits, a faster paced game that saw the vaults of my palace empty in less than ten minutes every game. I did not enjoy losing so quickly, so we moved back to kraken’s luck after a few games. 
 
    In the middle of this second round, Clarissa asked, “Can I be a tad rude?” 
 
    “You’ve earned the right to be moderately rude with me.” 
 
    “Um, okay. Have you and Gerard… you know.” 
 
    “Consummated our relationship?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I was wondering why you and he don’t buy a room together.” 
 
    “Oh, well, to be honest, in the midst of saying my goodbyes and preparing my gear, I forgot to bring sariff with me. I also forgot my hairbrush.” 
 
    “Right, sariff. Vampires can’t have children, so sariff is pointless for me. Can’t you go buy some?” 
 
    “I could, though I’d have to take the time to find a reputable vendor first. At any rate, traveling so intimately with others already had me expecting to forgo further consummations with my green knight. We’re on a mission, and we can’t let our guards down. I hate to imagine being in the middle of a compromising position if something were to befall.” 
 
    Clarissa giggled at the notion. “I wouldn’t mind seeing Gerard fight undressed. Oh! I’m sorry! I shouldn’t talk like that ab-” 
 
    I laughed. “It’s okay, really. The vision of my knight’s stripped form is perfect in my own mind… and yes, I can imagine him wielding and thrusting both swords with equal parts strength and grace.” 
 
    Now we both laughed. While doing so, envisioning a strapping Gerard in all his bare-fleshed glory had me wishing I had carried the foresight to bring my sariff and buy another room for the night. 
 
    Once our laughing trailed off, I asked, “Now, do you mind if I’m a tad rude?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “How did it feel like becoming a vampire?” 
 
    “Oh, that. Well, all it took to get infected was getting my finger bit and sucked on for a few minutes. Then, about a day later, I started getting a bad fever. It’s scary feeling parts of your insides failing or changing. Ghevont says the stomach and liver changes the most. Anyway, the fever lasted until I passed out a few days later. A lot of people don’t wake up after that. I woke up very cold and very hungry. I still feel cold, but I’m used to it by now. Unless I’m in the worst of blizzards or holding a chunk of ice, I’m quite comfortable in freezing weather.” 
 
    “But the sun hurts you?” 
 
    “‘Hurt’ is a strong word, at least at first. Maybe after a few hours it hurts, but sunlight to me is like the bitter cold to you. Or maybe it’s more like hard itching. Well, imagine your body shivering without the actual shaking. Ghevont wonders whether being outside in the daylight as often as I am will help my body adjust to sunlight better than other vampires.” 
 
    “How will he know if you adjust?” 
 
    “He says the older a vampire gets, the worse sunlight will get for them, so if I don’t feel the sun’s effects get any worse after a few years, then I’ve adjusted. It’s one of his long running experiments.” 
 
    “Do you think the scholar is running an experiment on me?” 
 
    “You’re a royal valkrean. I’m a hundred percent sure he is. Don’t worry, Mercer assures me Ghevont will not experiment on our corpses should we die.” 
 
    “How considerate.” 
 
    As our game progressed, I sensed the steadily uncomfortable urge to relieve the unexploited nutrients that collected in the lowest bowels of a person. At the conclusion of our latest round, I excused myself and decided to use the private chambers this well-to-do inn provided at the end of the dim hall. 
 
    Seeing me coming, an elderly female attendant opened one of the four doors to the little rooms, which contained the narrow stone wells that tunneled down to an out-of-the-way, reeking hollow somewhere below. Fifty scented candles suffocated any reeking wisps that scaled the well and poured over the brim. 
 
    With my business done, I shut the door and made a quick bow to the attendant. I did not see her return it since my attention was drawn to the noise of a child yelling for help. The exclamation came from the silhouette of a little girl jumping up and down in the middle of the hall. A moment after my bare feet started their sprint, Clarissa opened our door and followed the girl into a room opposite our own. 
 
    Others heard the call for aid and cracked open their doors to get a clue of what was happening. The back of a young man’s head popped out from the shadowed entrance to the stairs, but he did not move anything more into the hallway. On crossing into the room Clarissa had entered, I saw the vampire slapping the back of a hunched over gentleman choking on something. The little girl danced around in a circle in her fright and still yelled for someone to help unclog the throat of her father. 
 
    Getting on my knees to try and catch the girl, I said, “Don’t be afraid to slap him harder, Clarissa!” 
 
    The child, no older than ten or eleven and carrying a rosy plumpness in her cheeks, passed into my arms. Not yet knowing what the outcome was going to be, I lifted the girl off the floor and prepared to take her out of the room lest her gaunt, black haired father collapse and die in front of her. However, before I could turn us away, a stick of food or bone flew out the red-faced man’s mouth and landed on the same bed his hand found support on. 
 
    Hearing her father taking big breaths again, the little girl yelled, “Papa!” and squirmed her way out of my arms. She jumped on to his lap as he sat on the bed. 
 
    After giving him a few seconds to recover, I asked, “Are you well, sir?” 
 
    “Yes… Yes…” To Clarissa, his hoarse voice said, “Thank you, young lady… I thought a permanent visit to my ancestors was imminent.” 
 
    “No thanks needed, sir. I just reacted. Oh, do you want water?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She looked around and found a cup on a table that also held the half eaten plate of chicken and rice. Not knowing how else to be rid of it, Clarissa spilled the few gulps of wine on the floor and refilled it with water she pulled out of the air. 
 
    “A caster, eh?” said the father. He took the cup and drank it. “Ah! Cold and refreshing! Of course, even the wine on the floor would be refreshing after a near death experience like that!” 
 
    Behind me, a woman asked, “Everything all right in there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, tuning around to see five people had gathered outside the door’s threshold. “The gentleman is only catching his breath now.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming everyone!” said the daughter. 
 
    Satisfied, the small crowd filed back to their rooms. 
 
    “What are the names of my champions?” asked the father. Once our names had been given, he said, “Well then, Madam Garnet, Madam Clarissa, Miksa and I have little coin at the moment to give as my thanks, but is there anything else I can do? Anything at all and I will do my best to aid you. Please, name it.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right, Master Modestus,” I said. “Unless you have an army in Efios you can lend us, we want for naught.” 
 
    “Efios?” 
 
    “Er, nothing. If we do think of anything, we will be right across the hall. Let’s go, Clarissa.” 
 
    “No, stay! At least have a drink! A toast to my continued existence!” He went to get his wine bottle. 
 
    “Just a sip for me,” said the vampire. 
 
    As he poured the drink, Master Modestus said, “I wish I had asked for a higher quality wine.” 
 
    “Can I have a cup, Papa?” 
 
    “A cup, yes. One with wine, no. Here, have Madam Clarissa’s cool water.” 
 
    He handed us our cups and we toasted his survival. A few words of farewell later and we shut his door behind us. 
 
    As we took a step toward our room, I said, “That’s pretty good awareness.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “You closed our door before helping the girl.” 
 
    She stopped walking. “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Whispering, she replied, “I didn’t close it.” 
 
    Our heads slowly turned back to our shut door, then our bodies lunged for the iron handle. We pushed, but the door barely budged. The next push had prana behind it, nudging open the door enough to slip inside. A chair wedged against the door was the culprit for the hard to open access, and an open window was to blame for the blowing curtains, a window that had been closed the last time I saw it. Tied to one of our dresser’s legs, one of our twisted bed sheets hung over the window and scraped against the brick exterior of the inn. 
 
    The white linen sheet came from the bed we had been pretending to gamble on. Worse than the missing coin, I could not find Ghevont’s staff. Gerard’s sword and its sheath were also gone. Mercer’s sword lied on the floor. The tip of my weapon’s scabbard still poked out from under the pillow. 
 
    Clarissa, heading for the window, said, “Damn, damn, damn! I’m sorry, Odet! I’m so sorry! It’s my fault! I should have-” 
 
    Going for Aranath, I said, “No, I should have secured the room before coming to help. It’s nobody’s fault. Er, or maybe it’s both our fault.” I picked up Mercer’s scabbard. The enchantment resisted, but it subsided when the dragon sensed a familiar hand. “What do you know, Aranath?” 
 
    Using an angry snarl that almost made me drop him, he said, “A stranger with feeble prana attempted to grip the blade. I did not permit it, of course. Before he dropped it, I saw the nismerdon stave in his other hand! What folly allowed such a thing to happen, girl?!” 
 
    “I’ll explain later.” 
 
    “We have to go get Mercer and the others!” said Clarissa, running for the hallway. 
 
    I followed her out, shutting our door behind me. Then, before I could take another step, Master Modestus’ door came within view. A cynical insight invaded my conscious. I remembered how the little girl’s desperate cries brought out others from their rooms, leaving them vulnerable for a few moments. 
 
    “Wait, Clarissa. Do you think it’s a coincidence?” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    I did not wait for her opinion on my unspoken theory, knowing only one blunt method could prove me right or wrong. I dashed for his door. Hard knocks accompanied by loud pleas conveyed no answer. 
 
    “You think they tricked us?” asked Clarissa. “The father and little Miksa?” 
 
    I cast my shield, preparing to burst open the entry by slamming my spell into it. “It’s beginning to seem that way.” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Clarissa stepped up and pushed on the handle. It opened without trouble and to a room empty of its occupants. This window had the same arrangement as our own. Another dash took us to the window, this time with a result. Even without the vampire’s nocturnal vision, I could recognize the former lodgers escaping into the nighttime alleys a hundred feet away. I cast my shield a few feet below the window. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re going after them.” My soles landed securely on the floating ward, its warm, glass-like surface having a little give to it. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “You go. I’ll get the others.” 
 
    “There’s no time! I need your help! I’ll lose them in the dark!” 
 
    Clarissa cursed our situation as she crawled over the window and joined me on the incantation. Another ward lower down and we leapt to the ground. My feet became jealous of Clarissa’s feet, which still wore their footwear. Running in the western direction I saw the absconders take, my feet pounded hard against the stone pavement, Clarissa’s stamping boots trailing close behind. Now at ground level, buildings, trees, hedges, fences, and other obstructions thwarted our view of our quarries. 
 
    “Can you smell them?” 
 
    “I’m not a dog! Unless they’re bleeding, I can’t sniff them out from this far.” 
 
    The streets and alleys were largely quiet and under the domain of night. Our steps and breaths echoed loudly, especially when we passed between buildings. I worried about guardsmen ordering us to stop if they spied me holding a sword while running, but only a couple of dogs took any note of us. In fact, a dog barking up ahead suggested that it must have been reacting to the tricksters’ presence. I thus changed my path to head a little more southward. 
 
    A hundred yards after changing course brought us near a brighter main street. Guardsman and tavern patrons roamed the area, forcing us to halt the chase to look around and not bring attention to ourselves. Without the sun hindering her, Clarissa caught her breath much faster than a human. I leaned against a skinny tree growing on the slope of a small grassy hill. 
 
    “Do you… see anything?” 
 
    “No. Gods, we are so dead. Mercer will never trust us again. He might seriously lea-” She squeaked the words, “Do you smell that?!” 
 
    “What? What smell?” 
 
    She sniffed the air. “I smell shit!” 
 
    “I hope that has something to do with our problem.” 
 
    “It does!” As she spun her head around a few times, she said, “I remember smelling a hint of dung next to Master Modestus. I didn’t think anything of it. Some people just smell like they don’t clean themselves well, but what if something else is to blame? Look! Down there!” 
 
    She sprinted toward a small trench dug at the bottom of the hill. Tall grass greener than the surrounding blades sprouted within it. Once I got closer, I could see the holes of a rusted metal grate four feet tall hiding behind the grass. A puff of defecation came out of it. 
 
    “What do you think?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “It’s our best bet. Open the grate.” 
 
    With tendrils of water, my fellow fool grabbed the grate and pulled it off the crumbling stone tunnel it blocked. It should have been harder to free, but Clarissa had no problem removing the impediment. I took it as further evidence we headed the right way. Gods, of all the places to go barefoot in. 
 
    Bless Clarissa, she moved ahead of me and used her spell to sweep away and freeze the trickle of brownish water as best she could. As an added safeguard against disgust, I cast little shields for my feet to gain a foothold on when the mess looked too great to overcome. Nothing, however, could stop the foul air from reaching my lungs, making me gag every other inhale. 
 
    Trying to move with haste in the confined sewer had our bent knees taking awkward strides. I hoped Master Modestus suffered the same pace, if not slower. The tunnel expanded in width several dozen strides later. A little after that and our tunnel opened to a circular room with ten feet of headroom. Torch light from the street above filtered through a few uncluttered slits. Including the tunnel we came from, four passageways stretched out in different directions. 
 
    “Damn it,” said Clarissa. “Where do we go? Do we split up?” 
 
    “No.” I turned to look at the tunnel going southeast. “If I’m keeping track correctly, they went this way.” 
 
    “Why? How can you be certain?” 
 
    Returning to my arched position and waving Clarissa over, I explained, “Because going north means heading deeper into Enstad’s aristocratic territory. The guard presence should be greater.” 
 
    Clarissa took the lead again. “I don’t think the guards patrol down here.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of the actual thief. He escaped our room holding a staff, a sword, and gold. He can’t risk attracting a guard so encumbered. A thief stands a better chance hiding among more common folk, so that’s where his partners will find him if he has to go back up.” 
 
    “Makes sense, I guess. Let’s hurry!” 
 
    A couple of minutes after choosing our new tunnel, a little girl’s giggle reverberated down the gag-inducing corridor. It did not sound very near, so Clarissa looked back to check if I had heard it. I nodded. We pushed ourselves to be both quicker and stealthier. 
 
    A startled squeal almost broke through Clarissa’s throat when she jumped out of the way of a rat the size of a small cat. The rat moseyed by me as well, its unhurried gait suggesting it was unconcerned with the human presence in its underworld province. Smaller rats scurried by more often when narrow side tunnels appeared. As none of these fit an adult man, they did not complicate our course. Furthermore, our course became clearer when the echoes of footfalls reached us with greater regularity and proximity. 
 
    With the sloping floor suddenly dropping by three feet, our backs gained the opportunity to uncurl. We tiptoed as fast as tiptoes could go, soon hearing calm footsteps and hushed voices ahead of us. This slowed us back down. We did not want to risk surprising them. I wanted them to lead us to our belongings, and overtaking them now did not accomplish that. 
 
    Clarissa, almost too quiet to hear, said, “I can see them.” 
 
    Trying to match her tone, I said, “Don’t lose sight of them, no matter what.” 
 
    The vampire moved a little faster. Her vampiric eyes enabled her to cut the distance by six or seven dozen steps and yet still feel comfortable that our human swindlers could not see us even under the best light the cesspool slits offered. Gods, I hope they were human. I would have to ask Clarissa later whether vampires could smell other vampires. All the same, making sure we did not alert anyone with sound remained our primary aim. 
 
    Every couple of minutes had Clarissa stopping to crouch for a few moments, compelling me to mimic her. I assumed this was due to our quarries’ own precaution against pursuers. 
 
    I hated waiting. All I thought about when we stayed still was how worried and livid the boys would get if they entered our room to see us and their most precious belongings gone. Regardless, I had a hard time imagining Ghevont and Mercer with uninhibited emotions on their faces, and attempting to do so either brought a chuckle or a hideous reminder of Mercer’s corrupted face. These unbalanced thoughts left me as soon as I revived the movement in my legs. 
 
    Clarissa eventually led us to a forked path. She had to choose the one with the tight fit. I kept the sword up against my body so that no part of it accidentally struck the wall and revealed us. The tightness lasted a few yards before it widened a few inches. Noise traveled with greater volume in this snugger space, something made more obvious as the tricksters spoke more often with each other. Snippets of sentences even reached us, with the louder ones from the girl often followed by a call for silence. 
 
    The occasional slits to the surface stopped appearing altogether. I had to stick close to Clarissa’s back so I could be confident enough not to lead myself astray in such absolute darkness. Contrary to my common sense, the absence of air-circulating slits also coincided with a lessening of the stench. Or perhaps my nose was getting accustomed to the disagreeable atmosphere? I was gagging less. 
 
    Shortly after Clarissa stopped again, someone tapped on the stone wall. Intrigued, I urged Clarissa to get closer. That almost became our undoing. A sharp beam of light nearly illuminated us, persuading us to retreat a few feet. The beam coming from an eye level slot on the wall did expose the alleged Master Modestus and his daughter. 
 
    “Is Rayburn in yet?” asked the father to the firelight. 
 
    “Aye,” responded the light. “Just returned not five moments ago. Got a good haul.” 
 
    “Yay!” said Miksa. “Little brother did good!” 
 
    “Hush, child,” said the father without a trace of remonstration. 
 
    Backing up turned out to be a good idea. More light flooded the tunnel when a door-sized piece of the wall opened as such. The duo hastily crossed into the opening before it shut closed, snuffing out all light again. 
 
    “Good,” said Clarissa. “Now we know where they are. Let’s go back and get the others.” 
 
    “We can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We still might lose them. I once read that thieves own many hideouts and survive by constantly moving themselves and their looted goods between them. They might move our possessions by the time we return with the others. We can’t take that chance.” 
 
    “But we’ll surely be outnumbered.” 
 
    “We’re attempting to find nismerdon and their Advent supporters and you’re worried about a few thieves?” 
 
    “A little, yes. It just takes one arrow or dagger to end it all, whether that comes from a thief or Advent matters little.” 
 
    “A valid point, but I have a lot of confidence in the both of us.” 
 
    “I have less,” muttered Aranath. 
 
    “Well, do you at least have a plan?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “Sort of. Hold on, give me a moment… Okay, yes, yes, I have something. Follow my lead.” As I took point, I said, “Start giggling and speaking nonsense when we get near the entrance.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We need to sound silly and naive, and don’t say anything, dragon.” 
 
    “As long as you’re aware,” he stated. 
 
    I took the hesitant vampire’s hand and steered her forward, our steps now unconcerned with staying silent. I also prompted the chorus of nonsensical giggling. 
 
    As she tittered, she said, “Gods, what are we doing, Garnet!? We sound stupendously mad!” 
 
    “Start calling Rayburn’s name. Like this—Oh, Rayburn! Rayburn, darling! Come out, come out wherever you are!” 
 
    “Uhh, yes, come out, dearest Rayburn!?” 
 
    “It’s so dark, Rayburn. Come out and help us!” 
 
    On getting near where I believed the orange light had originated, I stopped and tapped the scabbard on the walls, doing my best to make a confrontational clamor. My efforts were rewarded when a slot of light almost blinded me. 
 
    “Rayburn? Is that you?” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” asked the vexed light. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “Duh, we’re Rayburn’s girls! Oh, he must have mentioned us! He told us we could join his group if we got him something nice, and look what we got!” I rose the sword’s hilt to the light and unsheathed it a few inches. “Isn’t it neat and shiny? We plucked it off a sleeping bodyguard for some highborn fatty!” 
 
    “Aww, he was still cute,” said Clarissa, getting into the act. 
 
    The light grumbled before his repressed shout said, “Someone get Rayburn’s ass here now!” More light met us as the door opened. An expectedly brawny, bearded man carrying a mace blocked part of the light that came from a single torch. “Both of you get in here and keep quiet!” As we entered an arched hall ten feet long, he moved to close the door and keep his large body between us and an easy escape. His hand then reached out for Mercer’s blade. “Hand me the sword.” 
 
    I recoiled from the dirty hand while hugging the sword. “No, only Rayburn gets it.” 
 
    His deep-set eyes of chocolate studied me with flared annoyance and a shade of curiosity. The scrutiny ended when he heard incoming footsteps. We all looked out into the larger room beyond to watch as a gruff, middle-aged man with eyes too far up his forehead escorted a black haired youth with a bony frame. The young man I assumed to be Rayburn only needed a little more meat on his limbs and dapper face to bring out the true potential of his smile and physique. 
 
    “What’s going on, Cael?” asked Rayburn. 
 
    “These girls say you told ‘em about this fucking place!” 
 
    Rayburn’s eyes squinted as he came closer. “What are you talkin’ about? I don’t tell-” At the precipice of entering the archway, he stopped walking and his eyes widened. 
 
    Knowing he somehow recognized us, I spun around and cast my ward. I shoved it as hard as I could onto the bigger man’s body, slamming his head and body onto the door. “Get Rayburn!” 
 
    Two ropes of water sprang out of the air. They flung at Rayburn as I unsheathed the sword. Cael tried to knock the weapon away, but his head was still dazed from the blow and failed to keep the edge of the blade’s tip from resting against his neck. A little blood leaked out on that spot. 
 
    “Drop your weapon,” I demanded. “Or would you rather your head drop?” More blood seeped out as I pressed the sword a bit firmer. 
 
    His stern, defiant expression implied he wasn’t going to listen, but a clank of metal hitting the floor told me otherwise. I kicked the mace away and used the blade to insist he get on his knees. 
 
    On her end, one of Clarissa’s tendrils grasped Rayburn’s legs, who had turned around to run. He stumbled and she pulled him in. The gruffer fellow rose his axe to break the hold, but Clarissa’s second water whip whacked his chest before he could do more than take aim. He yelled out for help as the vampire used her first whip to reel in her catch. Rayburn flopped like a fish being dragged over land, but Clarissa’s whip only spread further over his leg. Water then turned to ice to inhibit the thrashing. 
 
    A bedraggled woman with a compact bow dropped down from a squat ledge at the end of the room. The long-haired, caramel skinned woman nocked an arrow and aimed for Clarissa. The released arrow bounced off my cast shield. With my ward still protecting us, Clarissa was free to focus on shackling Rayburn’s legs and arms in ice. She soon had him pinned. Every time Cael made any kind of movement, I reminded him that half my attention stayed on him by lifting his chin with the sword’s point. 
 
    “Everyone calm down!” I shouted. “No one has to get hurt!” 
 
    The axe wielder, ignoring me, stepped up to my ward and prepared to swing his weapon. However, Miksa yelling out, “Little brother!” interrupted his attack. The woman nocked another arrow, but she dropped her bow to prevent the girl from running toward us. My transparent ward also enabled me to see Master Modestus making himself known. 
 
    Arms raised over his head, Miksa’s father said, “Everyone quiet down! It appears our guests have two upper hands. Let’s listen to what they have to say before we do anything rash.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I said, “We only want our belongings, Master Modestus. Once they’ve been returned, we’ll leave. I have no interest in exposing you to the guards.” 
 
    “Let little brother go!” commanded Miksa. 
 
    The woman, whose curly black hair reached her hips, shushed her. 
 
    “What assurance is there that guardsmen will not barge in minutes after you leave, Madam Garnet? That you do not spread our descriptions everywhere?” 
 
    “You only have the word of someone who hasn’t killed your men. Expending the energy and increasing the risk to keep them alive should prove that their deaths are not my goal. I know giving you up to the guards puts unnecessary blood on my hands if they capture you, blood I could take now if I so wished. All I want is our belongings. In fact, you can even keep a few gold standards as a sign of goodwill. Tricking us merits a little recompense.” 
 
    Master Modestus evaluated the situation a moment longer before saying, “It’s nigh unheard of for our wealthier marks to come after us themselves, particularly young women. Of course, most don’t realize they’ve been robbed until well after we’re gone. Did you follow me here? Or did one of your possessions leave a trail?” 
 
    “Procrastinating won’t work. Trust me when I say that we each train hours at a time against spells not witnessed in generations. Our endurance will hold longer than a hundred more of your questions.” 
 
    Half his mouth grinned. “I see. It seems I am out of my depth. Erick, get my son’s latest haul for me.” The man with the axe sighed and backed away to follow the order. “Now then, I don’t like my men cold and with a blade to their throat. Will you release them? You have my word they will not retaliate. Isn’t that right, boys?” 
 
    A begrudged Cael said, “Aye.” 
 
    Rayburn’s chatting teeth muttered, “That-t’s r-right.” 
 
    “I’ll release them as soon as I see our possessions,” I said. 
 
    “Very well. May I ask who you young ladies are? All I can gather is that you are not from the Glims.” 
 
    “We are of the Warriors Guild. We’ve been hired to seek and destroy the Advent, something the staff you stole will aid us in.” 
 
    “The Advent? You believe they’re here?” 
 
    “No. This is only a quick sojourn. We leave as soon as tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “And the Warriors Guild supplied you with enough gold to stay at The Chance Inn? Not to mention the gold pieces my son found.” 
 
    “Not the Warriors Guild,” said Clarissa, “but a generous benefactor with personal stakes in the mission kindly provided us funds for our long journey. So it’s a little annoying when tired people with sensitive noses and bare feet have to come down a sewer just because thieves too lazy to earn an honest day’s work stole-” 
 
    “Clarissa! It’s fine. We were fooled. Let’s just be glad we did not lose everything. With any luck, we might yet put everything back without anyone being the wiser.” 
 
    “They’ll be wise to the smell.” 
 
    Erick returned carrying the staff, scabbard, and a makeshift rag-pouch that held my coin. 
 
    Seeing this, I removed Aranath from Cael’s neck and said, “You’re free to go. Clarissa, please unfreeze Rayburn.” 
 
    I dispelled my ward as Cael and Rayburn stood up and left to join their comrades. Miksa wriggled out of the woman’s arms to hug the cold, wet legs of her “little brother.” Taking my offer of goodwill, Master Modestus pried five gold standards for himself before handing the crude pouch to his subordinate. Erick then walked up to Clarissa and gave her the items as I watched for any sudden or unnatural movement. 
 
    With the exchange completed, I said, “Thank you for being prudent, Master Modestus.” 
 
    “Only the best thieves survive by being so.” 
 
    “Even so, I recommend finding more honest work for the sake of your children, yourself, and your men. I’m aware I can only sound patronizing to one of your experience, but the fact remains that less forgiving people could someday discover this place or catch one of your charming children in the illicit act.” 
 
    “The advice is appreciated, Madam Garnet, but I fear past mistakes have already condemned me, and my family have stubbornly followed me in my exile.” 
 
    “I see. Then all I can do is hope you deserve Enir’s luck.” 
 
    “May we never meet again,” said Clarissa. “At least not down here.” 
 
    I gave a quick bow, sheathed Aranath, and left for the revulsions of the tunnel. 
 
    Not wanting to get turned around, I told Clarissa to take the same paths we had taken to get here. This meant staying in the sewers longer than we liked, but with a lighter burden afflicting our minds, the excursion to the surface felt quicker. 
 
    On attaining a groundhog-like emergence, Clarissa asked, “Let’s say we actually get away with bringing everything back before the boys notice, how do we explain away our stink?” 
 
    “We’ll say a very big rat defecated in our room.” 
 
    “Better yet, two very big rats. Now, what’s our serious answer?” 
 
    “I suppose we pay the inn servants to have our clothes washed as quickly as possible as we bathe. Hopefully they finish before anyone returns to the room. Even if they don’t finish in time, I doubt the boys will really question why we sent our clothes to be cleaned.” 
 
    “True, true. Gods, what about Aranath? Is he gonna rat us out?” 
 
    “What say you, Aranath? Can you promise to keep silent if the situation permits?” 
 
    “Unlikely.” 
 
    “But we’ve learned our lesson! And we will never stop feeling terrible about this night. Can you at least wait until time allows us to have a good laugh about it?” 
 
    “I’d rather wait to see if there’s even a chance for this night to remain a secret. I’ll keep you in suspense until then.” 
 
    “Ugh, are you being vindictive on purpose?” 
 
    “A feasible notion.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “He first wants to wait and see if we can even get away with it.” 
 
    “What kind of stance is that?!” 
 
    “He wants to punish us any way he can.” 
 
    “Would he rather we have lost the staff?” 
 
    “Settle down. Aranath is an exceptionally wise, fetching creature whose good side we need to stay on.” 
 
    In an effort to get Aranath to understand how we were made fools of, I explained our side of the story. I admitted that one of us should have been more aware of our possessions and insisted the mistake would never occur again. The dragon stayed reticent on whether he would keep reticent about our outing. I hoped he wasn’t simply being petty. 
 
    We rushed from building to building, street to street, always stopping behind a corner to peek out and watch out for patrolling guards. When we had to cross open spaces, we tried being as inconspicuous as possible. Clarissa tucked Gerard’s sword under her cloak while I had Aranath dangling between my waist and thin dagger belt. The staff could not be hidden, so I kept it in hand and hoped it passed as a walking stick for my “twisted” ankle. Being unimposing young women also worked in our favor. 
 
    Except for a pair of guardsmen on horses, nothing forced us to stop for longer than a few moments. Seeing a glimpse of The Chance Inn’s reddish clay roof, western wall, and roundish windows exposed a layer of relief that had been smothered under a mudslide of anxiety. More relief became exposed to the free air as we ran down the wall to get to the inn’s entrance. The coiled bed sheet of linen still drooped down the window. 
 
    I had never felt so nervous about disappointing someone since my twelve-year-old self tried casting my family shield for the first time in front of my parents. One of the happiest days of my life came when I cast a murky ward the size of a dinner plate with my proud, teary eyed mother looking on. 
 
    I was almost too lost in thought to notice Clarissa had stopped running. I barely avoided running into her. 
 
    “Damn it,” whispered the vampire, backing away from the inn’s front corner. 
 
    “What are you damning?” 
 
    “Mercer is standing right there. Listen, you can hear him talking to someone.” 
 
    “Gods, is he talking about us?” 
 
    “…I don’t think so. Something about hearts. What do we do?” 
 
    With muted excitement, I said, “The window!” We scrambled back to get under Master Modestus’ second story window. I cast my shield parallel to the ground. “Hurry! Jump on!” 
 
    The vampire did so. I cast a second ward for her to climb up to. She reached the window on her own after that. She looked back down at me. Her big, alarmed eyes and gaping mouth obliged me to turn around. 
 
    An eyebrow raised, Mercer stared up at Clarissa for a second before settling his eyes on mine. I wanted to gag again. He must have been putting the pieces together, for he stayed silent for a long while. Or maybe he was waiting to hear what I had to say. 
 
    Well, I had nothing to say. All I thought about was my heart racing and my memory going back to the times I waited my parents to chastise me for a disobedient act. A teensy part of me also wanted to see just how Mercer expressed his anger. I’ve experienced moments of his understated irritation, but true ire remained a mystery to me. 
 
    How long had he been standing there? Did he know prolonging this instant of time wounded me more than any words could? Proving that time flowed after all, his right hand made a fist, it opened, and then he repeated the action once more. 
 
    Finally, taking a glimpse at Aranath and making his right hand into another fist, he asked, “Does Aranath know why you’re out here?” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    He stepped up and stuck out his open palm. I slid the scabbard out and handed it to him. He grabbed it and turned around to walk back to the entrance. I looked up at Clarissa, if only to have something to react to, but she only shrugged. I came close to casting a shield to ascend to the window, but realized that would have been senseless at this point. After giving him time to round the corner, I followed Mercer inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Mercer 
 
      
 
    The meek girls put our belongings in our room before they headed back out to find a place to wash off the caustic odor coming from their clothes and hair. 
 
    When they left, I pulled up the sagging bed sheet and asked Aranath, “Since they were doing their utmost to avoid me, I’m guessing Odet tried convincing you to keep quiet about what just happened.” 
 
    “Indeed, though I promised nothing to the girl.” 
 
    “Good. What happened?” 
 
    “Your neighbors were swindlers, including a young girl who called for aid in the hall. The vampire and princess each responded to the plea, leaving the room vulnerable for the girl’s brother to infiltrate. Fortunately, your companions unraveled the deception in time to catch sight of the fleeing swindlers. They followed them to their lair beneath the city.” 
 
    “The sewers.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the thieves just kindly returned what they stole?” 
 
    “Is that surprising? The princess’ skill with spell and tongue should be more than enough to sway a small band of lowly thieves.” 
 
    “Then no one died?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That so? I expected to hear that a hundred people died going the way they stared at me.” 
 
    “They worried your trust in them would be diminished.” 
 
    Something between a grunt and chuckle left my nose. “That so?” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    I shut the window. “Should it be?” 
 
    “The earnest girls have corrected their own infraction, and the memory of prostrating through filth will surely plague their minds for decades to come. That said, I recommend pushing their training harder than usual for a while.” 
 
    “I could do that.” I spread the sheet over the bed, making it complete again. 
 
    A few seconds later, Aranath’s throat grumbled. “I did not share in your friends’ fearful expectation of your reaction, but I did expect a little more of it.” 
 
    “How should I be reacting? I mean, I’m not happy about what happened, but, like you said, they slogged through shit to get our stuff back and they didn’t have to kill anyone.” 
 
    “You did not yet have that information to consider when you caught the girls climbing the inn.” 
 
    “No, I suppose I didn’t… Well, if you really want to know, I just didn’t like the way they were looking at me. Like they expected me to release my corruption or something. I realize now I exaggerated it in my head, but it caught me off guard all the same. Anyway, if they’re really so concerned about upsetting me, then maybe I’ll be able to play a few mind games with them.” 
 
    “Be sure to include me if you can.” 
 
    “I think I can get Gerard on this.” 
 
    Speaking of the green knight, he and the scholar returned from the basement not long afterwards. After telling me they had won nine percent more than they lost, I told them what we almost lost. Gerard, being the most normal of the three of us, reacted closer to what the girls expected from me. Of course, his main concern did not lie with the staff, but with the fact that the girls elected to chase the thieves by themselves. Ghevont’s interest lied in the fact the swindlers used a young girl to fool otherwise competent people. 
 
    I told them I did not want this topic dragged out until after the girls got their rest. To that end, Gerard did not say what he wanted to say when Odet came back. He simply embraced the princess and told her to get some sleep. For his part, Ghevont kept Clarissa up a little longer to get more details about how instinctual it was to trust a child’s cries for help and other particulars during the chase. 
 
    Sleep eventually made its way to all of us, its influence affecting me last. 
 
    We hiked our way out of town by mid-morning the next day. Gerard and Odet walked behind the rest of us to speak in private for a few minutes. 
 
    Clarissa, not enjoying my lack of commentary on the previous night’s events, said, “How long are you going to give me the silent treatment?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m any quieter than usual.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but this is a different kind of quiet.” 
 
    “Is it now?” 
 
    “Come on, how long are you going to stay mad?” 
 
    “I’m more disappointed than mad.” 
 
    “That’s even worse.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it is.” 
 
    “Okay, then I am mad. Feel better?” 
 
    “Ugh, now I don’t know what you are. Ghevont, how mad is Mercer with me?” 
 
    Not looking up from the map of Kylock Clay’s southern coastline, he answered, “Oh, quite. Why you yet live is a mystery.” 
 
    “Are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “No, Mercer is.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ah, nothing.” 
 
    “Mercer! This is cruel.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Now I’m mad at you!” 
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
    “No it’s not! I deserve the scolding.” 
 
    “You’re losing me, Clarissa.” 
 
    “I know, I know. It’s just I don’t like not knowing what you’re thinking. Usually something in your face or voice tells me how to treat your moods, but there’s nothing right now. Do you want me to apologize more? Stay quiet? Rub your feet? Give me something to go on!” 
 
    I sighed. “Keep talking like that and I’ll really start scolding you. Listen, you and Odet made a mistake, but you fixed it. If I turned the corner a moment later, you two might have actually gotten away with keeping it a secret. Still, if you know me at all, you should be able to guess that you won’t get scolded with words, but with actions.” 
 
    “Actions?” 
 
    “Your ass will hit the ground a lot in our upcoming training sessions. Let’s leave it at that.” 
 
    She groaned. “All right, as long as you’re not being so tight-lipped anymore. Is Odet going to get the same treatment?” 
 
    “The tight-lipped thing or the ass-on-the-ground thing?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Then a bit of both. Don’t say anything.” 
 
    “What? That you’re enjoying her guilt?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Fine. I hope Gerard isn’t finger-wagging her too much.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s the normal amount.” 
 
    “Which is too much.” 
 
    We strolled a mile beyond Enstad’s margins and then walked a couple of miles more to reach the precipice of a jutting cliff. Ghevont chose this place to summon Aranath not only for its relative isolation, but for its natural arrow, which pointed to another island twenty-five miles away. From here Ghevont could instruct Aranath to fly sixty miles straight south until he saw two small islands shaped like triangles. The slightly bigger triangle on the west would be Nim Holm, and near the northern tip of this triangle lied Halod Cove. 
 
    As I secured myself to Aranath’s saddle, I noticed four people on horseback galloping in the distance. Two of them wore armor, but the other two appeared to be a nobleman and his wife. They must have seen the dragon, for three of them sped off in the opposite direction while the ushered nobleman could not help but stare. His brave or dumbstruck mind was rewarded by getting to observe the dragon drop from view before it popped back above the cliff. 
 
    Knowing the short trip would be the only one for the day, Aranath and I did not mind pushing his wings faster than their typical gliding speed. A few wing beats pushed the great beast to a swiftness only exceeded by diving falcons. He eased his speed after a few minutes, though not by much. It was thus well under an hour when Aranath said he could see two triangular islands rolling over the horizon. Aranath slowed further to drift his way toward the nigh treeless islet. 
 
    The only way to hide his descent in the bright day was to get in front of the sun. With this angle he found a place to land about two miles away from a fishing village that could not possibly contain more than four hundred people in its cluster of stone huts. Much of the population appeared to be floating on their little boats within a mile or three of the coast. 
 
    Our landing spot looked to be the start of Halod Cove’s half sandy, half grassy beach. From there we followed it to a wider stretch of shoreline and the first smooth-edged homes of the village. The winds here blew hard, with gusts raging with almost the same stiffness as we experienced riding Aranath, so curved walls were a necessity if a structure did not want to lose a fight against nature. According to my father, his father now lived in one of the larger huts his merchant half-brother, Dumaine Eberwolf, provided. 
 
    Since I did not know what “larger” entailed in this place, I decided to ask the first person we saw where the Eberwolf family resided. That plump person turned out to be an older woman working in a raised bed garden filled with spinach, potatoes, garlic, and cabbage. Three tykes tackled and insulted each other around her, one of whom was a girl on closer inspection. A dirt covered boy saw us first, and since the sight of five young adults outfitted with expensive gear was a rare one here, he pointed us out to his compatriots. 
 
    With a protective shout, their guardian demanded they keep back from the strangers. Not wishing to make the woman feel too anxious by our presence, I told everyone but Odet to hang back. The two of us walked up to the gardener, who stood up when it became clear we wanted something from her. 
 
    On reaching the edge of her garden, her croaky voice said, “That’s far enough. What ye want?” 
 
    “Guidance to the Eberwolf household,” said Odet. 
 
    “Eberwolf? Who’s askin’?” 
 
    “Cyrus Eberwolf,” I said. 
 
    She coughed. “Cyrus? Lorcan’s firstborn?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Grinning, she said, “And I supposes that makes ye a dragon knight, right?” She laughed. “That’s what he says! His mind is goin’ the way of his father’s, it seems.” 
 
    “Or,” began Odet, “he knows none of his neighbors will believe his secret pride, so he feels free to spread such a tale.” 
 
    “And what do ya know of it, young lady?” 
 
    “Where do the ailing minds of the Eberwolfs live?” I asked. 
 
    Eyeing me with her puffier brown eyeball, she replied, “Just a lil’ more up. Sorta by itself, not far from high tide. It gots another room most of us don’t got. The Holly girl occupies it when she helps take care of the elder Eberwolf… Ya really Lorcan’s child?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “I imagined ye larger.” 
 
    “My brother and I take after our mother more than not.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. I remember ‘em saying something like that. This your woman?” 
 
    As Odet held in a chuckle, I answered, “No, madam, but her sister might be. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    A hundred yards farther north had us seeing the described home of the Eberwolfs. Even without the smaller hut attached to it, the main gray structure looked bigger than the others I had seen. Like many of the homes here, this too grew vegetables on a few raised garden beds, though these beds looked rotted and the plants that sprouted did so indiscriminately. No gardener tended to them, so we walked up to the cracked wooden door and knocked. 
 
    From behind the door, a girl’s voice asked, “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Cyrus Eberwolf. Is this the Eberwolf home?” 
 
    “C-Cyrus, you say?” The door opened to reveal a skinny, freckled, short haired blonde between the ages of thirteen to sixteen. Depending on that number, she either stood tall for her age or about average. Fish scales and guts stained her apron. “You’re the dragon knight?” 
 
    “Is my gossipy father home or not?” 
 
    “Uh, no, he’s still out at sea with his wife. He should return in an hour or two.” 
 
    “Is anyone from his crew here? Or Dumaine?” 
 
    “I think most of his crew is in Kylock Clay. Master Dumaine is in Goodryke. He might return at the end of the week.” 
 
    “Then it’s just you and Thorvald?” 
 
    “For the moment.” 
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “Today looks to be one of his better days, though he’s usually pretty sensible after he wakes up. Do, do you wish to meet him?” 
 
    “Might as well. Are you Holly?” 
 
    “Yes, Holly Switte. Um, please, follow me.” 
 
    We entered a room that took up most of the hut’s space, a room which encompassed a large table, half a dozen chairs, a small stove, and a shelf holding spices, books, and knickknacks. An open door at the back of the room led to the auxiliary hut. We headed for a closed door on the left wall. 
 
    Holly knocked and said, “Master Eberwolf, can I come in? We have guests.” 
 
    A dry voice answered, “Huh? Guests? Yes, come in, girl.” 
 
    The creaky door opened to a small bedroom only Holly and I could fit comfortably in. Wearing a white nightgown and sitting up on a big white bed was my father a quarter century in the future. His mind might have been going, but his large physical form did not follow it. A big gray beard and long white hair hid much of his wrinkles. Above his pointed nose and behind leather framed spectacles he needed to hold were two big dark eyes that had been reading a book. Now they squinted at me. 
 
    “This is Cyrus, sir,” said Holly. 
 
    “Cyrus? You say that as if I should… Ah! Cyrus! You’re supposed to be my grandson, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And a dragon knight, or so says my son.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He laughed with his podgy gut, not his raspy throat, giving it the bombastic resonance of a man my age. “My son also says you and he fought alongside Alslana’s king not so long ago.” 
 
    “You don’t believe your own son?” 
 
    “I would have in my more lucid days.” He rose his book. “Now it’s harder to tell between this and the real thing. A healer suspects reading helps keep the mind sharp, but I’m finding that the stories on the page sometimes sneak into my memory.” 
 
    “You’re in the real, Grandfather.” 
 
    “I’ll have to see it for myself, then. Can you summon your dragon?” 
 
    “It’s how I got here. I’ll show you and everyone else my father wants to assemble before I leave. For now…” I unsheathed my sword. “Meet Aranath.” 
 
    Thorvald took hold of the hilt and pointed the blade to the ceiling. He started laughing several seconds later. After listening to the dragon a while longer, he handed me back the weapon. “At the very least, this voice in my head is more interesting than the others. Girl, is Lorcan here yet?” 
 
    “No. Maybe in another hour.” 
 
    “I see… Holly, why are there other people standing behind you?” 
 
    Answering for her, I said, “My companions in my journey.” 
 
    “Is that so? Then let’s meet them as well! Are those lovely young ladies I see, or are my eyes that withered?” 
 
    “I fear your eyes are indeed withered.” 
 
    Taking Holly’s place, Clarissa kicked the back of my knee and said, “Ass.” 
 
    “I like this one already!” said Thorvald. 
 
    Rubbing the back of my leg with my other foot, I said, “Her name is Clarissa. I’d say her last name, but she doesn’t like it. She’s a vampire, if that interests you.” 
 
    “A vampire? Been a long time since I met one of those. He was a pirate captain from Dracera. Might still be sailing the seas this very day. Care to make me a denizen of the night, Madam Clarissa?” 
 
    “Uh, that probably won’t-” 
 
    “I jest, young vampire.” 
 
    “Of course. I knew that.” 
 
    “Any other vampires among your companions, Cyrus?” 
 
    “No, even if my scholar friend there has the skin of one. His name is Ghevont Rathmore. The one in green armor is an Alslana High Guard knight named Gerard Safrix. His charge is first princess of Alslana, Odet Astor.” 
 
    Thorvald coughed and squinted harder. “Eh? An Astor princess? Then you’re really an acquaintance of Alslana’s royalty?” 
 
    “Your grandson is a friend to the royal family, sir,” said Odet. 
 
    “Is that so? Hmm, vampires, dragons, and royalty… Don’t be surprised if you have to keep reminding me of at least one of those things during your stay. Will you be staying?” 
 
    “For a day or two,” I said. 
 
    From here I explained a little of our mission to find the nismerdon and his other grandson’s association with the cult. 
 
    When I finished with my brief explanation, the old man asked, “Where’s that girl? Holly!” 
 
    “I’m right here,” she said from behind my group. 
 
    “Is there enough food for our guests?” 
 
    “If they don’t mind small portions. If Lorcan returns soon, then we should have a few more fish to offer.” 
 
    “Well, get ready what you can. I tend to think clearer after sleeping, so I’m going to take a nap. Wake me up once lunch is prepared or my son comes home, whichever happens first.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Let’s see how much I can remember in an hour. Cyrus, right?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “In case I do forget, let me say I’m pleased you’re continuing the Eberwolf tradition of not just letting Orda do what she wants to ya. We’re fighters! Maybe you’re not a mariner, but I suppose a dragon knight is the next best thing!” He leaned sideways and pulled the tattered curtain over the little window by his bed. “Keep an eye out for your father for me.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Closing the bedroom door behind me, I asked Holly, “How forgetful does he get?” 
 
    “Well, he’s forgotten his own name a few times. He definitely forgets me and my brother by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Your brother?” 
 
    “He and I have been hired by Dumaine to help out his father when he’s not around. I normally work until lunch and Elias comes afterward.” 
 
    “And does Thorvald take anything to help his memory?” 
 
    “Um, yes…” Holly walked over to the all-purpose shelf and picked up one of two large vials filled with a mustard colored liquid. A third vial lay empty. “The alchemist Dumaine buys this from calls it the Draught of Re… What was it? Re… Oh! Requited Wisdom. Master Eberwolf has to go to Kylock Clay to get it.” 
 
    I took the vial, examined it for a second, and then presented it to the scholar. “Ghevont?” 
 
    Taking it, the scholar uncorked the vial to sniff its contents. “Could be analogous to the Elixir of Coherence I dabbled with back in Gremly. This should be kept cold for best results. Of course, not to the point ice crystals form to mar the concoction.” 
 
    “I don’t remember any instructions like that,” said Holly. “It seems to work, though. I heard Thorvald’s attacks of forgetfulness lasted most of the day before Dumaine found this potion. Now the worst of it only comes for a couple of hours before he sleeps it off and wakes up closer to normal.” 
 
    With his fingertip over the opening, Ghevont inverted the vial to get a small drop on his skin. Then he licked it. “Nevertheless, I still recommend keeping it cool. I assume a caster in this village can cast cold spells?” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    Taking back the vial and corking it, I said, “Until you can acquire their services, put the vials in a bowl and my vampire friend will fill it with cold water.” 
 
    “Are you sure that won’t ruin it? Just one of those costs more than… They’re expensive.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” said Odet. “Our scholar is quite knowledgeable. If he says to keep it cool, it should be kept cool.” 
 
    “Well, if a p-princess says so, I won’t argue. You really are a princess, right? You weren’t just jesting with an old man’s mind?” 
 
    “We’re all who we say we are.” 
 
    “Then you flew on a dragon to get here?” 
 
    “You’ll see yourself if you wish. Until then, shall we help you prepare our meals?” 
 
    I did not include myself in Odet’s “we.” I slipped out of the stuffy hut and made my way over to the closest pier in view. A handful of older villagers milling around prevented me from getting on the actual structure, so I merely watched the sea from a spot halfway between the pier and the Eberwolf hut. As my eyes observed, my conscious tried getting a sense of my beating heart. 
 
    Other than the lashing wind and crashing waves jumbling the thumping coming from my chest, my vibrating hands also foiled my goal to sense my individual beats. I had not flown much this past day, yet the shaking still insisted on making itself known. They were not anywhere near as bad as they could be, but I still needed half an hour to finally get my heart beats to subdue these combined intrusions. 
 
    Spurning the outside world’s elemental sounds for my own inner workings allowed Clarissa to get five feet behind me before I heard her coming. If she had been purposely sneaking, I would have never noticed her. The vampire brought me a small wooden bowl of fish salad. 
 
    Handing me the fork, the vampire said, “I don’t think your grandfather was being literal.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And nothing, I guess.” She pulled out my gift to her and drank a few gulps of fish blood. After smacking her lips, she said, “At least that’s one good thing about being a vampire.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “As far as I know, we’re immune from most human sicknesses. I’d hate to get old and then forget about all my experiences with you or anyone else.” 
 
    “Getting old is not the only way that can happen.” 
 
    “True, but I’m not even sure vampires can get corrupted.” 
 
    “I was actually imagining getting hit in the head or something.” 
 
    “Gods, you’re right! I need to start wearing a helmet!” 
 
    “We’ll pick one up in the dragon temple.” 
 
    “Two. We can’t have you losing even more memories.” 
 
    “I think you might be exaggerating the chances of that possibility.” 
 
    “Maybe, but a helmet can still help against pointy things.” 
 
    “As long as you’re the one to lug it around.” 
 
    “Why even take it off? The right helmet can make a man look quite dashing.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help in a fight.” 
 
    “Doesn’t hurt either. What about a silver colored helmet in the shape of a-” 
 
    “There. Is that them?” 
 
    She peered toward the little boat I pointed at. “Umm… Looks like them.” 
 
    We walked to the end of the twenty foot long pier, not minding the stares we received from the villagers wondering who the foreigners were. The bantam boat, propelled by Lucetta’s water spell, came well within view much faster than a boat brought forth by rowing ever could. Clarissa waved both hands to get their attention as I finished eating the scraps in my bowl. On recognizing us, Lorcan responded with his own waves. Lucetta sped up the boat a little more. 
 
    The piratess moored the boat moments later. Meanwhile, my father jumped on to the pier and embraced me with one arm as he used the other to tussle my hair. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you this soon! Does this mean what I think it means?” 
 
    “You’ll see Aranath before I leave.” 
 
    “Excellent! Wait, don’t you mean before we leave?” 
 
    “Sorry, but Aranath’s saddle is already full.” 
 
    “With who? Eudon?” 
 
    “His daughter and her green knight.” 
 
    Lucetta, carrying a net with two large fish in it, pestered me with a mocking laugh as she accepted Lorcan’s hand to pull her up to the pier. “Couldn’t help it, could you, kid?” 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too, Lucetta. I’m especially distraught knowing I can’t take you along.” To Lorcan, I asked, “How’s your leg?” 
 
    He stomped it on the pier, bending two of the wooden planks. “Quite well. I‘ll admit it still gets a tad sore now and again, but even that’s becoming less common. Where are the others? Home?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you’ve met your grandfather?” 
 
    “That’s right, and I’ve confirmed everything you’ve already taken the liberty to tell the whole village.” 
 
    A slap to my back. “Ha! Everyone quips about how all the Eberwolfs are destined to lose their minds! But we’ll show them! Look! The Cowill brothers.” He pushed me forward. “They believe I never sired sons at all!” 
 
    We spoke with five more nearby villagers before we reached our hut, letting them know I was indeed Lorcan’s son and a dragon knight. A couple of people wanted me to prove my father’s outlandish claim right then and there, but I told them they would have to wait until noon the next day to witness the summoning. 
 
    We entered the hut to see that Thorvald, still in his gown, sat by the table eating from the biggest bowl. He and Gerard laughed about something unknown when we came in to cut them off. Lucetta gave Holly the fish to prepare them for her and Lorcan to eat. Clarissa and Ghevont lent their assistance as well. As the preparation transpired at the end of the table and on the stove, the rest of us listened to my father’s father speak on a past he seemed to have a good grasp of. Sometimes his eyes glazed over to ponder something, but only for a few seconds. 
 
    Otherwise, I got to hear uninterrupted tales that ranged from raising his two sons—one of which he did in secret for more than ten years—to his vendetta against a man who stole his imported recipe for a mixed drink he called Bay Leaf Sunset. The drink was not making this man much coin on the islands he exported it to, but the mere fact he stole it from a pirate made him a target for six years before he paid for the transgression with his life. 
 
    Somehow, even the stories about him raising his children had someone dying by his hand somewhere along the line. Our more recent narratives also had a few deaths in them, though we did not emphasize them as much. What intrigued Thorvald more than who we killed was how we killed them, how we fought. I showed off a little dragon fire, but he wanted to see more, especially after hearing the main reason I brought the princess was to train against her shield. So, after Lorcan and Lucetta finished eating, we stepped outside. 
 
    Sitting on a chair carried out for him, my grandfather scrutinized how I twirled and chucked Aranath’s dragon flame against Mytariss’ crystalized ward. Odet must have anticipated that I would not give it my all during the family reunion, for she did not take me seriously in the first few seconds. That turned out to be a mistake. An Eberwolf family reunion was not like an Astor one. She frowned on realizing I was thinking about last night’s incident and adjusted her urgency accordingly, but it was already too late for her to gain any ground. 
 
    Holly gasped and yelped in the times it looked like someone would surely get burned or bruised. The cries continued when Lorcan and I drew swords. I had never seen my father happier as we sparred in front of our originator. It inspired me to give him a good fight. Perhaps worried Thorvald would castigate him if he took it easy on me, Lorcan did not hold back, though I held my ground as well as I ever had against him. 
 
    Thorvald, with a few critiques every now and again, observed my training for the remainder of the afternoon. Including Holly’s brother, neighbors returning from the sea came over in the late afternoon to learn what was causing the upheaval of steel and spell. Taking any excuse to enliven the salty rock the saltier people lived on, several villagers brought over a bit of food, drinks, and music with them, creating a festive atmosphere by the onset of dusk. 
 
    Children wanted to see me melt rocks and mothers introduced themselves and their daughters to me. Lucetta got a real kick from the latter. For their part, boys and men sought and pursued Odet and Clarissa, not heeding Gerard too much. Even Ghevont found an audience of elders to listen to his orations on which therapeutic remedies and balms could help their ailments. Villagers who had not spoken with the undermined Eberwolf in months now gave him their compliments regarding his warrior grandson. 
 
    All the attention I was getting had me pulling back from the crowd at one point, but no sooner had I done so did my grandfather call for me. 
 
    On stepping up to him, he said, “Stay within my sight, if you please. Newer memories fade the quickest, so I need to make sure I ingrain your face as much as possible, eh?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I regret your grandmother isn’t here. She dreamed of grandchildren, though she wanted lassies. No matter, I want to tell her all about ya once the gods take me to her. It’s Cyrus, right?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Good, good. I usually start mixing things up by now. Your father says the people you’re after took some of your own memories, right?” 
 
    “Yes, my childhood ones.” 
 
    He lowered his voice. “Then you and I are on two ends of the same pole. The two of us know the bottomless barrenness that hits us when we try to remember somethin’ important. Take it from someone who once had the back of his skull shattered by a maul, your enemy has already done the worst they can do to ya. I’ll take real pain over the emptiness any day.” 
 
    Looking over at Clarissa and Odet, I said, “They can do worse.” 
 
    “Aye, but that’s on them as much as it is on your enemies. All ye can do is make sure they’re as strong as they can get. Everything else is up to the gods.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    The whole village came out to the eastern edge of their hamlet an hour before noon. 
 
    As my group walked beyond the crowd, I told Lorcan, “Word will spread that the father and grandfather of a dragon knight live here. I don’t like that word reaching the Advent, or anyone else, really.” 
 
    “Ha! Let any cult or any enemy of yours try something so foolish! We might be a nameless town, but once word spreads, the entire Glims will see you as one of their own! A fleet of pirates will be at your back should the Advent attack us.” 
 
    “I’d still take precautions. Move if you have to.” 
 
    “Don’t concern yourself, son. I haven’t lived this long without knowing when to hide and when to fight. Of course, I’d feel better if I went with you.” 
 
    Making my voice low so only he heard me, I said, “I’m a nose hair away from replacing any one of them with you.” 
 
    “Too late now. Besides, if the princess can indeed help Alex, then it’s something we have to try.” 
 
    I couldn’t disagree. “We’re far enough.” I looked back to see Lucetta and Gerard aiding Thorvald in his walk. “Keep him braced.” After nodding their assurance that they were, I cast the summoning spell. 
 
    Even braced my grandfather’s body wavered, though no one except me took notice. All other eyes peered in the direction of the wind burst and the sound of a dragon’s growling gullet, which I could not decide whether it was closer to a cat’s purr or a mumbling old man. A few of the younger children squealed or cried at the nightmarish sight of a dragon crawling a little closer to them. Aranath’s actual purpose was simply to turn his face toward us. 
 
    Lorcan did not hesitate to walk up to the beast to get a feel for the scales on his neck. Lucetta and Gerard brought my grandfather to the same neck as I bade the others to get on the saddle. 
 
    “Can’t I get a ride first?” asked Lorcan in the expectant manner a child would. 
 
    Taking the role of that child’s father, I said, “Sorry, but every minute counts if we want to make it to Somesh’s coast today.” 
 
    “He can get that far in one go, eh?” 
 
    “It’s more about how far I can go. Aranath tells me he could fly two days without stopping if I had the prana.” 
 
    “Just two, dragon?” 
 
    Aranath snorted. “Three after a good meal of pirates.” 
 
    Lorcan laughed and patted the dragon’s neck. He stepped back with his father and wife once I gave them my farewell. Aranath stepped back as well to give his unfurling wings room to flap. Once in the air, Aranath gave own his farewell to the villagers with one of his “friendlier” roars. 
 
    The dragon headed straight east, his shadow swooping over five dozen islands in the first hour alone. The second hour had us flying into a wide swath of rain showers Aranath had no trouble passing through. Our smooth flight was sustained for the rest of the afternoon. 
 
    With my limit nearing, the golden coast of Somesh budded into view. Except for the port towns dotting the coastline, western Somesh was dominated by a vast savanna that spread over much of northwestern Kozuth. Our maps called this untamed expanse the Plains of Sethos. Ghevont did not know where the name Sethos came from. Only a handful of settlements and trade roads had been charted within the unforgiving savanna, most of which did not lie on our planned path. Sounded good to me. 
 
    Aranath flew ten or twenty miles beyond the seashore and a small port town to get to an empty patch of dry grassland to land on. Here we trained and looked out for predators that mainly consisted of large cats that specialized in sneaking up on their bigger prey. I took the chance to burn away the tall grass and shrubs surrounding our sleeping area, but Aranath still warned to keep a close eye out for felines. Wolves, bears, and most other hunters avoided the scent of dragon smoke, but cats big and small apparently did not take the hint as easily. 
 
    Our first night out here had me taking first watch. I used my time under the placid night sky to pay close attention to my heartbeats. Standing at the edge of the campfire light, I likewise started to send insignificant amounts of prana to my chest to get a sense of the timing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Aranath. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I sense your prana pulsing without purpose.” 
 
    “There is a purpose. I’m trying to learn how to use my heartbeats to give my prana a nudge.” 
 
    “When did you learn such a technique?” 
 
    “While in the gambling basement. An arm wrestler beat men twice his size without trouble. He taught me the technique after I asked him the secret to his strength.” 
 
    “Did he also tell you of its perils?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m going to take it slow.” 
 
    “It’s still dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m going to take it really slow.” 
 
    He growled. “You have enough to focus on, boy, and every training technique refines your prana to the sought after result. It is unnecessary.” 
 
    “But will it help?” 
 
    “Indeed. I might have even informed you of this technique myself once you mastered other aspects of your training, but giving you more to ponder is not my intent.” 
 
    “Well, unlike you dragons, humans don’t have such long lives. We sometimes have to cram whatever we can whenever we can.” 
 
    “It’s such a belief that often cuts the lives of your kind even shorter.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll stop if you feel that strongly against it.” 
 
    A low grumble. “I haven’t felt strongly about anything in five hundred years… Keep training in the technique if you wish, but until your reliance in the prana crystals is diminished, you must be judicious in your pace. Like your nerves, your prana quivers after sustaining the summoning spell with the crystals. It’s possible these quivers can add to the technique’s already high risk.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning. I will be careful.” 
 
    “At least one facet of your life should be… If you believe the vampire can act as cautious, then perhaps you should inform her of the technique. Her heart will be able to handle more mistakes.” 
 
    “Eh, we’ll see.” 
 
    Four days of southeastern travel brought us into the middle of fertile farmland toiled by Somesh in the north and Dracera in the south. Being this far inland provided us with game other than fish. This less wet variety came as a relief to Clarissa, who did not particularly enjoy the taste of fish blood. Gerard also favored hunting to fishing. The hunting bow Aranath’s saddle carried proved handy for the knight, as he used it to bring down a couple of skittish antelope for us to eat. The dragon ate the remains in the morning. 
 
    Six hundred miles south of the farmland was the Dragon Spire Temple. Within those miles lied the more populated highlands of western Dracera. Another couple of hundred miles to the west loomed the inceptive ridges of the Midox Heights, home to some of the tallest peaks in the world. The mountains delivered enough melted snow to feed the Premur River to their east and a sea of a lake called Quell to their south. 
 
    Our first sojourn after leaving the pasture and farmland happened to be on a wide cliff overlooking one of the Premur’s largest tributaries. The gushing fuss of its rapids lulled me to a deep sleep. Before succumbing to it, I stayed awake for as long as possible to take in the astounding view of imperial mountains on one side of the compass and a sonorous river nursing a rich carpet of green on the other. 
 
    During our pre-travel breakfast, Clarissa asked Ghevont, “So, are you excited to see Dashay again?” 
 
    Slowing the chewing of his orange, Ghevont asked, “Who? Oh! The dragon scribe. Hmm, I suppose she and I could continue our couplings if she is willing to help me confirm a few concepts I still have.” 
 
    “Don’t treat her like a test subject!” 
 
    “What do you mean? She will have full say in what is done and what is not.” 
 
    “Ugh, I should have known.” 
 
    “Known what?” 
 
    Standing up, I said, “Let it go, Clarissa. The scholar will find out for himself what happens when the fire of love burns out. Let’s go.” 
 
    We reached the province of mountainous pillars early in the humid afternoon. Before long, Aranath spotted the familiar trio of dragon columns and dove for the easternmost one. An undersized roar announced his presence to anyone standing two miles from his jaws. Several thelki responded by squawking and leaving loosened feathers on their former roosts. Seconds after I sent Aranath back to his realm, Everson came up to the group. 
 
    Giving his fellow rider a quick hug, he said, “Mercer! Wasn’t expecting you back this season. Who are your new friends? Do they wish to become thelki summoners?” 
 
    “They’re indeed friends, Everson, but gentle souls they are not. This is Gerard Safrix of Alslana’s High Guard. His charge is Odet Astor, first princess of Alslana.” 
 
    Everson paused his bow to give it more depth. “A princess? I’m honored. Draceran royalty visit us on occasion, but more out of traditional obligation than true deference.” 
 
    Offering a small bow, Odet said, “I assure you, dragon sage, I hold every respect for those who work to preserve knowledge and seek peaceful lives. The beautiful mountains and Mercer’s accounts of your lifestyle tempt me away from my own responsibilities.” 
 
    “I fear the life of a sage would only bore one accustomed to an eventful one. Mercer, what brings you to our quiet peak?” 
 
    “Aranath has shed a number of scales that I wish to be made into armor plating. Adding every bit of defense will help before we head into Efios.” 
 
    “Efios? Then the nismerdon and Advent are there?” 
 
    “It’s my best guess.” 
 
    “Uh, Everson, right?” asked Gerard. “What’s that clacking noise?” 
 
    Everyone fell silent for a moment. The knight was right. A distant clamor that sounded like hundreds of people snapping their tongues on the roofs of their mouths grew progressively louder. 
 
    “Ah, that would be the mating call of the golden weta. They’ve been at it for a week now. They’ll be at it for at least one more if memory serves. You’ll get used to it after a day or two.” 
 
    “They do this all day?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “They stop when it rains. Are any of you tired? Hungry?” 
 
    “We have to train first,” I said. 
 
    “I’d rather find shade,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “Well, not everyone has to train. Or does everyone else want to find shade?” 
 
    “No, Gerard and I will train with you,” said Odet. 
 
    “As will I,” said Ghevont. “I’m finding I sleep more profoundly after adding training to my routine.” 
 
    Before we could get to sparring, Odet took the time to introduce herself and Gerard to a few other incoming sages who heard or saw Aranath, one of which included Master Hermoon. I told him I would summon Aranath the next morning so he could give the sages the scales to work with. Meanwhile, they would prepare the other materials. Since there would only be enough scales to forge the upper half of two breastplates, Quandell estimated his people only needed four days to finish the protective shirts. 
 
    As others before had done, the sages watched our training session. Assuming I would spar in the same way since the staff incident, Odet braced for a fast start. However, in this instance, I showed that I had “absolved” her for her blunder by pulling back the full force of my dragon flame and refocusing on stamina. Ironically, Odet starting off tense meant I still kept an early edge. 
 
    Seeing Odet on her heels, Master Hermoon ordered the sages to cast their wards in a show of solidarity for the princess. This might have also been the old sage’s tongue-in-cheek way of reprimanding me for cutting short my training here. So he must have been comforted to see that most of my training sessions ended with the princess and scholar using their wards to mimic the training method the sages imparted to me. 
 
    Once our training ended, we went to eat with everyone under the roof of the stove temple. Here my more talkative companions explained a little more of our circumstances. Dashay had been informed of our arrival and flew in to see us, Ghevont in particular. Clarissa stayed close to make certain the scholar did not say anything that would break the scribe’s heart. Nevertheless, seeing Dashay again seemed to animate the redhead again. 
 
    After the long meal, Odet and Clarissa joined several of the women sages to bathe in the large wooden tubs behind the main temple. Feeling more tired than dirty, I took advantage of not having to worry about keeping watch and went to sleep in the same room assigned to me on my first visit. 
 
    I caught up in sleep by not waking up until mid-morning. 
 
    Tying my sword belt around my waist, Aranath said, “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Sure. What is it?” 
 
    “Ask the sages to summon Iterra.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. I will.” 
 
    So, on meeting master Hermoon in the stove temple, I did just that. 
 
    Eyes shimmering with youthful zeal, the elder said, “I don’t think my heart can handle two dragons in my view. But I suppose I must try, eh? Aye, we will summon her. I will gather the others. We will meet you by the rune.” 
 
    A few minutes later found me standing among the ring of sages prepared to summon their dragon. On the head sage’s signal, he and his compatriots crouched to activate the rune and its crystals. The red light fought the sunlight for dominance for a few moments before the rush of wind signaled an answer from the dragon realm. 
 
    Confirming that it was the dark purple scales of Iterra taking up the rune’s space, I turned to face the roomier western side of the peak and summoned my partner. Before Iterra asked why she had been summoned, a friend she had not seen in over five hundred years appeared next to her. Pulsing roars, foreign hisses, and throaty rumbles battered the air. The ground reverberated along with the air when the dragons moved their legs, wings, or tails. One never felt smaller than standing between two dragons speaking with what sounded like repressed wrath. 
 
    Despite the heated tones and small puffs of flame spurting out from their nostrils, the impassioned mood appeared to be more of a case of natural dragon sensibilities than tangible ire. I noticed Aranath dropped the ball of dirt holding his scales as he spoke, so I had Gerard and Ghevont retrieve it. Otherwise, the conferring beasts took no notice of the humans who summoned them for the next several minutes. 
 
    At the end of five minutes, both dragons reared up and breathed a stream of fire at one another. The fusing blazes burned the very air around them for three or four seconds before they stopped and settled back on their wings. 
 
    “You may dispel the summon,” said Aranath. 
 
    I broke the link. 
 
    “You may end my summon as well,” said Iterra. “Or is there something you need, dragon sages?” 
 
    “Our needs are few and met, Iterra, Voice of Slypso. Breathe deep and fly high.” 
 
    With the dragons gone, the sages took the dirt-encased scales to the main temple while my group trained for a while before lunch. 
 
    When we headed back for the dining temple, I lingered behind and asked Aranath, “What did you and Iterra talk about?” 
 
    “Tedious matters that occurred hundreds of years before your birth.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go into details, but did it at least go well?” 
 
    “We said what needed to be said.” 
 
    “So, did she accept your apology?” 
 
    A warbling growl. “Dragons never need to apologize for our actions. I’ve acknowledged a mistake and will move on from it. Now, will you move on from an old matter that does not concern you?” 
 
    “Testy, testy. For what it’s worth, I hope I can help you get closure from your past.” 
 
    “If you couldn’t, I wouldn’t be aiding you.” 
 
    “If I couldn’t, huh? There goes my plan to pillage from the innocent.” 
 
    “Let’s not deny ourselves all recourses so hastily.” 
 
    A lunch salad was followed by my favorite activity. How people rid themselves of monotony or released their frustrations in anything other than sparring remained a riddle to me. Somehow within reach of these same people was the notion of conversing to pass the time, which Odet and her knight did well once our day’s training ended. I brought to bear a little chatting of my own, especially when it came to relating the elations of flight with Everson and other sage riders. 
 
    Shortly after dinner, Odet caught me midway to the bridge that headed to the rune pillar, apparently interested in keeping me talking. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
    “Just a walk.” 
 
    “Looks like rain.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Well, that should at least quiet the bugs. Anyway, bugs or not, this is such a beautiful place. Seeing this place, the Plains of Sethos, and thousands of other miles makes me extra grateful you let me join you. What we’ve seen in mere weeks is more than many people will ever get to appreciate. I suppose I’m trying to thank you.” 
 
    “Let’s see how this mission ends first before you start thanking me.” 
 
    “I’ll do no such thing precisely for the reason that inspired your response. Mercer, I understand the pull of trying to look far into the future, to try and see if you made the right choice. I did it often before my mother’s death. But now I understand doing so means missing out on the present, and I’m presently enjoying myself. Are you not?” 
 
    “As much as I ever have.” 
 
    “This is one of those times I cannot tell whether you jest or not.” 
 
    “Let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    “Have it your way. At least tell me whether you’ve finally forgiven Clarissa and I for our lapse in focus. I got a sense yesterday that you did.” 
 
    “Forgiveness came to the orphaned vampire days ago, but it strikes me that a princess of a civilized kingdom should be held to higher standard. No, your penance should last at least a decade longer.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Is there a way I can lower that sentence? Wait! I regret asking that to a man.” 
 
    “Too bad, I already had a few dozen ideas, all of them as pure as a newborn’s.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances with the decade long penance.” 
 
    “I’ve just added another decade.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be sure to tell Beatrice of your trenchant punishments.” 
 
    We crossed into the pillar and she followed me as I trailed its edge. “Tell me, what does your sister think of me? I’m assuming she’s said something to you.” 
 
    “There’s not much to say. You two have not had much time to acquaint yourselves with one another. She says you have potential, but many men have that.” 
 
    “How soon would she want children if we were to become betrothed?” 
 
    “Children? It doesn’t have to be right away, but there is some pressure for it to occur sooner rather than later.” A giggle. “Did you know Mother had Beatrice seven months after officially becoming engaged to Father? That’s when Mother learned sariff is not always effective. She stayed locked in her room for a few weeks longer just to keep up appearances!” 
 
    I stopped walking. “Hold on, so your people think Beatrice’s birthday is a few weeks later than it really is?” 
 
    “Yes! Er, for a while, anyway. Since Father cared less for the sticklers of propriety than Mother, he eventually told the truth a year later. So yes, Beatrice’s birthday really is on the second day of the Month of Dry… I’m I getting the sense you don’t want children?” 
 
    “I don’t want children when I’m still putting my life in danger every other day. That goes for a wife as well. Anyway, as someone I know once implied, that’s a future matter that takes away from the now. And right now this is a nice view, no?” 
 
    Looking out into the forest canopy below, she answered, “Quite.” 
 
    I continued staring at her, damning every Astor woman that ever lived. 
 
    Odet truly did enjoy the views, for I saw her use it as a visual aphrodisiac with Gerard on our third night here. I sat against my broad-leafed tree on the northwestern brink of the eastern pillar, partly hidden by foliage. They did not see me and I did not notice them right away due to my heart meditation. When I did hear them, it was Odet chuckling in her mouth as her lips intertwined with those of a casually dressed Gerard. 
 
    The kissers slowly walked sideways to get under the ring of trees not twenty feet away from me. I slinked away with feather-light steps, staying by the pillar’s precipice. I returned to my heart meditation and didn’t hear when the two left me alone again. 
 
    Another day passed before Master Hermoon informed the vampire that her armor was ready. Without as many scales on hand, her defensive garb only covered her upper torso, including a line of scales going down her spine. The rest of the short chemise was made from a thin brown leather. Unlike me, she decided to simply overlay her cloak over the armor, not hide it under a shirt. She also seemed to forget about asking for a helmet, for she never mentioned it. 
 
    Ghevont’s scaled defense came the next day. The scholar offered his take on the design of his armor, so it did not come out with the same basic shape as the vampire’s. A line of scales traced the center of his chest and spread out on its leather hide to overlay the area below his ribs. As with Clarissa, a few scales overlapped his upper spine. Ghevont wore his green tunic and cloak to conceal his armor. Clarissa, being the one to have suffered a nigh fatal wound below the ribs, liked the design and became upset the scholar did not share it with her. Ghevont pointing out that organs meant less to a vampire than to a human did little to mollify her. 
 
    With our gear acquired, nothing but the polite company tied us to Dracera. The goodwill of the docile added no encumbrance to Aranath’s wings. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Two days of southeastern travel brought us to the contested border of a newish kingdom called Hetrana. It lied on a large peninsula that extended into the Osahar Ocean, which gave it access to the continent’s closest ports to Efios’ southwestern cities. Hetrana itself once belonged to Dracera before war forced a separation from its onetime possessor. Sometimes Dracera attempted to retake the almost-island, but the small nation somehow held strong against its more powerful neighbor. 
 
    We needed another two days to fly over the heads of the continental Hetranians. Our last stay on the peninsula was on a beach of gorgeous white sand as fine as dust. The affluent would normally have built summer villas nearby, but a jungle of vine-covered trees and a rocky outcropping on the bay prevented those without wings from reaching this niche of coastline. From our beach, the waves of Osahar rolled for over two thousand miles before lapping on to Efios’ nearest piece of mainland. As before, finding islands was going to be key, and our maps showed few options after the first six hundred miles. 
 
    However, more dangerous than the distance were the typhoons that roiled the waters and winds this time of year. Indeed, near the end of our first night on an island, a crack of lightning startled me awake. It came from a stray emissary cloud a mile or two away. Miles behind the lone thundercloud billowed a thousand more of its brethren. Their electric expulsions lit the dark horizon every half second, and they charged the air to the point my hair stood on end. 
 
    “Should we fly off now?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “It’s already too close and too big,” I said. “Trying to go around it will waste just as much time as staying put, and with less chance of us getting struck by lightning.” 
 
    “I think our chances are still high if we stay,” said Gerard. 
 
    To reduce that chance, Gerard and Ghevont cast earth spells to fashion a crude domed shelter out of the moss-topped rock making up our mile long island. Osahar’s surging waves crashed harder and higher on our islet. The strip of rock stood a few feet taller than the others around it, so I hoped the added height prevented Osahar from overtaking us. 
 
    The casters persisted in strengthening a shelter too short to stand in. We had to huddle in a circle to fit inside. One of us could lie down in the center if we needed to stretch our legs or catch a nap. Despite the reinforcement, leaks dripped on us when screeching winds shoved out a piece of the wall. Odet cast her ward or Clarissa would ice the hole for the few moments needed for the other two to mend the rupture. This pattern repeated itself two dozen times until the storm finally slackened its savagery five or six hours whence it started. 
 
    We came out of the sanctuary to dark gray skies and a steady downpour, but the winds and lightning were no longer rampant. I summoned Aranath to resume our ocean crossing. Less than half an hour in the air took us entirely out of the typhoon’s sphere of influence. To the vampire’s chagrin, this meant plenty of afternoon sun. The tempest cut down our flying time, though all Aranath had to do to reclaim lost distance was fly a little faster. We ultimately settled on the last named chunk of land for the next eight hundred miles. 
 
    The next morning, before he flapped his wings to take us away from the isle, Odet asked, “Aranath, can you swim?” 
 
    “If I must.” 
 
    “If we cannot find land before Mercer pushes himself too far, then is it possible for you to swim alongside a ship so we may board it?” 
 
    “Such a situation may unfold, yes.” 
 
    “Very good. I’d rather not see your partner in such straits again. It was not a pleasant sight.” 
 
    “Why are you pretending I’m not here?” I asked, already guessing the answer. 
 
    “Because you won’t lis-” 
 
    I whistled, getting Aranath to rear up and flap his wings. 
 
    With the princess’ plan in mind, I noted the ships below more than usual. This sharper combing of the sea had me spotting a trail of floating wreckage at noon. I steered Aranath closer to the ocean’s surface to look for any tempest survivors who might have been clinging to the debris. None could be found. I hoped they didn’t ruin their chances for a rescue by diving and hiding from the swooping dragon, so I had Aranath circle for a couple of minutes before concluding our search. 
 
    Notwithstanding of the other intact ships we saw, Aranath’s eyes and the clear day allowed him to locate a smoking island toward the southern horizon. The roundish blotch of black rock no wider than three miles in diameter held the four hundred foot tall mouth of a volcano at its center, which spewed a grayish steam-like smoke thousands of feet into the sky. 
 
    Except for the bird droppings at the island’s fringes, no evidence of life could be seen. And except for Ghevont, no one tried getting close to the bare island’s birthing vent. The scholar used the bottom end of his staff to check for solid ground, for some portions of the island looked less stable than others. Clarissa did not enjoy how the whole island constantly rumbled beneath our feet. 
 
    At night we watched as the blobs of radiant lava squirted out the opening every few minutes. Aranath, without betraying a tone of homesickness, said places like this reminded him of the central continent in his realm. As for me, I strayed closer to Clarissa’s perspective. Staying on a hot, flimsy rock that might explode at any time did not help my nerves calm down, so full relief did not come until we left the petulant island in the morning. 
 
    The relief lasted only so long. 
 
    Aranath flew into a wide region of half spinning cloud cover that either foreshadowed its formidable future or told of a whimpering death. Whatever its prospects, its sporadic bands of light rain limited Aranath’s farseeing eyes for the present. All he could see was the intermittent boat that sailed quite still compared to his swiftness. 
 
    Odet’s words from before rattled around in what became a lighter and lighter head. The memory of a spinning world only exacerbated the speed my eyeballs spun at. I did not wish to experience the brunt of the spin and queasiness again, and without a clear day to broaden the sweep of our search, there was a real chance I would push myself for naught. Hours from now, a ship might find us floating on an ice patch in the middle of a fickle ocean. Thus, before I lost too much prana and sense, my legs signaled for Aranath to descend when he alerted me of the next ship he found. 
 
    This vessel sailed toward Efios, though an opposite trajectory would not have changed my mind. Three large sails of a reddish hue and shaped like curved triangles were angled almost parallel to flanks of the boxy hull. Since it looked to be twice as long as Aranath, a decent guess said the ship extended for at least a hundred and sixty feet. A black flag with the white silhouette of the great toothed albatross marked the ship as belonging to the Nikno kingdom, the most southwestern nation of Efios. 
 
    As for their sigil, we had seen several real life examples, almost all of which flew far from the last bit of land we passed. The oceanic bird used their twenty foot wingspan to soar over the seas without so much as a flap, while their jagged beaks scooped up fish and squid on the wing. Even with a dragon to compare them to, I thought them a worthy choice for a sigil. 
 
    My directions took Aranath in a circular path two hundred yards away from the ship. Rather than scare everyone with bone rattling roars, Aranath made a deep gurgling sound that came from his chest. The ship’s passengers must have taken notice after hearing it, so I had Aranath fly lower and at an angle that brought the saddle in clear view for those on the ship. On cutting the distance to the ship in half, the tip of his left wing nibbled the water for a few moments, creating an acute wake that hemmed in the ship. Then he told us to brace ourselves. 
 
    As smoothly as something his size could manage it, he leveled himself and glided right into the water’s surface with a splash only leaping whales duplicated. His wings now acted like giant fins and his tail snaked like an eel. He swam for the bow of the ship while my human companions unhooked ourselves from the saddle. With help from Gerard, Odet was the first to stand and wave her greetings to the people staring at the swimming dragon from the starboard side of the ship. 
 
    The sailors, many of which trained their bows and crossbows in our general direction, reacted to the girl’s waving by diffidently gawking at one another. Getting Ghevont to help her with her balance, Clarissa stood up to flutter her hand as well. 
 
    A hundred feet away from the boat, Odet exclaimed, “May we rest on your ship for the night?!” More tentative gawks from the sailors. “We mean you no harm! We merely seek a reprieve in our journey! Who is your captain?” 
 
    “Our captain is ill!” answered a shirtless middle aged man with long dark hair and a crossbow. “I am Lian Shuren, first mate of the Biki Dog! Who are you?!” 
 
    “I am Odet Astor, first princess of Alslana! I hunt Advent with the aid of a dragon knight and his friends! Summoning a dragon takes much energy, energy that is dwindling by the minute. We extend our friendship to your crew if you assist us in our plight! Do you agree?!” 
 
    The dragon turned parallel to the ship as he came less than forty feet away from the hull. 
 
    Now close enough to end the shouting match, the first mate said, “Uh, I suppose I can’t leave anyone stranded out at sea, princess or no. Drop the ladders!” Since no one wanted to take their eyes off the floating dragon, no one moved. “Hey! I said drop the ladders, you dunces!” 
 
    A couple of men nearest him rushed to do as their superior ordered. Seconds later and two rope ladders rolled down the hull. Aranath pulled in his left wing so that his back could get right alongside the ship. With less speed and surface area to keep him afloat, the dragon started sinking. Gerard insisted on climbing up first. I told Ghevont to do the same on the other ladder. The girls quickly followed after them. On taking my first step on the rung behind Clarissa, I ended the summon. A geyser of water burst forth when the ocean replaced the vanished beast. 
 
    Gerard’s hand pulled me up to the deck. The two dozen sailors that had been aligned by the bulwark still stood in that line, but backed up closer to the center mast. Most faces looked to belong to the kingdoms of Efios’ southern half, the ancestral people of Yang Hur and Ning. In particular, the face of the first mate grew a thin beard around his mouth I did not see before. Like most sailors of the world, they wore simple tunics and trousers that kept them light and practical. 
 
    Stepping out of the line, the first mate said, “Now, what’s this about a princess and a dragon knight? Who’s the dragon knight?” 
 
    “I am. Mercer Eberwolf.” 
 
    “And you tamed a dragon?” 
 
    “No, my dragon is no mindless brute that needed to be broken.” 
 
    “Then, then our realms are reunited?” 
 
    “Not quite. I fell into a unique situation. For now, my allies and I hunt the Advent. Heard of them?” 
 
    “Perhaps a word or two in our last port. I certainly did not know a dragon knight chased them.” 
 
    “It seems a dragon flies faster than the word of one.” 
 
    “And faster than my comprehension of it. I’ll also assume the young woman is who she says she is.” 
 
    “Is this a merchant vessel?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, that’s right. We’re sailing back to Chosoky. Where are you heading?” 
 
    “Wherever the Advent are,” replied Odet. “Thank you for allowing us to board your ship, Master Shuren.” 
 
    “Allowed? Refusing the request of anyone riding a dragon seemed like an unwise decision. You say you only want to rest for the night, um, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll leave in the morning once we gain the necessary repose.” 
 
    “Ah! And food! And drink! The Biki Dog is a humble ship, but I will make certain a dragon knight and his comrades will remember her hospitality! Right men?!” 
 
    Half the sailors howled in agreement or shouted, “Right!” The other half did the same, though their response came more awkwardly in timing and tone. 
 
    On top of cargo and the thirty-seven crew members, the ship hauled nineteen non-sailors. Many had fled to the lower decks when they saw the dragon, so they had to be coaxed back out. To the girls’ glee, eleven of the travelers belonged to a troupe of singers, actors, and other assorted talents. Most of these brightly clothed performers hailed from Dracera, but one brown skinned woman’s original home lied in Vlaukris and three came from Hetrana. 
 
    Due to their short stature, two of the Hetranians drew the most attention right away. The male dwarf, who walked with the help of an iron cane, and his lady companion did not hesitate to totter up to us on learning that a dragon knight and Alslana royalty were among the newcomers, which they could do since no one else had yet taken the initiative. 
 
    Owing to the fact the bottom half my mind still swilled in a drunk-like mire, I let the image amuse me. Clarissa had to kick the back of my heel to stop the chuckle about to escape my throat. I cleared it and leaned against the bulwark with my arms crossed. I looked over at Gerard, who glanced at me with a raised eyebrow and the smallest of smirks. 
 
    Despite the cane, the male dwarf appeared to have a sprightly middle-aged body, though his head was devoid of much of his short black hair. The little woman’s hair was in a loose bun and seemed to share a similar age as her companion. Both dwarfs stopped in front of Odet, clapped their little boots at the same time, and bowed at the same time. 
 
    “It’s our honor and pleasure to meet you, Your Royal Highness,” said the male dwarf. “My name is Dinfa Bakshifin, and this is my wife, Gwedi.” 
 
    Returning the bow, Odet said, “The pleasure is mine. I’ve always played with the idea of discarding my duties to join a troupe. Are you actors? Dancers?” 
 
    “We touch upon all aspects of performance. My wife is a talented coordinator and writer of plays. I am the best caster in the troupe, so I support everyone else by providing light and elemental effects for dramatic and realism purposes.” 
 
    “You’re a caster?” asked Ghevont. “Do you find your limited size also limits your capacity to cast spells when compared to your taller contemporaries?” 
 
    “Ghevont!” said Clarissa. “Don’t be so blunt! I’m sorry, Master Bakshifin. Ghevont is a scholar who lacks in social graces.” 
 
    Dinfa laughed. “It’s all right. Our height is no mystery to us. You should hear the other questions we get. One has to get used to it.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t perform in front of audiences if we couldn’t handle the stares and words,” said Gwedi. 
 
    “Maybe so,” said Clarissa, “but I know what it’s like to hear inconsiderate statements about one’s kind.” 
 
    “I don’t think Ghevont was being inconsiderate, Clarissa,” I said. “Ghevont was just being Ghevont. 
 
    “I know, I know. Doesn’t mean he can’t learn to be a bit more thoughtful.” 
 
    “Ghevont, try not using so many size related words in front of our hosts.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” 
 
    “You’re the dragon knight?” Dinfa asked me. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “You’d make a marvelous addition to our troupe. Imagine it, getting rich by simply summoning the renowned creature at the end of our show. Care to join us?” 
 
    “If all my other plans fall through, you’ll be the first I go to. Where will I find you?” 
 
    “We’re going to be in Chosoky for a while. Hopefully we won’t be there long. Our aim is to gain enough fame to end up in Wregor. We figure they have plenty of troupes to entertain everyone there, but few that look like our own. People pay more for the exotic.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Gerard. “Still, you risk much purchasing a voyage during the tempest season.” 
 
    “That’s what I told everyone!” said Gwedi. “Almost proven right with that last storm. We should’ve waited a couple more months.” 
 
    “No one wanted to spend another hour in that rubbish they call an inn,” said Dinfa. “We’ve been saving long enough.” 
 
    “And apparently you think we’ve been living long enough.” 
 
    Seeing that their shorter members had no trouble mingling with us, the others in the troupe moved in about this time. My lightheadedness blurred the conversations together until the ever aware princess excused herself to begin a restrained variant of our training at the stern of the ship. The troupe became the audience for once. 
 
    An hour of training pacified me to the point I reached into my food pouch for its seeds and dried fruits. My stomach could not yet handle a heavier meal, and any utensil I held would still exhibit the tremble present in my fingers. I nibbled my food by the ship’s central mast, given that it turned out to be the least wobbly part of the vessel. 
 
    Coming up to me, Dinfa said, “Forget the dragon, you and your princess can put on quite a show on your own.” 
 
    “She’s not my princess.” 
 
    “Oh, is that a hint of resentment I hear?” 
 
    “I meant in that I am from Etoc, or the Glims. Depends who you ask.” 
 
    “Ah, forgive me. It’s just that I used to be resentful, so I thought I got good at hearing it.” 
 
    “Well, maybe your ears aren’t so off. How’d you purge your resentment?” 
 
    “‘Purge’ isn’t the right way to put it. It’s more like I spend fewer hours cursing the gods and my father for the hand they dealt me. As to how I even got that far, I remembered that my ‘limited height’, as your friend put it, did not preclude me from learning the art of magic. I wanted to be such a great caster that I’d someday become a general in the army! Makes me laugh to this day, but back then I wanted to prove my doubters wrong in the most grandiose ways. 
 
    “As it turned out, the only master that would teach me worked for a troupe. That’s where I met my future wife. I sort of disappointed her. She wanted a great general for a husband! Still, she gets to see me in shining steel armor when we act out the Battle of Silence in her Easy Obsession play. Everyone always gets a big laugh when they see me hop out in that. Too bad I had to sell it to secure a few more coins. Did you sell your armor? Or do dragon knights not need it?” 
 
    I lifted my shirt and knocked on the dragon scales. “Do you think your wife would swoon seeing you in this?” 
 
    “She’d poison you to sell it, buy a castle, and marry a full-sized man.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my eye on her, then.” 
 
    “By the way, what did your friend mean before? About hearing inconsiderate statements?” 
 
    “She’s a vampire.” 
 
    “Oh, I, uh, I see.” 
 
    “She only drinks animal blood, but many won’t care about that detail. Do you care?” 
 
    “Eh, not if a dragon knight vouches for her. It also reminds me of a joke. A dragon knight, princess, vampire, scholar, and soldier walk into a tavern…” 
 
    “Don’t forget the dwarf.” 
 
    “Yes! The most important part. You know, if I recall correctly, my kind do owe the old dragon knights a debt of gratitude.” 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “Aye. Many cultures threw us away as babes, or would cleanse our brains to make us one of the Reborn. Being a court jester was our best hope for an affluent living before dragon knights convinced everyone that we can cast a spell as well as anyone else. That we can think just as well if given the chance. After all, to a dragon, all humans are short, little things. A few places have reverted back a touch since the dragon war. Maybe you can remind them now that you’re back?” 
 
    “Every chance I get. My companions will make certain I do. Still, I do have bigger problems on my plate. Uh, literally.” 
 
    “Right, right. Only a humble request.” 
 
    “And may I ask a humble request from the self-proclaimed best caster in his troupe?” 
 
    “Of course. What is it?” 
 
    “Only if you have any spell or training method that might be useful for a dragon knight.” 
 
    “Humble indeed. I’m no warrior.” 
 
    “The last man I took advice from claimed the same. I take my advice where I can get it. Whether I use it or not is up to me.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Let me think a moment… Hmm, yes, I remember my master telling me something about treating every spell as though you’re consuming your very life source, not merely its vestiges. You’re casting with something the gods judge and use to balance the universe itself.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. Any hint on how to do that?” 
 
    “The soul carries your very being, who you are. So when you cast a spell, make sure all your love, hate, happiness, and every other emotion you feel is poured into it. I realize how mawkish it sounds, but once I embraced that mindset, it really helped me progress beyond my nascent casting ability. I also enjoy the idea that my prana can balance our realm as much as anyone else’s. So, will you use my advice?” 
 
    “I’ll have to get back to you on that.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for considering it, anyway.” 
 
    The dwarf bowed and went back toward the livelier group of raconteurs. 
 
    With no one in my realm in hearing range, I asked, “Is what the dwarf said helpful?” 
 
    “It can be, though your mitigated emotions might not be the best fuel for your spells.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. Every time I imagine my brother almost cutting down Clarissa, I feel a whole host of emotions seeping to the surface.” 
 
    “Then use it. I do not expect you to benefit much from such a practice, but I may have underestimated how deeply you’ve suppressed your passions.” 
 
    “Aye, me too.” 
 
    Minutes later and I found the girls being taught a synchronized dance by the troupe’s dancers. It was an odd looking dance that had one swaying and twisting their upper body as much as possible without moving their legs. Then the legs flailed about while the upper body straightened and stayed still for the next phase. 
 
    The dancing transitioned to acting out scenes from plays. I had to threaten a stake to the heart to end the vampire’s attempts to get me to join a scene where the brave rogue fights an army of hunchbacked skeletons to save the overwhelmed treasure hunters. Ghevont, with his talent for memorizing lines after hearing or reading them only once, took my place. And though his acting left something to be desired, the point of the play was comedy, so it proved a fitting choice. 
 
    If my shivering stopped or more food filled my stomach I might have humored the girls with something akin to revelry, but I slipped away to find sleep when neither of those things came to pass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    I awoke in the first mate’s hammock, which hung behind the large ladder leading to the top deck. A dim moonbeam filtered through the ladder’s worn steps, and an old swinging lantern with an even weaker light guided my body out of the suspended cot. Sitting by the lower steps was Clarissa. With only a low murmur of the sea to muffle any noise, the vampire easily heard someone walking up behind her. 
 
    Standing up, she asked, “Sleep well?” 
 
    “Like a rolling log. Is everyone else getting their rest?” 
 
    “Uh, Odet and Ghevont are. The sick captain has the only cabin, so they’re sleeping out somewhere in the back of the deck. Gerard is keeping watch over them. Ghevont watched over you before I took over.” 
 
    “Then it’s your turn.” 
 
    She nodded and headed for the unburdened hammock. Before climbing on, she said, “Oh, keep an eye out for a couple of the troupe girls. They wanted to woo you, to put it lightly. Odet had to tell them you already had the attention of a noble girl, which they assumed meant the princess herself. I could tell Gerard got annoyed by that! Anyway, those girls might still try testing your decency.” 
 
    “My decency? As far as I know, I’m not restricted in where I point my decency.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious? Beatrice proposed to you!” 
 
    “We’re not engaged, and we barely know each other. I may never even see her again. Why would I confine my, uh, decency when knowing all that?” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “I’m surprised to hear you say that, especially with Odet around. No, you’re not engaged, but you didn’t refuse her either. So don’t you think Odet will tell her sister that you slept around with other girls while she waits for your answer? Odet wouldn’t have told those girls anything if she believed you were free to do what you wanted.” 
 
    “First of all, I’m not… Forget it. You’re not the one I should be discussing this with. Get some sleep.” 
 
    Frowning, she asked, “You’re not going to find those girls, are you?” 
 
    “Aye. We’ll join you in the hammock soon, so make room.” 
 
    “Very funny. I just don’t want you making any dumb mistakes out of spite.” 
 
    “Do you and Odet think I’m a lecher or something?” 
 
    “No, but we know a man’s ‘decency’ can only repel the advances of so many women for so long.” 
 
    Giving up, I sighed and said, “Good night, Clarissa. I’ll be nearby.” 
 
    I went to sit in the same spot the vampire had been watching over me. From this rut I wondered why the girls looking out for my virtue bothered me. Was it their lack of trust in me? Or was it none of their business who I bedded? What were Odet’s expectations when it came between me and her sister? As stupid and pointless as it sounded, I probably did have to clear this up with her. I wished to avoid creating needless friction with Beatrice and Odet if, gods bless me, I spent an extempore, lust-filled night with an indiscriminate lass. 
 
    I did not have to wait long for my opportunity. Around an hour after speaking with Clarissa, the pitter-patter of boots had me turning around to see a yawning Odet ambling up to me. She held the staff like a walking stick in her right hand. 
 
    As I stood up, she asked, “Awake already?” 
 
    “We didn’t train much, so I didn’t need much sleep. You get enough?” 
 
    “I’m not the one pushing myself to the limit every day.” 
 
    “Then you didn’t get enough?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Mercer.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and looked at my feet for a moment. Braced for the expected vexation, I said, “I’d rather avoid this topic, but I don’t want there to be an awkward misunderstanding later.” 
 
    “What topic can cause a misunderstanding?” 
 
    “Clarissa said a couple of the troupe girls were being blunt about their plans for me.” 
 
    Her eyes glanced up for a blink to recall the memory. “Oh, yes, that’s right. What about it?” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “I informed them a noblewoman was already in serious pursuit of you, more or less. Why?” 
 
    “Did Beatrice ask you to keep other women away from me?” 
 
    Her head tilted a few degrees. “Are you interested in one of the girls?” 
 
    “I can’t even remember how they looked like.” 
 
    “Then what’s this about?” 
 
    “I’m wondering what the rules are, or what you think they are.” 
 
    “Rules? What rules? What are you talking about, Mercer?” 
 
    “Would Beatrice rescind her proposal if she learned I did more than look at a nice lass or two during our journey?” 
 
    She took a small step back. “Wait… I’m not sure where to start.” 
 
    “Let’s start with my last question.” 
 
    “Well, I can assume Beatrice would be a tad upset if she learned the man she proposed to went on bedding other women.” 
 
    “Even if he hasn’t accepted her offer? When no words of promise have been exchanged?” 
 
    “I assured Beatrice of your honor, Mercer, and honorable men do not take advantage of a technicality to justify their philandering. But no one is stopping you. If you wish to bed other women, do so. Beatrice will simply be informed of it and respond accordingly.” She spun on her heels to storm away from me. 
 
    Well, shit. Almost yelling the words that came to mind, I said, “Stop and I’ll forget the staff incident ever happened.” 
 
    She stopped. Without looking back, she asked, “Okay, now what?” 
 
    “Just listen, all right? I’m sorry. I didn’t want to bring this up in the first place because I knew would make me sound stupid, but I had to try and find out what was bothering me.” 
 
    She turned back around, though her face remained in a rigid state of umbrage. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It bugged me when I learned what you did, I just didn’t understand why. I haven’t even had time to look at another woman since your sister proposed, but I suppose it’s only dawning on me now what her regal offer truly demands. I’d like to imagine its full meaning would have hit me if one of the entertainers got to me. Maybe it bothered me that you didn’t trust I’d defend my own honor. I don’t know. Maybe I do need more sleep.” 
 
    Odet’s sigh softened her annoyance. “I do trust you, Mercer, and it’s not as though I thought all this out when they enlightened me of their desires. I simply reacted as your friend and possible sister-in-law.” She glanced at her feet and cracked a smile. “Well, perhaps I didn’t entirely react on sound instinct. The brief vision of you choosing the troupe girls over my sister may have entered my mind. I laughed at it at first, but then hearing you say it’s possible-” 
 
    “I never went that far.” 
 
    “No, but every girl outside of my sister is a faceless troupe girl to me.” The last tinge of irritation disappeared. “I understand why you haven’t accepted her hand, but, to be honest, I also don’t. My mother is partly to blame for that. To her, it was an unthinkable feat for a man of an Astor woman’s choosing to reject us. While her words overflowed with conceit, they encouraged me to act on my growing love for Gerard all the same… I apologize for getting upset. I still don’t like everything you said, but still.” 
 
    “Even discounting the fact she’s your sister, your anger is understandable. I took a selfish risk, though I did find something of an answer.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I’ve also realized something selfish. I do want you as my brother-in-law. I believe you can make Beatrice a stronger queen and, more importantly, a happy one. The same goes for the kingdom you each would rule. It’s a tiny bit feasible hearing that future being threatened by a strumpet prompted me to discourage the girls from getting to you.” 
 
    “I can guarantee it will take more than two forgettable strumpets to erase that future.” 
 
    “What about three?” 
 
    “Now you’re pushing it.” 
 
    “Still, I should let you handle such advances on your own. In fact, it’s in my best interests to let them test you. If you break like a twig, then you are not worthy of my sister and I can forget about lauding you to her. And you never know, maybe one such strumpet will become your true love. Who am I to prevent that from happening?” 
 
    “Is that a rhetorical question?” 
 
    “Aye, it is. Now, will you really forget the staff thing or was that just to stop me?” 
 
    “Unless I get corrupted again, I can’t forget it, but I can place all the blame on a certain vampire.” 
 
    “It isn’t fair to said vampire, but I can live with your ruling. Do you have any more provoking questions for me?” 
 
    “Yes, but they can wait.” 
 
    “Good, I don’t think either of us have the energy for another right now. I wanted to get a few minutes of fresh air. Care to join me?” 
 
    “The smell doesn’t bother me. Besides, someone has to watch over our unconscious companions.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I shall return.” 
 
    As I watched Odet ascend the stairs, I realized exactly what had been bothering me, why I wanted to prod her. I didn’t want to find out whether she deterred those girls because of an obligation to her sister or lack of trust in me. I wanted to see if a twitch in her imperishable expressions or crack in her unsullied voice betrayed any unconscious feeling of jealousy. She had given me none. Everything she said seemed to match what she really felt. Just another day where I wished I brought her father. 
 
    Knowing a vampire slept lightly under a moon, I said, “Go back to sleep, Clarissa.” 
 
    She moaned and I went back to sitting by the steps. I made the mistake of leaning against the stairs, for that was all it took for me to fall asleep on guard duty. 
 
    The hard wood pressing against my head did not make for a comfortable rest, so I awoke a little while later with a tender left temple. In another hour the infant morning glow triggered a swap of those who dozed and those who sailed. In spite of their drowsiness, many sailors elected to stay awake awhile longer to get another chance to witness a dragon. 
 
    Before the dragon made his appearance, the sailors killed a couple of their chickens and cracked a number of their eggs as a parting breakfast gift to my group. Clarissa gave me her portion, which I avidly enjoyed given my privation of meals the day before. We ate on the top deck, giving the group of sailors and travelers the necessary space to converse with us a little more before we left. 
 
    Purely to amuse myself, I did not bother to announce the fact I was going to summon Aranath. I finished my food, gave my plate to Ghevont, and made sure no one else in my group needed more time to eat. Half of the seafarers impulsively cowered at the sound of a growling dragon swooping over the ship. 
 
    With a wooden tone of surprise meant for the girls, I said, “Oh damn. I did not mean to do that. I suppose we have no choice but to leave now.” 
 
    Odet scowled at me as she started her forced farewells to our hosts. For his part, the dragon aligned his glide to the port side of the vessel, plopping on to the surface fifty yards away. Seeing the dragon in the salt water from my new vantage point reminded me of the large crocodilians swimming in the Sethos rivers, excluding the wings, of course. 
 
    Moments later and my group sat on the saddle. Aranath accelerated away from the boat to prevent himself from sinking. Once he achieved a good rhythm using wing and tail, and with the sea cooperating, riding a swimming dragon became rather enjoyable. While not as fast as flying, he still propelled himself faster than any breeze could propel the sails of a ship. Plowing through water spent more prana than flying, so I was surprised Aranath continued swimming even after getting well ahead of the ship. 
 
    “How long are we sticking to the sea?” I asked him. 
 
    “I am focusing my prana, boy. Or do you wish for us to crash back into the ocean?” 
 
    I looked back at the shrinking ship. “Or are you worried other people might see you crashing into the ocean?” 
 
    The miffed dragon sped up again. “When I say so, everyone hold their breaths. I’m going to dive.” 
 
    “Dive?” said Clarissa. “That’s sort of the opposite direction we want to go.” 
 
    “I’ll need more speed to quit the water, or else I’ll have to expend more prana thrashing against the surface. Be ready to lend me prana from the crystals, boy. I’ll have to cast water, wind, and strength spells to gain the speed.” 
 
    “I’m ready whenever you are,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll make the dive as short as I can make it… Hold your breath… now!” 
 
    The dragon sunk into the ocean, and as fast as the fastest galloping horse, he dove straight down for what must have been over a hundred feet before he inclined upward. The change in pressure and light happened so quickly that I breathed out and almost filled my lungs with seawater. Another change of pressure came when my face met the rushing air. This time I let my chest inflate. The day’s new sun and the cutting airflow dried us in no time. Even the salt clinging to our clothes blew away. 
 
    Before leaving the ship, Ghevont had asked to see the maps on the Biki Dog, hoping they turned out to be more detailed than our own. They were. Their map of the Osahar Ocean was so current that it pinpointed the volcanic island with accuracy. It also presented us with a couple of possible options for Aranath to perch on. The best option meant going more north than east, but it would not cause us to go too out of our way. 
 
    Our next destination lied at the end of a small island chain Ghevont’s older map marked as ending over two hundred miles farther northward. When we came upon the island, we discovered why none of Ghevont’s maps told of it. A grand total of two palm trees grew on a bundle of coarse rocks barely twice as long as the dragon himself. Aranath had to snap one of the palms in two so he could fit. 
 
    With the mainland now only two days away, and with the end of another day of flight promising better mapped stops, my little assembly of allies discussed more in detail where in Efios we wanted to go and investigate. Efios contained two major forests—the Eperwist Woods and Pukam Forest. Pukam lied southeast of the almost landlocked Wregor Sea. Eight hundred miles north of the same body of water germinated the trees of the Eperwist Woods. The expanse of these timberlands made it inevitable that different nations claimed ownership of them. 
 
    Most of the Wregor Sea belonged to the Wregor Empire, with the sea being named first. The empire was considered by many to be the most advanced and cultured in the world. Only a handful of nations like Alslana and Dracera could claim to equal or surpass Wregor when it came to clout and governance. 
 
    According to the history tomes I read while sailing to Uthosis, I learned the empire had been warring for hundreds of years to take control of trade in and around its namesake. This included the Quill Strait and Hemomm Bay extending farther south. At a thousand miles long north to south and five hundred miles wide, all of Hetrana could fit inside the bay alone. 
 
    Owning so many continental water routes gave Wregor unmatched clout in the lands a few hundred miles west of the bay, a thousand miles north of the sea, and most islands within the coastline. The lands directly east of the aquatic entities were possessed by three kingdoms that sometimes gave resistance to Wregor’s growing stature, though Biki Dog’s first mate claimed Wregor’s latest interests lied in the western lands they did not yet dominate. The semi-nomadic and plentiful Chiszir people roamed these rich grasslands and patchwork of forests. 
 
    Due to the unpredictable nature of the Chiszir, terrestrial trade from Nikno to Wregor was often untenable, so the bulk of it was done by Nikno ships hugging the southern coastline until they reached Hemomm Bay. This relative separation from the powerful empire indicated that Nikno did not likely suffer from hidden Advent influence. I imagined the cult either worked with Wregor to give them more power, or allied themselves with enemies who envied or resented the empire’s haughty status. Probably both. 
 
    If it was both, then finding trustworthy allies would prove difficult. I remember Ghevont telling me the Advent had their origins in Efios nearly two thousand years ago. Even if they hadn’t been active for every one of those years, Lady Vealora and the Ecrin attack showed how well the Advent and their supporters could ensconce themselves within an unsuspecting kingdom. I thus had to assume Wregor and its surrounding rivals also had cultists in important positions. 
 
    I was inclined to ignore ally gathering until we found evidence of nismerdon presence in the forests, but the girls knew me well enough to predict that I would then attack the Advent on my own rather than wait for a dishonest military commander or noble to betray us. Of course, I recognized going in alone was destined to end in failure. My point to them was that we had no encouraging options. On the horns of a dilemma indeed. 
 
    We could buy the services of the Warriors Guild, but they didn’t evade my misgivings either. I had told Odet to spread the message that a dragon knight planned to visit their guild houses, but I said it more out of strategy than anything. I wanted the Advent to hear the message so that they wasted manpower sending their infiltrators to observe the guilds, at least if they cared about trying to ascertain my whereabouts and intentions. Getting their help was not out of the question, but a question it remained. 
 
    Depending on the hour, I would flip my focus from finding allies to searching the forests. This late evening hour, as we sat round the fire fed from the broken palm, had me leaning toward the latter. 
 
    “I realize you don’t enjoy the idea of being betrayed,” said Odet, “but facing the Advent on our own is far too great a risk.” 
 
    “But who do we go to?” I asked. “Do we be blunt and head straight for the Wregor capital?” 
 
    “Blunt is not bad, but I’d be wary of statesmen. I would go to the Warriors Guild and use them as more than just a ploy. After all, they used to assist the dragon knights before the war, and they’ve been rudderless sever since. Most people now consider them little more than mercenaries, not protectors of the innocent. You can give them a direction, a grander purpose.” 
 
    “But you can still keep them at arm’s length,” said Gerard. “If they listen, then they can also be used as an intermediary between you and the various nobility.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they listen?” asked Clarissa, holding back a yawn. 
 
    “Because we’re foreigners,” said Ghevont. “History shows that outsiders telling natives what to do rarely goes over well. Even the worldly dragon knights were not immune from the disagreeable outcomes that transpire due to coming from somewhere else.” 
 
    “We won’t be telling anyone what to do,” said Odet, doing her best to quash a yawn of her own. “We’ll present them with our problem and ask anyone who can help to join us. Advent supporters might answer the call, but I’m confident more well-meaning people impressed by the first dragon knight in centuries will aid us as well. Who knows, we might gain so many enthusiasts that we can assault multiple forests at the same time.” 
 
    “And don’t forget the staff,” said Clarissa. “Anyone using nismerdon magic will be found out. If anything, attracting Advent supporters could be a good thing. We can find them before they cause real trouble.” 
 
    “Not all Advent will use nismerdon magic,” I pointed out. “Still, the staff should warn us of the stronger ones if the last Advent we faced was any indication.” I opened one of the scrolls Beatrice had given me. “Well, Wregor’s main guild house is in Tawahori.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” asked the vampire. “That’s not the capital.” 
 
    “It’s on the northern coast of the Wregor Sea. Kikokumo is on an island in the middle of the sea, so I doubt the guild would be of much use there. Someone named Chun Miyake is the guild master.” 
 
    “I hope you’re pronouncing these names right. We don’t want to insult the people we’re trying to get help from.” 
 
    “I believe there should be less emphasis on the vowel sounds,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “We’ll have half a continent to get it right,” I said. “Everyone get some sleep. I’ll take first watch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    I set foot in Efios again two days after leaving the now single palm island. A good three thousand northeastern miles of solid ground lied between us and Tawahori. To give ourselves something of a respite before taking on this latest breadth, Aranath decided to take a day long nap. In turn, I now gained a full day to train, relax, and travel the traditional way. Nothing beat the haste and pure euphoria of flying, but using one’s own legs to amble through a garden inhabited by chirping birds, pollen-laced flowers, and buzzing bees did bring a sense of tranquility I missed from time to time. 
 
    Part of Nikno’s northern border was defined by the crescent-shaped coastline, which ate into the continent for hundreds of miles. Chosoky rested at the southern tip of the curving coast while another city rested on the northern tip fifteen hundred miles to the north. Almost all the lands east of these port cities had to contend with the host of Chiszir clans. Unless battling their neighbors, the Chiszir warrior tribes wrestled with each other for resources, power, and, like in the Glims, bragging rights. 
 
    Excluding a handful of permanent villages used as meeting places, trading posts, and growing crops, the vast majority of the Chiszir moved about their vast territory on agile horses. More common than war, they employed their trusty mounts to chase down their living food, which included massive beasts like the hornless rhino illustrated in one of Ghevont’s pamphlets on Efios’ wildlife. I saw a herd of the gray, bulky creatures myself after Aranath’s first flight here. 
 
    The biggest one stood higher than any elephant I had ever seen, thanks in large part to its taller, thicker legs and a longer neck. Clarissa laughed at how small its head looked compared to the rest of its physique, but it probably weighed more than her entire body. Same went for the stumpy tail. Somehow, in spite of Aranath being the larger creature, the hornless rhino gave the impression that it weighed twice as much. Either way, it would have made for a hearty meal for a dragon twice as large as Aranath. 
 
    Their human hunters lived in cone-shaped tents made from animal skins when they weren’t on the move. Others lived in bigger domed huts, with quite a few of them painted in shades of green to make them harder to spot from a distance. Clusters of these transportable homes could easily be seen from our altitude, a few signifying large groups of two or three thousand people. The scattered, itinerant society made it trickier for us to find deserted regions, especially considering we had to fly through the heartland of their territory. 
 
    We managed to find secluded regions that fit our purposes. Due to their relative uselessness to the horsemen, the strewn assemblages of trees seemed to dissuade them from getting too close, so we could land by a tree line to get a bit of shelter and food without having to worry about being interrupted by the natives. Nevertheless, the more north we went, the throngs of trees became smaller and less common. 
 
    At one point, with no miniature woodland in sight and rain inbound, we headed for a small field of dark rocks in what looked to be a long dried lakebed veneered with graveled sand. However, as we flew closer, the pasture of rocks attained a pattern of parallel deliberateness to them—a ruined town of stone. Figuring the Chiszir had as much use for stone as they did foliage, no qualm steered me away from the deterioration. 
 
    Aranath landed on the lip of the lake turned town turned abandoned decay. The mile long hole appeared to be once filled with about fifty feet of water. Now its arid floor held the quasi-crumbled frames of a forsaken settlement. 
 
    Getting up close to the first neglected structure, Odet asked Ghevont, “This isn’t on any of your maps?” 
 
    Running a finger on a cobblestone wall, the scholar replied, “No. Space and weight considerations forced me to only bring along the most recent records available. Priority was given to active sites and trade routes.” 
 
    “Do you think this was a tribe’s attempt to build a more cozy civilization?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “How are rocks cozy?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    Answering the knight, Ghevont said, “It’s possible. I’m not seeing any signs of violence, so perhaps people unaccustomed to a sedentary life merely chose to abandon this place. Still, it’s more possible none of the Chiszir were involved in its construction. This could be the result of an old incursion from northerners who took a foothold long enough for this town to sprout. That changed when the invaders realized the Chiszir and their land could not be overcome.” 
 
    Looking up, I said, “Either way, let’s get in as much training as we can before it starts pouring.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look that bad,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “Aranath disagrees.” 
 
    Aranath was right. A cloudburst drenched us ten minutes later. Uninterested in upping our chances for sickness, I forced us to stop training under the cold rain. The heaviest drops persisted for the rest of the afternoon, which we dodged inside one of the roomier and sturdier homes. 
 
    Hours passed and I found myself staring at the dying fire under the powder blue light of a near full moon. Gerard and Clarissa had recently taken over the watch from Odet and Ghevont, who now slept in the same room we waited out the downpour in. I sat outside the home, focusing on my heart meditations. Another hour of this training and I figured I could still get in a worthy slumber. 
 
    Then, high above my head, a bizarre noise that sounded like a cow mooing underwater broke my focus. I searched the stars for the origin of the inexplicable sound, only getting the briefest glimpse of a vulture-shaped silhouette gliding under the moon. A few moments later, scrambling footsteps moved my attention to the sloping shoreline in front of me. It was a ruffled Gerard coming down from his lookout. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, standing up. 
 
    “Clarissa sees at least three people on horses heading our way. They started galloping at the same time we heard a strange bird call. Did you hear it?” 
 
    “Aye. It flew right over the dead town. Must have seen us and alerted its master.” 
 
    “So it’s too late to hide.” 
 
    Dashing up the defunct lake’s brink, I said, “Wake up the others.” 
 
    I climbed up to Clarissa’s vantage point, then squatted beside her. With the aid of the universe’s natural light, I had no trouble discerning three human figures on horses hurrying toward us. They were less than a hundred yards away from us. 
 
    “Do you want to summon Aranath?” 
 
    “It still feels too soon to panic. There’s only three of them.” 
 
    “Why are Chiszir interested in this place?” 
 
    I put a hand below her arm and guided the vampire to her full height. “We’re about to find out.” 
 
    The horses slowed their gait when they saw us stand up. They stopped altogether when the rest of my group made themselves known. After a short-lived discussion between the riders, the slimmest of the trio dismounted their horse and took a few steps closer, getting within thirty feet of us, or a range where the human eye picked up simple facial features and clothing. 
 
    We eyed a thirty-something woman with short black hair, small eyes, and an upturned nose. She wore an earthen colored garb of cotton that was somewhere between a ritualistic dress and a practical doublet that extended to her knees. Brown hide boots protected her feet, and fingerless leather gloves would give her a good grip of the steel saber hanging tight by her left hip. 
 
    Her small eyes shrank further when she squinted them. Under her breath, she said something in a language Aranath was not familiar with. I did not need a translation with her next sentences. “Who are you? Northerners?” She articulated each word as though she had to choose them from a translation tome. 
 
    “Simple travelers from Iazali,” I answered. 
 
    “Nothing simple about being out here. Why are Iazalians here?” 
 
    “Just passing through as we journey to Wregor. We thought a stone ruin would be bereft of Chiszir activity. Do you belong to one of their tribes?” 
 
    “Who I pledge to is no matter to you. Have you seen others here?” 
 
    “Others? Ah, I get it. You’re supposed to meet another group here, aren’t you? Your bird told you about us and you assumed it was them.” 
 
    “And have you seen others?” she asked again, her voice crosser. 
 
    “Unless they’re doing a very good job of hiding, no, we’ve been alone all night. Look, it’s clear we interrupted your plans, and I have no interest in disrupting them further. We’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    I bowed and took a step back, but before I turned all the way around, the woman said, “Stay there! You can’t leave. We first make sure you’re not a danger to us.” 
 
    “Why would we be? We don’t know who you are. Even if we did, there are only two choices for us to make—attack you with our greater numbers or help you. We’re not doing either.” 
 
    “Then why are you here? If you’re really going to Wregor, why are you not taking a ship or the northern roads? Why cross here?” 
 
    “We’re flying over these lands, not walking, so we don’t need to sail or take the roads to avoid unpredictable people. Or so I thought.” 
 
    Her distrustful tone turned almost childlike when she asked, “Flying? On winged lions?” 
 
    “Uh, no. Winged lizards. May we leave now?” 
 
    Returning to her austere tone, she said, “No. First we search to make sure no bodies are being hidden. Then we decide when you go.” 
 
    I sighed. “Fine. Search away.” 
 
    She mounted her horse and I tramped down the slope. The clopping of hooves trotted into the lakebed. 
 
    Following close behind me as the others kept an eye on the horses, Clarissa asked, “In my experience, one group of people meeting another in the middle of the night are usually up to no good.” 
 
    “Should we kill them, then?” 
 
    “Um, no.” 
 
    “Then what do you want me to do about it?” 
 
    “You clearly need more sleep, you big grouch. Your little nap did nothing.” 
 
    “I wasn’t tired earlier. Now I’m getting there.” 
 
    Our group huddled by the cinders of our campfire, waiting for the Chiszir to finish sweeping the area. At least one of them always had us in their view. Floating fireballs gave them light inside a building, and earth spells cleared away any crust of sand and rock they believed could hide a body. 
 
    For the next twenty or so minutes I concentrated on my heart meditation. Early on, thinking I must have slept sitting up and with eyes open, Clarissa poked my arm to check my alertness. The next interruption transpired exactly like the first, with that mooing bird call. 
 
    “Sounds like the other group is here,” said Gerard. “I’m guessing we’re outnumbered now.” 
 
    Responding to my yawn, Ghevont said, “I don’t think Mercer is worried about numbers.” 
 
    All three horsemen returned to us. The woman rose a hand over her head and cast a bright flame. It squirmed for a moment before she snuffed it out. Seconds later and we heard flapping wings and the subdued squawks of griffins. Three of the aerial beasts, whose outline appeared bulkier than the whiptail species, touched down at the top of the slope in front of us. One of the griffins carried two passengers on its back. The woman and her horse trotted up to meet them. Hushed voices then discussed what kind of flowers best impressed a girl, or something close, I’m sure. 
 
    “Can you see who the griffin riders are?” princess asked vampire. “Are they Chiszir?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe. Well, three of them are definitely dressed differently than the horsemen. They’re wearing pieces of leather armor over a heavy looking cloth thing. They do not look happy.” 
 
    “Who wants to bet a gold standard we’ll be attacked?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll take that bet,” said Gerard. 
 
    Clarissa moaned. “I suppose I’ll take on the horsemen.” 
 
    In one of her serious tones, Odet said, “We don’t have to take on anyone. Mercer, will it be too much trouble to summon Aranath?” 
 
    “Less trouble than killing people we don’t know.” 
 
    I stood up, clutched the hilt with one hand and made a fist with the other. Then I looked at the sky. Proclaiming the spell’s success, an ass-clenching roar from a diving dragon panicked the horses, griffins, and their riders. The dragon’s landing scattered them faster than a spraying skunk could clear a royal ballroom. We used the opening to climb on to the beast and flee east. 
 
    Seeing as my nerves were going to suffer anyway, I pushed Aranath to fly near his limit for the half hour we stayed in the air. When we landed near three parasol-like trees, I told Aranath to serenade the landscape with two or three of his best warning roars in the hopes they scared the shit out of anyone listening. 
 
    As I crumpled by a tree, Clarissa asked, “Are you all right?” 
 
    Closing my eyes and crossing my arms, I said, “Kill anyone who disturbs me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Flying over forts, trampled paths, and small towns told us we entered Wregor controlled land. Another day’s travel made the towns larger and the formally dirt roads paved with stone or bricks. When on the ground I could see how Wregor architecture differed from something like Dracera’s obsession with pyramids and Alslana’s open air style. 
 
    Except for roads and fortifications, Wregor’s architects did not appear to relish working with stone. They did enjoy courtyards and building outward instead of vertical. Despite few structures reaching above thirty feet, many larger homes put much effort in making their roofs stand out with a rippling texture and a yellowish color that came from their tiles. 
 
    Excluding military strongholds, the only tall edifices were tiered towers with multiple eaves fanning outward. Ghevont assumed these pagodas to be temples. Some resembled little squat pyramids stacked on top of one another. Yet others stood like narrow obelisks with right-angled or circular eaves only sticking out a couple of feet. We observed these buildings from a distance, of course. Being obvious outsiders, we did not wish to draw attention to ourselves just yet. 
 
    Similar to Dracerans, airy, robe-like clothing established itself as the main dress of the people, though generally dyed with less bright colors. As for guardsmen and soldiers, many wore flexible looking brigandine or lamellar armor over a layer of hardy cloth stained in reds and yellows. Plate armor did not seem to be a popular choice in this region. 
 
    Finding miles of uninhabited land became harder to find the deeper we flew into the empire. Farms, villages, and larger towns dotted the countryside with regular occurrence, and plenty of busy, patrolled roads lied between them. At night we sneaked close to the roads so we could find out their names and check our exact location. Many signs were transcribed in the shared tongue, but even more were written in Ubin, now the most widespread language in Wregor. 
 
    As in most lands the dragon knights touched, the shared tongue used to dominate here. However, after the dragon war, Wregor and other nations in central and southern Efios desired to demote the imported speech and reassert their own languages. Wregor’s aggressive expansion allowed their old way of speaking and writing to proliferate faster than competing tongues. 
 
    Regardless, trade connections and the prevailing translation of Duality kept the shared tongue alive. Furthermore, at least in my eyes, the written form of Ubin appeared harder to learn. Most of their symbols looked like horseshoes in various angles and surrounded by a different number of dots, wavy lines, straight lines, and smaller horseshoes. They appeared more similar to runes than sentences. Aranath had some exposure to the old spoken languages of Efios, but not so much their written forms. 
 
    The northwestern edge of the Wregor Sea eventually gleamed in the distance. We only had to follow its coastline for a couple of late morning hours before a large port city burgeoned into view. The city I presumed to be Tawahori was divided into eight major districts by thick stone walls, each one a miniature city of their own. A large temple pagoda roughly marked the center of their respective district, though smaller ones existed as well. A taller, thinner wall surrounded the land-facing side of the city. 
 
    All these walls had me thinking just as many guarded gates existed. Not trusting Odet’s royal papers would be believed or taken seriously so far from home, I steered Aranath closer to the city’s perimeter to get the attention of those below. Aranath’s lunging shadow and bellowing snarls grabbed that attention easily enough. I did not want to give guardsmen the time to muster and attack us, so I quickly put us down near the main western gate, but not so near that bowmen and casters at the top of the wall could fire upon us. 
 
    Most that had been walking on the road fled to the gate or the hills, but a few people’s awestruck minds or paralyzing fear planted their feet on the ground, their juddering eyes reflecting the sunlight like wet mirrors. The brigandine guards by the gate urged people to seek cover inside the city walls. Two sentinels on horseback tried to flank the dragon, and while they kept their distance, they were in the best position to spot the riders, which one did when I made eye contact with him. 
 
    Holding this eye contact as best I could, I freed myself from the saddle and dropped to the ground. Walking up to the flabbergasted horseman, I said, “You there! Do you speak the shared tongue?” 
 
    The wide eyes of the twenty-something looked behind me, watching as more people dismounted the summoned fable. My focus then went to the second horseman, this one at least a decade older and gripping a bident. His black horse tentatively trotted toward me, and when the bident’s two prongs came too close for comfort, Aranath released a growling hiss, forcing the horse to stop. 
 
    “Do you speak the shared tongue?” I asked a man whose yellowish-brown helmet budded a red ribbon at its pointed top. 
 
    “I-I-” He cleared his throat. “I speak it well.” 
 
    “Good. I wish to speak with Chun Miyake, guild master of the Warriors Guild here. I also need an escort of your men to accompany me so you may confirm to others that I am who I say I am. Is this acceptable? Or shall I find someone else with a higher rank?” 
 
    “Uh, n-no! That is, that won’t be necessary, er, master dragon knight. Ekese!” More words came out in the form of his native tongue. 
 
    Ekese did not have to go far to encounter others of his ilk. I saw him reach three other horsemen farther up the road. He spoke to them and pointed at us. To demonstrate the dragon’s civilized nature, Odet stayed by Aranath and rubbed his head and neck. I couldn’t hear it, but a low hum coming from Aranath rumbled the ground. 
 
    “There were rumors from the guild that you’d come,” said the bident wielder. “No one but the children would believe it, or wanted to believe it. Why have the dragons returned?” 
 
    “They haven’t. Only this one. Do the rumors mention the reason?” 
 
    “They say you are hunting beings of the corrupted realm.” 
 
    “That’s not quite right. You haven’t heard of the Advent here?” 
 
    “Uh, the name is not familiar to me. Ah! My name is Jing of the Feng clan.” 
 
    “I am Mercer of the Eberwolf clan.” 
 
    The other horsemen, with their beasts dragging their hoofs, scuttled up to us. Aranath and I looked up when we noticed the shadows of soaring griffins. Sensing I had the proper amount of witnesses and alacrity, I dismissed Aranath and instructed the guards to guide us to the guild house. Horses were offered to us on reaching the gate, where iron rods thicker than a man hung in an overhead crevice, ready to be dropped at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Everything moved so quickly that part of the city’s populace still buzzed with the word a dragon had been seen outside the walls. Our horses cantered through the nervous energy and narrow streets as we followed the vanguard into the next district. Soon we raced beyond the tension and simply received confused looks from people wondering why their city guards were escorting outsiders. 
 
    We crossed an inner gate and headed to one of the central districts. This area had larger homes and less hurried streets. Then, not far from a market square and a collection of blacksmiths, the horses ahead of us slowed in front of a long brick wall with iron spikes at the top. A dry moat fifteen feet wide and fifteen feet deep divided it from the stone street. Reconnecting part of the street to an unwalled section of the barrier was a bridge wide enough for three carriages to pass through. 
 
    Our group used the bridge to enter a spacious courtyard where thirty or so men and women either trained against themselves or straw men. Three rectangular structures of red timber surrounded the courtyard. A small three story pagoda rose in the center of the building opposite the gate. Those that trained stopped doing so when they noted the guardsmen. Several of them formed a broken line to stop our horses from going any deeper. 
 
    “What’s this about?” asked a defiant woman, her steel helm covering all but her eyes and nose. She spoke the shared tongue much smoother than Jing. 
 
    I pushed my horse closer to the front and dismounted to get her attention. “If he’s here, please inform Chun Miyake that a dragon knight seeks an audience with him.” 
 
    “A dragon knight? Here? Who?” 
 
    “Right in front of you, madam. Is your guild master here?” 
 
    The woman searched among the horsemen for more answers. 
 
    Taking it upon himself, Jing said, “He speaks the truth, guildswoman. We all saw the magnificently terrible beast drop from the sky not five moments ago. Were you not the ones who received his message?” 
 
    “Aye, I suppose we did.” Back to me, she said, “The guild master is here.” 
 
    “Take us to him. Jing, you and your men stay by the gate. I don’t want anyone to enter while I’m here. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Er, yes. As you wish, dragon knight.” 
 
    “You can’t close the guild,” said the guildswoman. 
 
    “It should only be for a few minutes. I need to secure the safety of myself and my companions in a land unfamiliar to us. Please, lead us to your master.” 
 
    Giving me an askew glance, she said, “Very well. Follow me. Yejun, Seon, assist me in guiding our visitors inside.” 
 
    The rest of the guildsmen swiveled their heads to read one another’s tangled expressions as we walked past them. Our target was the pagoda, its two large doors already open. It exposed a largely bare interior and bundle of reedy wooden columns in the center of the room, all a dark red color. Leaves and flowers painted from a dark gold daubed the ceiling. We climbed the slim stairway to get to the second story. 
 
    Five heavy table-desk things occupied the second story chamber. Natural light filtered through the many small triangular windows ringing the rounded wall. Sitting or standing alongside the table-desks were six variously armed and armored warriors, all turning to look at the group of new arrivals. Motioning us to wait by the stairs, the guildswoman stepped up to a broad man wearing a white mantle over his leather lamellar armor. A skinny white beard smoothly traced down his stern face and rested on his chest. His head of white hair burst forth from his head and settled on his shoulders. 
 
    Bowing to the seated elder, she said, “Forgive me for interrupting, guild master, but the dragon knight has arrived and desires to speak with you. The city guard have confirmed his identity, and he has ordered them to secure the gate until his business here is done.” 
 
    Looking behind his subordinate, the elder rested his elbow on the desk and rubbed his chin, studying us for a long moment. Finally, using a voice that sounded orotund and disembodied, he said, “Thank you, Sadako. Stand aside… Which one of you is the dragon knight?” 
 
    I stepped up and bowed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Master Miyake. I am Mercer Eberwolf.” 
 
    “Your message said you were young, yet I still expected more.” 
 
    “And I am as disappointed in that as anyone.” 
 
    “What I mean, Master Eberwolf, is that I am well versed in the history of dragon knights. So, I am aware summoning a dragon and riding one long enough to traverse seas and continents is not something that can be done by mere youths.” 
 
    “You’re right, yet here I am.” 
 
    “Yet here you are. You’re here for the Advent, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We haven’t had the same problems with them as others have, at least not for a long time. Even then I have to assume you’re referring to the Drorazen Order, or, in the emperor’s tongue, the Hoic-Dro. It took some digging to make the connection.” 
 
    “What’s Drorazen?” asked Ghevont. 
 
    “An ancient name. I do not know who it’s supposed to belong to. I do know the name came from the far north, closer to where your message says you discovered the Advent base.” 
 
    “And why do you believe the Advent and Drorazen Order are the same group?” 
 
    “They too sought to raise an unknown god from the dead, though it seems it isn’t a god they raised. It was remarkable enough reading a dragon knight has returned to Orda, but that he seeks an enemy said to be eradicated by dragons long before humans learned magic is quite another level of the unexpected.” 
 
    “Nismerdons,” I said. “There’s at least one of them out there recovering its strength. I can use my dragon to search large swaths of land, but we need allies to do more than find out where they’re hiding.” 
 
    He sighed through his nose. “Allies might be difficult to come by.” Taking a quick glance around the room, he said, “I need a private word with our guests, brothers and sisters.” 
 
    Until he asked this favor, his compatriots had not moved in the slightest. Now they reluctantly made their way down the staircase. 
 
    Going nearer his desk, I asked, “Why would allies be difficult to come by?” 
 
    The guild master’s shoulders lowered and he settled deeper in his large chair. “For the same reason they always are—war, distrust, and politics. Our emperor is a propagator of all three. I should tell you, not long after news spread of your message, this guild house and others in the empire received a missive from the capital. It instructed us that, should the dragon knight appear, to inform him Emperor Ashina has requested his presence in the capital.” 
 
    “I’m not here to get involved in politics.” 
 
    “Then become a hermit. It’s what I should have done. Do you know what remarkable event just happened in this very room?” 
 
    I rose an eyebrow and skimmed the room. “No.” 
 
    “My men left us alone.” 
 
    “But you ordered them to,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “Yes, you’d think it’s enough for the guild master of this godsdamn place to order something and have it be done, but I fear it’s not always so. You see, the emperor does not regard the Warriors Guild with benevolent eyes. To him it’s an institution that takes away good warriors from his armies and who take oaths that don’t promise to die for him. It’s all I and my fellow guild masters can do to remain relevant. For now, enough nobles understand getting rid of the guild outright would be detrimental to the empire’s standing in the world. The guild may not be what it once was, but we do still give the semblance of civility.” 
 
    “And what does that have to do with your orders in this room?” I asked. 
 
    “Because some in this place are here to play politics. They hope to overhear me say something that would condemn me, put me away! Then they’ll take my place and comply with the emperor’s aspirations. Me asking to be alone with foreigners would normally be overruled. On the surface they’d be concerned for my safety, but I know it’s really to listen in and keep me in line! You might be an outsider, but more than that, you are a dragon knight. Not only were they too awed to challenge me, their excuse for my safety would insult you, and no one wishes to insult a dragon knight when he can still be useful for their own purposes.” 
 
    Chun rose from his chair, revealing a stocky build that gave him the appearance of being shorter than a height that reached my own. “So, dragon knight, your mere presence here has already empowered my position, and what the good emperor fears more than anything is any institution or outsider gaining prominence within his domain. Many guildsmen will likely answer your call for aid against your enemy, but learning a host of warriors are under the command of a foreigner inside his borders might elicit an excessive response from my sovereign.” 
 
    “Then you advise I straighten all this out with the emperor first?” 
 
    The guild master, hands behind his back, walked to a window and stared into the courtyard. “I only advise that you be aware that rallying an army here, whatever its noble purpose, could be construed as an insurrection by those looking to eliminate all opposition, perceived or otherwise.” 
 
    “All right, forgetting politics for a moment, have you and your men even found or heard of anything that might be the Advent?” 
 
    “As I said before, they haven’t bothered Wregor for a long time. Unfortunately, war has siphoned much of my ability to gather more current information.” 
 
    “What war?” asked Gerard. 
 
    “The incessant war the empire wages against the eastern nations. It’s not all-out conflict, for the emperor, like his father before him, believes in chipping away at his rivals using mercenaries and pirates to assail coastlines and ports. He knows he can outlast them with such a strategy. Then in ten years his sons will be able to invade without real resistance. On top of that, the eastern wars keep the guilds busy. We have to uphold our oaths and protect the peasants caught between armies ravaging crops, seeking free labor, and taking a young woman’s honor against her will.” 
 
    “I empathize with your position, guild master,” said Odet. “To keep the guild alive here with such pressures from every side is a testament to your leadership.” 
 
    “Hmm, that sounds like the hollow words of too many nobles I’ve met.” 
 
    “So you mistrust my praise? Is it not true?” 
 
    “True or not, I prefer action to compliments meant to cajole me.” 
 
    “I’d accept her cajoling, guild master,” I said. “This is Odet Astor, first princess of Alslana.” 
 
    Flattening the end of his beard, he said, “A princess of Alslana? Now I’m certain the emperor will overreact to Wregor warriors joining your cause.” 
 
    “Even if we hire your services, not merely solicit them?” asked Odet. 
 
    “How you attain our services will matter little to him.” 
 
    “Do you believe he would assist the Advent if they offered to help him expand his own power?” 
 
    “I fear that’s something I cannot answer without knowing him more personally. Based on what he’s done, I could envision him allying himself with the corrupted realm itself if it meant fortifying his position. At the same time, he’s a shrewd, wary man. He wouldn’t accept anyone’s support if he foresaw a power struggle. Perhaps you should decide for yourself whether he’s the kind of man who’s willing to bargain with your enemy.” 
 
    “It seems it may have to come down to that,” I said. “What about the nations at war with Wregor? In your eyes, who’s the most desperate to fend off the empire?” 
 
    “Desperate, eh? Well, Yong-Yin lies farthest away from Wregor’s strongest armies and ships. They also have several major trade partners that keep the gold flowing, so that leaves either Shia or Jegeru. Let’s see… Shia is the smallest, but they do have one major advantage that has kept the emperor from ordering a full invasion—a strategic position. Shia rests directly east of the Quill Strait, a passage narrow enough to be blocked by only a few ships. With Yong-Yin as a close neighbor and ally, Shia could cease all southern trade to Wregor within a day.” 
 
    “That leaves Jegeru.” 
 
    “Indeed. Pukam Forest isolates Jegeru from Shia and everyone else who shares their affliction. Their naval capacities become leaner and leaner with every passing season, so they’ve gone to strengthening their forts and armies.” 
 
    “And that’s how Wregor bleeds them,” said Odet. “If Jegeru keeps diverting resources and manpower away from their cities and into their armies-” 
 
    “Yes, the cracks in their society and economy will eventually show. A perilous position to find one’s kingdom in. Weaken your army and an empire expands by force. Strengthen it and the empire will merely wait until you collapse under the pile of your own swords. It doesn’t take a seer to see this outcome, so perhaps Jegeru’s leadership might be more susceptible than others to fall for the promises of a mad sect.” 
 
    “And they have both Pukam and Riko to hide such a cult.” 
 
    “Riko? Ah, your maps of this region must be influenced by Wregor’s cartographers. Yes, most trees south of the Jins Mountains grow in the Eperwist Forest, but the Iunt River separates Eperwist from Jegeru’s share of the woods, which many here call Riko’s Forest. ‘Many’ does not include Wregor’s official view on the matter. Since Eperwist is their own, then so are any adjacent trees, which means those trees are Eperwist as well, natural barriers be damned.” 
 
    “Thanks for rectifying that. What of the guilds in Jegeru or Shia?” 
 
    “Shia has no guild house, and while I do have brethren in Jegeru, they are often busy with Wregor’s bandits, and that doesn’t include those hired to defend the nobility. Hmph, we sound too much like common sell swords now, don’t we?” 
 
    “Most mercenaries or guardsmen don’t make oaths to the gods,” said Odet. 
 
    “The only reason we still exist at all. Regardless, if you desire to check with the main house in Watawara, Mei Abo is the guild master there. Her already shallow pool of warriors have migrated to the army in the last decade, so keep your expectations low. Still, it might be that word of a dragon knight has spurred more candidates to apply. We’ve already seen such an increase here. Ah, so even before your arrival you’ve empowered this place.” 
 
    “Is there anything more you can share with us?” 
 
    He looked back out the window, then he bowed his head and closed his eyes. “Advent promises or not, I think we both understand the emperor’s invitation is a risky business in its own right.” 
 
    “I do understand. I can guess he’ll be glad to help against the Advent if my dragon and I help him in his conquests. Not an obligation I’m keen to. Of course, if it turns out Jegeru is harboring nismerdon, I might end up having to abet their kingdom’s fall. Either way, I need more information.” 
 
    Turning back to me, he said, “I regret I could not provide it.” 
 
    “Don’t be, guild master. You’ve given us the lay of the land and my next plan of action.” I bowed. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    He returned the bow. 
 
    Not liking the idea of staying in one spot for too long in what might be enemy territory, we quickly returned to the guardsmen and the steeds they kept for us. Assuming at least one part of the city was reserved for northerners and outsiders here to do business, I asked Jing to lead us to it. 
 
    Jing and the others took us to a slovenly northeastern corner of town that reminded me of Kaspista. Even the style of buildings here did not resemble most of Tawahori, though wood rather than stone still prevailed. Giving him the reins of my horse, I told Jing to leave us be and that I would look for him in the same area we met if I ever needed a guardsman’s assistance. He seemed pleased that I would trouble myself to find him for future assignments, even if he sensed I was being more polite than realistic. As we watched our escort leave, my group did our best to hide in a crowd of people that looked more like us. 
 
    For a few minutes all we did was scurry between streets and alleys, making sure no one followed us. On being convinced no one espied our movements, we searched for an inn to eat and rest in. A decent enough establishment called Helen’s Laughing Baboon provided both. No baboon laughed when we entered, but an old minstrel did sound like a monkey trying to sing. We squeezed between those looking for a midday meal and sat at the end of a table to order our food and drink. 
 
    Only picking at her cold scrap of rawboned chicken, Odet asked, “Do you really know your next plan of action, or did you say that for its own sake?” 
 
    Finished with the scrap if meat on my chicken leg, I tossed the bone at the paws of a short-haired brown dog with a wrinkled face. “I’m going to Eperwist and Riko’s Forest.” 
 
    “Without seeing the emperor first?” asked the vampire, who had one eye on the large dog, which sometimes looked at her funny. 
 
    “The emperor, the guild, Jegeru, it doesn’t sound as though they’ll work together if we have nothing solid on the Advent. I don’t want to accept any emperor’s stipulations if I don’t even know if he’s helping them. Even if he’s not, those same stipulations could limit what I can do for who knows how long. No, we first find out if I have to deal with the emperor at all. Anyway, Riko’s Forest sounds promising to me.” 
 
    “To me as well,” said Ghevont. “There are few large settlements near the woodland, so it’s far from prying eyes and the immediate threat of Wregor incursions. Of course, that’s assuming Wregor is a threat to the cult.” 
 
    Sighing, Odet said, “Well, keep in mind that if we do find the Advent in a forest, it doesn’t necessarily mean the corresponding leadership is conspiring with them.” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” I said. “But it does mean I won’t meet with the leadership under their terms, and I’m already wary about doing such a thing under ordinary circumstances.” 
 
    “How insulted would you be if someone ignored a royal invitation?” Clarissa asked the princess. 
 
    “Depends on who is ignoring me.” 
 
    “Has it ever happened?” 
 
    “Not from a dignitary, though I don’t send out many solicitations. Beatrice has sent quite a few already, but no one refuses a new queen unless they’re stricken with illness. Or else, I do know my sister will take a refusal quite personally. I hope a dragon knight has more leeway than others when it comes to both the emperor and my sister.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Three days later put us over the southwestern edge of Eperwist Woods. From there we flew eastward in a zigzagging pattern. I had not noticed the change of the season on my skin, but a handful of leaves told a different story. Seeing so many trees at once allowed me to take notice of the blotches of canopy that were in the middle of losing their green color and replacing it with browns, yellows, and oranges. It would take another month for the colors to really stick out beyond a smattering of leaves. 
 
    I worried the onset of autumn and winter could muddle the fact a nismerdon was absorbing a forest’s life force. However, on the second morning of our aerial hunt, seeing fifty acres of bare, shriveled trunks lying on the ground showed that winter might not hide the effects after all. The first indication this had not been caused by a natural incident was the almost perfect circle the devastation formed. Aranath landed on the pile of dead twigs so we could inspect the disturbed region up close. 
 
    I kept the dragon in Orda as Ghevont roamed the area with the staff. With Aranath sniffing the air behind me, I hunkered down to pick up a branch. The wizened wood looked burned and rotten at the same time, and simply pinching it between my fingers split the two inch thick branch in half. Stepping anywhere produced a crunching noise that came from the desiccated underbrush. 
 
    “Smell anything?” 
 
    “No flame caused this ruin.” 
 
    “And there’s no ash,” said Gerard. “Anything from the staff, scholar?” 
 
    “I believe so, though it’s more of a tingle up my arm than a definitive reaction.” Ghevont stabbed the end of the staff into the ground. After a moment pretending to be a statue, he said, “Yes, I’m quite certain the nismerdon crystal is responding to residual prana in the area.” 
 
    “Then the Advent were here,” said Clarissa. “We can’t accept the emperor’s invitation.” 
 
    “This still confirms nothing,” said Odet. “If they were being supported by the emperor, then where are they now? There’s still plenty of forest left to absorb.” 
 
    “Maybe they found better feeding grounds.” 
 
    “Exactly how a vampire would put it,” said Gerard. 
 
    Said vampire stuck out her tongue at the green knight. 
 
    “Focus,” I said. “They might not have gone very far. Ghevont, let’s take the staff closer to the living trees and see if it does more than tingle.” 
 
    Aranath crawled behind us as we circled and penetrated the perimeter of healthy trees. The exploration did not have the staff reacting with any greater strength. To be sure, Ghevont sensed less and less the farther we went from the center. Concluding no Advent lingered here, we jumped back on Aranath and look for more signs of life absorption. 
 
    Near the end of my limit, we found another dead patch. This one lied closer to the Jins Mountains and near an offshoot of the Iunt River. As unsettling as it felt, we made camp in the middle of this lifeless wild once we determined no Advent or their spells hid nearby. 
 
    I spent much of my training wondering what the Advent were trying to accomplish by moving. Did they somehow know we were on their trail? Could it be a coincidence? Were they going east or west? What did it mean if we found more evidence in Riko’s Forest? What the fuck would I do if both Wregor and Jegeru aided the Advent? 
 
    It was hard not to think answers were coming. I did not like that augur wallowing in my mind. I preferred the Advent remain a far-flung problem. My attitude became a taut and withdrawn one. My left hand idly gripped my blade’s pommel more often, and as I feared being caught with my guard down, I halted my heart meditations. Clarissa showed that she detected my internal tension by glancing at my hand almost every time it gripped my pommel. I removed the hand and she held her tongue, but she knew the upper half of my serious side had bobbed up to the surface. 
 
    The dragon and those on his back crossed into Riko’s Forest before noon the next day. Our flight path took us nearer the mountains, which we kept a hundred miles away. I instructed Aranath to fly as high as he could without losing too much detail of the woods. Expecting someone or something from the cult to dwell nearby, I wished to limit the chance the Advent seeing us and beginning a battle we were not yet ready for. Nevertheless, flying two days in northern Riko aggravated no one and revealed no new desolate circles. So we headed south. 
 
    Sometime in the early afternoon, with the sun never looking so close, I discovered the end of Riko’s Forest lying less than half an hour away. I was confused, disappointed, and glad no Advent showed themselves. I presumed one of those sentiments would conquer the others by the time my feet touched land again, but those feelings jumped off Aranath and splattered on the forest floor when Clarissa shouted, “Mercer! Ghevont senses something! He wants us to go west!” 
 
    I looked behind me. Behind Clarissa sat Ghevont, staff in hand. He waved its tip from right to left, endeavoring to find where the strongest reaction originated. Odet sat behind Ghevont, looking ready to catch the staff in the event the scholar lost his grip. I signaled Aranath to go the requested direction. 
 
    Moments later, Clarissa, with equal parts excitement and trepidation said, “Keep going! It’s working!” 
 
    With my earlier emotions now on the forest floor, the vampire’s excited nervousness filled my vacant temperament. 
 
    Minutes later, she said, “Go south!” 
 
    We did. Then we went more south. Then a little more. We were running out of forest, yet no physical signs of dying trees could be seen. So where… Shit. Rising puffs of smoke divulged the existence of a settlement outside the forest’s edge. 
 
    Why had the possibility never crossed my mind before? Humans had plenty of life force to give. Why would the Advent ignore that bounty? People fought better than trees, but the cult had ways to make them helpless. Of course, entire communities disappearing would doubtlessly draw the attention of those not complicit with Advent objectives. Then perhaps the town were sheltering Advent, not providing nismerdon nourishment? Or maybe being ousted from their base made them more prone to desperate tactics. Whatever the exact cause, we finally had an active lead to pursue. 
 
    The settlement that emerged looked to be smaller than a mature town and bigger than most villages. Aranath stated that he could still see a few villagers roaming within, apparently unaware of a nismerdon’s ancient aura pervading the area. Afraid of someone spotting the dragon, I led Aranath upward, getting high enough for the bottoms of mid-level clouds to obscure us from prying eyes. 
 
    Around five miles beyond the town, Clarissa said the aura had almost faded away. Taking this as my cue, I beckoned the dragon to descend toward a grove of elms and maples. He landed near the grove, which my group dashed into to keep out of sight of roving villagers. 
 
    “Damn, damn, damn,” said Clarissa. “Why are they so close to a town? Are the townspeople helping them? Or are they prisoners?” 
 
    “They might not even know the Advent are there,” said Gerard. 
 
    “That only makes the situation more complicated,” said Odet. “How can we confirm what we’re dealing with without inciting violence?” 
 
    “Violence might be the only way to find out,” I said. “The town is not large enough for foreigners to enter unnoticed.” 
 
    “Then we sneak in at night,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “And if we’re caught? We may end up fighting who knows how many Advent on our own. I’m not risking our lives without an army to support us.” 
 
    “Though it’s likely they’ll notice a slow moving army coming,” said Gerard. “They’ll flee to the woods or take hostages if they expect to be overwhelmed.” 
 
    “And that’s if the whole army isn’t helping the cult,” the vampire pointed out. 
 
    “I doubt it’s the entire army,” I said. “Maybe part of the leadership is aware of the Advent’s presence, but to convince every general to protect a cult planning to absorb the life forces of their own people is a stretch. Being so close to a forest might also mean they’re ready to flee from an unfriendly Jegeru army. As for the slow problem, not every division of an army is slow.” 
 
    “Griffin squadrons,” said Odet. 
 
    I nodded. “Ghevont, where are the nearest Jegeru forts?” 
 
    “Several line the Iunt River. Even pushing yourself, the closest will likely take two days to reach, so I do not recommend pushing yourself.” 
 
    “You want to gather griffin squadrons before speaking with Jegeru’s leadership?” asked Odet. 
 
    “We can’t risk alerting the Advent by first telling any aristocratic thrall of theirs what we found. Convincing a general or two to lend us a few hundred of their griffin riders shouldn’t be difficult, especially if I promise to help them against Wregor.” 
 
    “You’re going to fight Wregor?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “Not Wregor itself, but I recall the guild master saying something about pirates and bandits being a problem for Jegeru. And who would protest a dragon knight returning a favor by curbing such criminal activity?” 
 
    “Ah, how diplomatic of you,” said Odet. “Still, I’d have Jegeru send a message to the Wregor forts on the other side of the river.” 
 
    “Concerning?” 
 
    “Your intent. Wregor will discover that griffin units are suddenly on the move and might act impulsively.” 
 
    “Ah, noted.” 
 
    “And something else. I realize you won’t approve, but I have to ask that you and Gerard go to the fort while the rest of us wait here.” 
 
    I held in my sigh. “If I knew all you were going to do was wait, I would approve, but I know you’ll run right for the first scream you hear.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but it feels wrong to leave innocent people to fend for themselves if the Advent choose to absorb their lives.” 
 
    “I don’t feel great about it either, Odet. I wish the five of us was all we needed to stop them. Really, I wish I was all that was needed to stop them, but we need the help.” 
 
    “I know, I’m aware. I simply had to ask it aloud.” 
 
    “Sure. Listen, we can’t train this close to town. Let’s rest and sleep for as long as we can. We’ll leave before dawn. No one get out of this grove until then.” 
 
    Apart from Ghevont, respite did not come easy with our enemy only a few breaths away. And without being able to cast my flame or any spells for fear of being detected, my nerve-quakes persisted for several hours longer. I spent that vexed time on unyielding watch at the fringes of the grove. I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t a coincidence, but the trees here were devoid of the chirps of birds, and no squirrel or rabbit bounded out of a hole or bush. Clarissa had to make do with the older blood stowed in her vials. 
 
    I did eventually fall asleep, though still somewhat worried Odet and Clarissa would tiptoe out of the grove and into town. My concern went unfounded. Both girls had not budged from the last time I saw them. Using the waning darkness, I summoned a dragon as covertly as one could and left with the same clandestine design in mind. 
 
    Thinking there might be more forest-hugging settlements being used by the Advent, Aranath stayed above the forest’s border. The fort we headed for also happened to lie right at the point where the Iunt exited the woods, so tracing the boundary made for an easy route to follow. On that first day of rest, everyone without the scholar’s calculating compulsion found some relief for our overwrought states by training harder than normal. Odet was getting to the point she could bend and flex her ward into a cylindrical shape, though it always shattered after she tried forming it too fast or too tightly. 
 
    As for the unflustered Ghevont, he figured out the town we left behind must have been one called Furubiro, at least if the sharp southwestern curve of the forest made a good marker for our position. Villages smaller than Furubiro were quite plentiful along the border, but none emitted nismerdon magic. 
 
    Compelling Aranath’s wings to flap a little harder had us seeing a Jegeru fort near noon the next day. Four pagoda watchtowers stood over each corner of the fifty foot wall of gray stone. A mile northeast of the unspectacular fort was a small farming and woodcutting village. Likewise, a fishing community rested a mile to the south. 
 
    Under a light rain, Aranath landed in a clearing two hundred yards east of the fort. If no one noticed the dragon before his landing, a couple of roars undoubtedly snatched the interest of the soldiers on the watchtowers. I trusted someone was using their spyglass to recognize the humans on his back. 
 
    It did not take long to hear bells ringing within the fort. Seconds after that and I saw four griffins fly out of the defensive edifice. They circled the fortification for a few moments as they waited for another ten griffins to join them. Those fourteen griffins then split up into two equal groups and flew for our flanks. I told the others to stay on Aranath in case we needed to make a quick getaway, then I jumped down and walked a few steps in front of the dragon. 
 
    Most of the griffins circled five hundred feet above us, but two of the beasts dove to the short grass ten yards ahead of me. One of the griffins belonged to the umber colored whiptail species, which was ridden by a petite woman wearing dark leather armor and who sported a black bun of hair almost as large as her head. A thin black cloth masked her nose and mouth. 
 
    The second griffin, a kingclaw, stood two feet taller and stouter. While its wingspan spread out less than its compatriot’s, it looked thicker. The same could be said of its beak. Its main body was an apricot color, with its mane fuller and brighter than that of its smaller cousin. 
 
    Two people rode the kingclaw. The middle-aged rider stayed on his winged steed as a younger, clean shaven man dismounted. Tucked beneath his silver chainmail was a thin red gambeson. Including the griffins, we each took a few steps toward each other. On getting within easy listening distance, the younger man bowed. I returned it. 
 
    Doing an admirable job of not staring behind me, he said, “I am Kinzo Ryuk, acting commander of Khovastu-ozur while the general is away.” 
 
    “I am Mercer Eberwolf, acting dragon knight. You don’t look too surprised to see me.” 
 
    “We received a message that a dragon knight was seen in Tawahori.” Now he looked behind me. “May I ask what he is doing here?” 
 
    “It would be odd if you didn’t, commander. I need to borrow your griffin riders.” 
 
    “Borrow?” 
 
    “Did the message say why I’m in Efios?” 
 
    “The guild says you seek a dangerous sect who might be hidden in our forests.” 
 
    “It’s not ‘might’ anymore, commander. We found them, or at least a hint of their power. And they’re not merely hiding in a forest, but in a town called Furubiro. If true, hundreds of your people are in danger. To confirm it, we need to surround the town with as many soldiers as I can attain on short notice. A unit of griffins can follow a dragon easier than horsemen. How many do you have?” 
 
    The rider of the kingclaw said something in his language. It sounded stern, but it could have been shrugged off as a standard military tone. 
 
    After saying something succinct in his tongue, Kinzo asked me, “How certain are you that the sect you seek is where you say it is?” 
 
    “We can sense a power only they use. They do not know we carry such an ability, but unless we physically enter the village, we cannot confirm with our own eyes. Being a dragon knight is not enough to defeat this enemy, so I need the help of your men. Help me and I will promise to return the favor with another.” 
 
    “A favor? This sounds like a matter for my fath-” He cleared his throat. “The general.” The kingclaw rider interjected. Presumably repeating his elder’s concern, Kinzo asked, “You would defy Wregor incursions?” 
 
    “To an extent. Listen, details of what I am or am not willing to do can be done between me and your leaders. Until then, I’d think you would have the more immediate interest of expelling an enemy already in your lands and threatening harm on your people. Unless the general is less than a day away, I cannot wait to deliberate with others while the Advent have a chance to grow stronger or flee. So, can you help me now? Or do I need to go across the river and find Wregor warriors who would be glad to invade this kingdom?” 
 
    “You dare threaten us?!” said the kingclaw rider. 
 
    A hissing snarl left Aranath, getting the griffins above to squawk and the two below to rear up. 
 
    When the griffins calmed back down, I said, “Your choices are to either earn a dragon knight’s favor or back him into a corner. Which one do you choose, commander?” 
 
    Taking a breath, Kinzo said, “You’re obviously quite serious, dragon knight. I do not wish to have… How do you say it? Rancor? Animosity? Uh, yes, I do not wish to have animosity develop between Jegeru and the first dragon knight in centuries. I will help you, but I fear this fortress does not keep many griffin riders. Most of what you see now is our entire aerial force. They are swift, but we only employ them for scouting missions. However, if you are willing to wait awhile, I can have another forty or fifty fliers here from our stronghold to the south.” 
 
    “How long is this ‘awhile’?” 
 
    “We have a, uh, I believe you call them Unburdened? We have one here that can speak instantly with Zhenshu’s own Unburdened. If the griffins fly at full wing, then I give them less than two days to reach us.” 
 
    “Two days, huh?” 
 
    “Or else I can only provide you with less than fifteen griffins. Not much of an army.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” I looked back at Aranath. “What do you think?” 
 
    Grumbling first, he replied, “In my experience, griffin riders are not the most durable of warriors. We will need as many as we can acquire.” 
 
    “Very well.” Turning to Kinzo, whose whole mien widened at hearing the dragon talk, I said, “Two days, commander. If they are not here by then, then I must go back with what you can give me. Regardless, send them to Furubiro once they arrive.” 
 
    Retightening his face, he replied, “Of course.” 
 
    “Something else. I realize you and your fellow commanders will not enjoy the idea of Wregor learning you are surrendering much of your aerial forces here, but I recommend sending both your Wregor neighbors and your kinsmen a message. Tell them a dragon knight is borrowing your forces to battle a common enemy, and that he hopes to hear Wregor did not overreact to a temporary vulnerability. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand. Our words will stay careful. Anything else?” 
 
    “No, commander. We will wait out here until the griffins arrive.” 
 
    “Out here? You are welcome to stay within our walls.” 
 
    “Thank you, but dragon knights find enclosed spaces uncomfortable. We’d rather be able to summon our partners at all times.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. If that’s what you want. I will have to keep a few of my men nearby, then. In case you need something.” 
 
    “And to keep an eye on us, I’m sure. It’s all right, commander. Just tell them to keep their distance.” 
 
    Kinzo regarded his advisor. The elder imparted all the decision making to the commander with a glib wave of his hand. A foreign tongued order was given to the whiptail rider as the commander remounted the kingclaw. She responded by flying up to the rest of her unit while the kingclaw flew back to the fort. The griffins overhead then descended and landed a hundred yards away between their garrison and my group. 
 
    After joining me on the ground, Clarissa asked, “Why aren’t we inside a dry room right now?” 
 
    Answering for me, Gerard said, “We can’t trust everyone inside the fortress.” 
 
    “You sound as paranoid as the guild master. What are the chances the Advent bothered converting someone in this place?” 
 
    “It’s not even this particular place,” I said. “The commander in Zhenshu could be the one to order us killed or apprehended, and I don’t want to be caught inside a small stone room surrounded by instant enemies. So, label me paranoid if you want, but I won’t risk anything complicating our mission when we’ve made this much headway.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Clarissa,” said Odet. “I would show trust, but Mercer has a point. We can’t jeopardize so much for a little comfort.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I get it. It’s just dumb that the Advent have taken away even that little comfort from us. Can you at least ask them to give us a live chicken? Or a pig! I like pig’s blood.” 
 
    “We’ll see what happens,” I said, unsummoning Aranath. 
 
    We trained to pass the time and ease our unease, careful not to waste too much energy. When it became my turn to rest and watch our backs, I noticed for the first time that most of the griffin riders appeared to be women. I assumed they were chosen for their light bodies and easier-to-hide frames in scouting missions. This probably meant they were better casters than hand-to-hand fighters, but I had no idea what their training consisted of. If they were to be my allies, I suppose I had to find out. 
 
    Telling the others my intent, Gerard volunteered to be the one to invite the leader of the griffin unit—or someone who spoke the shared tongue—to speak with us. The green knight jogged up to the pack of griffins. He returned with the same elfin woman and her whiptail from earlier. She stayed on her griffin, but gave me and my group a small bow. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked her. 
 
    With a stilted tone a strict tutor instilled in their defeated student, she answered, “I am called Eu-Sook Hara, sir.” 
 
    “How long have you been a griffin rider?” 
 
    “All my life, sir. My mother trained me as a young girl. She rode for Jegeru as well.” 
 
    “Have you seen action?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do your riders trust you to lead them?” 
 
    Pausing for a second, she replied, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I want you and your riders to trust me as well. I don’t want to send your people to die for me. We are to fight together, and if we are to do that well, then we should learn how we like to fight. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “What spells and weapons do your riders use?” 
 
    “Are weapons are light. Short spears and swords when we must use close range attacks. Most of us prefer to use wind spells and wards for speed and to escape.” 
 
    “I see. Our enemy is strong, Eu-Sook. Their goal is to give power to an ancient being that could become as powerful as an eidolon. If direct attacks are not your forte, then you and your riders should do your best to use your speed and wards to evade their assaults and waste their energy. Strike only when they are weakened or left open, and even then from a distance. My dragon and companions will do our best to decimate whatever defenses they have, and attract their most powerful attacks. That’s when your people take advantage. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We will lend you support, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Correct. What of the griffin unit in Zhenshu? Are their strengths the same as yours?” 
 
    “They have more kingclaws. Though they are slower fliers, they are also bigger, stronger. Same for their riders. They carry longer weapons and cast fiercer spells. Best for breaking through entrenched positions.” 
 
    “Even so, their aim should be much the same as your own. When there are openings to attack our enemy, it should be the kingclaws that attack first. Your foremost instinct should stay as a support role. Part of your unit also needs to protect any innocents that might get caught in the middle. In any event, I can’t say what to expect from the Advent. I don’t know how many there are or what they can summon. We’ll have to sneak in as close as possible before making our presence known.” 
 
    “Sneaking we can do well.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Tell your people I am thankful for their help. We are foreigners to one another, but dragon knights treat all warriors who fight with us as our own kin. Assure them that their lives will not be treated lightly, understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I will pass on the message. Is this, is that all?” 
 
    “Yes, that will be all for now.” 
 
    She bowed and turned her griffin to go. 
 
    With beast and rider gone, Odet said, “You’re becoming a better conciliator, if you don’t mind me saying.” 
 
    “I don’t, but I’m stealing from someone else I consider a master.” She was about to smile in gratitude, but I spared myself her sublime gift by slapping Ghevont’s back and saying, “Come, scholar, you must teach me more about manipulating minds through precise word choice.” 
 
    The first half day of waiting passed along at a steady rate. It was the next day that turned out to be a grind on our forbearance. The morning rain did not help the mood any. By way of the Unburdened, our fort received word from Zhenshu that they had sent a griffin unit north. I now had to wait and see if that message was a possible stalling tactic or if the army on wings had been sent for another purpose. 
 
    All this time waiting did have me learning that some of the griffins appeared to have been born on Orda, so no summoning spell needed to hold them to this realm. Since griffin riders on ships did not have the luxury of space, it made sense that Alslana sailors had to summon their beasts. Griffin riders with the advantage of land only needed as much room as a large horse would. 
 
    On the other hand, griffins bred in Orda rarely grew up to be as strong or healthy. Griffins ate meat and plant life different from Orda’s, meaning they were not as well adapted to the food our world provided. It was thus never a bad idea for several riders in a unit to lure mounts from their own home realm. 
 
    Summoned or not, the wait for griffin reinforcements ended three or so hours before dawn. The partly cloudy dark concealed the details, but coming up from the south looked to be three waves of griffins four dozen strong. Seeing their fellow riders and winged companions on the ground, many of the newcomers landed near the gaggle while the others headed for the inside of the fort. 
 
    After being left alone for half an hour, two griffins trotted toward us. One belonged to Eu-Sook. I suspected the scaled armor rider on the kingclaw to be the leader of the Zhenshu unit. The short, balding, husky man introduced himself as Captain Norimitsu Shao. Like his female counterpart, he stayed on his griffin as he spoke with us. Whether a habit or a culture thing, I had no problem with it. After all, being saddled on a dragon would give me plenty of opportunities to talk down to other people. 
 
    The conversation went similar to the one I had with Eu-Sook, though the captain exuded more bitterness about taking battle advice from someone as young as I. Summoning Aranath should change his attitude some, but the newcomers needed a little rest before they were ready to fly again. The commander came out from the fort with barrels of fish and raw pork to feed the war animals, another reason leaving griffins to hunt in their own realm was a resourceful idea. 
 
    Captain Shao’s deference for me expanded eighty fold when I summoned Aranath in the mid-morning sun. Sixty-two griffins would not stop squawking until they were obliged to follow the dragon into the air. The bird-mammals flew most happily at a thousand feet up. Aranath soared a few hundred feet above them, thus well below his usual tier. Speed wise, Aranath’s slower glides turned out to be the comfort range for most of the griffins. 
 
    Since we were assured a full night’s rest before reaching the town, I sometimes forced my allies to push themselves to keep up with my partner’s regular haste. Despite being war griffins, their endurance did not equal an adult dragon’s, so we had to find places to land and rest for half an hour three separate times before I needed to dispel my summon early in the evening. Still shy about being so near our new allies, my group stayed detached from them, though not as far as last time. We used the tree line rather than distance as our safeguard. 
 
    Our journey could end by noon the next day if we woke up early and pushed ourselves again. However, we agreed previously to take the second day slow. Everyone would only be weary if we pressed ourselves and infiltrated Furubiro forthwith, so we needed a few hours of respite before moving in. Once we inhaled that breather, I wanted a group of us to sneak into Furubiro and gather information. Keeping all that in mind, we ate and slept without putting much of a limit to each, starting our second day of travel well after the sunrise. 
 
    Dissimilar to staying stationary by the fort, flying toward the Advent pacified me. In truth, if people I cared about were not with me, I would feel more excited than anything. Nonetheless, an itching tickle going up my left arm’s teeth told me that my enthusiasm for a fight could be closer to the surface than I wanted to admit. 
 
    Aranath found the same grove we had hidden in by the late afternoon. I didn’t know how he could discriminate between the other adjacent groves, but it turned out to be familiar when we landed next to it. The flock half a mile behind us soon caught up to us. The two griffin leaders met with my group to get the details of our approach figured out. 
 
    “We can’t consider details without more information,” Odet pointed out to the captain. “There are still too many variables. How many Advent are in Furubiro? Is the nismerdon even there, or only remnants of its magic? Are the residents Advent supporters? How do we save as many innocents as possible?” 
 
    “And we can’t sneak in to get details until it gets dark,” I said. “We have to assume everyone in Furubiro is a potential enemy, which means even Jegeru riders could be attacked on sight, so stealth is key. When the time comes, my group will join with Eu-Sook and her best scouts. We will enter the town and learn what we can. Until then, captain, your mission will be to surround Furubiro and use your experienced discretion to react to the most immediate need, whether that be sending in reinforcements or aiding innocents.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said the captain. “But if I hear nothing from the infiltration team by midnight, I will go in with full force.” 
 
    “That should be enough time. For now, everyone do what we can to prepare for battle. I don’t know exactly what we’ll encounter in there, but I do know we have a dragon on our side, so leave the scariest shit to me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    A frail layer of clouds diffused the oceanic moonlight beaming down from a low half-moon. Eu-Sook and two women as small as herself jogged on foot with my group toward western Furubiro. Under slightly different circumstances, I would have only brought Clarissa’s eyes and Ghevont’s staff with me, but that left Odet and Gerard too isolated. Not to mention the princess would insist on coming anyway, which would force Gerard’s hand. So, no matter how one justified it, everyone was destined to come. Hence, if I was willing to put all my group in harm’s way, I had to bring a few extra warriors for added security. 
 
    The trees stopped veiling our penetration a mile outside Furubiro. The land here was a flat field for a crop that had been picked clean already. We hopped over a simple wooden fence that should have confined cattle or horses, but no animals dawdled here. Gerard did a good job of stifling the rattle of his armor, but jumping over fences and stopping with any abruptness clanged parts of it together. I planned on leaving him behind if we got close to any adversary with ears. 
 
    The vampire’s eyes led us to a straw-roofed barn, a building secluded from the rest of Furubiro. Peeking around the corner, she whispered, “I see three people… Can’t even tell what they’re wearing, though. Could be anybody… Wait! One of them definitely has a spear. Oh, and a tunic that glossy has to be armor of some kind.” 
 
    “Ghevont?” I asked. 
 
    He stared at the staff’s crystal, which everyone saw had a dark green gleam to its casing. “The reaction is conforming our suspicions. Furubiro is certainly the epicenter of the nismerdon magic, not the woodland. Strange, there’s as much ambient prana here as in Gremly, yet I would not be able to sense it without the staff.” 
 
    “Uh, won’t the Advent be able to sense the crystal?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “The nismerdon aura should be useful in shrouding our own crystal’s presence. As long as I do not cast spells with it, it will not be noticeable. Indeed, any enemy or allied detection spell should also be negatively affected by the interfering aura. Again, as long as we refrain from casting spells of our own.” 
 
    Clearing her throat, Odet said, “Thank you for the insight, Ghevont, but please speak a little quieter. Let’s not get too enthusiastic as we work to solve our predicament.” 
 
    “Ah, of course. Forgive me.” 
 
    “Forgiven,” I said. “Come on, let’s get closer.” 
 
    After a few seconds of checking, the vampire dashed for the next nearest building, a home twenty yards away that turned out to be four individual buildings. Each small, reddish brown structure made up the side of a square so that a shared courtyard of sorts formed in the center. Muffled voices came from the western building, so we only stayed long enough to make sure another of our sprints would not be seen. 
 
    The next edifice we went behind mimicked the last arrangement, except these four buildings looked decrepit and unlived in. To be sure, no sound sprang from any of them. From here Clarissa described part of a dirt path that circled the outer part of town. 
 
    “There’s a guardsman… There goes another two.” 
 
    “Six guardsmen already?” said Eu-Sook. “Sounds too many for a village this size.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Gerard. “We’ve barely even seen the town proper. Assuming this is indicative of Furubiro’s sentry assignments, it could mean at least fifty soldiers guarding the perimeter alone. That is, if we’re not simply seeing an unusual concentration.” 
 
    “Then let’s make certain we’re not,” I said. 
 
    To that end, we tried keeping to the perimeter instead of going deeper. It didn’t take long for Clarissa’s inhuman sight to distinguish more armored people patrolling the southern section of town, though that at least made sense due to the partly cobbled road leading in and out of Furubiro. 
 
    We retraced our steps and then went north, where we found plenty of guards on patrol. Unless this place faced relentless misfortune from fiends, bandits, or wild animals, watching the northern woods so closely made little sense. It had me thinking these guards were not here to protect people, but to prevent them from escaping. The others shared a similar sentiment. 
 
    “It explains why there are no villagers out and about,” said Gerard. “It’s not late enough for it to be so dead. I’d expect to see one farmer or hunter out here, yet there’s no one but the guards.” 
 
    “Which means most of the villagers are being forced to stay here,” said Odet. “We need to find a way for them to flee the village before we move in.” 
 
    “It might be better for them to stay in their homes.” 
 
    “Perhaps if we faced an honorable army, but the Advent will surely use the villagers as shields or hostages. We must guide them out of harm’s way.” 
 
    Those in my group glanced at one another, unsure of how to tell Odet that coordinating the evacuation of hundreds of people in secret was not likely going to be possible in one night. 
 
    Taking the thankless task upon myself, I said, “Ghevont, tell Odet why her evacuation goal may not be possible.” 
 
    “Oh, all right. Well, for one-” 
 
    “That will not be necessary, master scholar.” Turning her eye roll into a glare, the princess turned to me and said, “I’m aware of the difficulties. That does not mean we shouldn’t do everything possible to save as many lives as we can.” 
 
    “I think we’re already doing a pretty damn lot to save as many lives as we can.” 
 
    “And we can do a little more.” 
 
    “How? Dig a tunnel under every building?” 
 
    “You don’t ne-” 
 
    “Shhh!” warned Clarissa, who was squatting and peering around a corner of the old, empty stables we used to conceal ourselves. The hand she held up lowered a few moments later. “Okay, they’re gone. You can whisper-fight again.” 
 
    Taking advantage of the pause, I said, “I’m sorry about the mocking comment, but you understand what I’m trying to say, right?” 
 
    Also calmer, Odet said, “Yes, I do. I realize any plan we enact will be discovered quickly, but I am still willing to do much to save a single family, a single life.” 
 
    “I know you are. There’s still time to take things slow. Let’s first see if we can speak with a villager and learn anything new.” 
 
    Our first stop was the wide house that presumably owned the stables. The modest wooden house did not have glass windows, only square openings with shutters. Enough windows were open for us to determine its vacant state. The same could be said for the next domicile. We risked going deeper into Furubiro to inspect a hut of a house. We would have skipped it as a possibility of habitation had it not been for the snoring Gerard overheard coming from inside. 
 
    Clarissa used the single window at the back of the hovel to peep in. Putting up two fingers, she said, “Guards. Both sleeping. Front door is open.” 
 
    “Shall we?” Odet asked me. 
 
    “Let’s. Are we clear, Eu-Sook?” 
 
    She took an extra second to peer around the corner. Eu-Sook then turned back and offered me the slightest of nods, though she probably considered it a normal sized one. I unsheathed my blade and turned the corner. Odet and Clarissa followed my dash to the front door. The scouts trailed them next. Being the nosiest of us, Gerard and Ghevont stayed by the window. 
 
    I entered a single room space occupied by a little stove, a small table, and two straw mats. Dozing on the mats were the two guards Clarissa mentioned, each wearing the same silver scaled armor no mere village defender had the coin to buy. The sleeping accommodations could not have allowed for a deep sleep, but my group came in quietly enough not to disturb it. On seeing the guards, Eu-Sook muttered something in her tongue. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her. 
 
    She pointed at the forearm of the snoring man, which wore a scaled vambrace, though colored gold instead of the silver encasing everything else. “Teng’s men.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “General Teng. Commander of Jegeru’s northern ar-” 
 
    The snoring stopped. Not taking any chances, I pressed the blade under the slender man’s chin, stopping any word from coming out. He did squeak out a garbled sound, but he quickly surmised his disadvantage. Imitating my example, Eu-Sook’s two scouts used their short katanas in the same manner on the younger, fatter soldier. They used their hands to gag anything his throat created. 
 
    To the man under my power, I said, “Do you speak the shared tongue?” Only his thick, furrowed eyebrows answered me. “Talk to him, Eu-Sook. Find out what he’s doing here.” 
 
    Eu-Sook did as requested by squatting next to the soldier’s head. I relieved the pressure on the soldier’s chin to allow him to move his jaw, resting the blade’s tip on the throat itself. A harsh but hushed foreign conversation transpired for a minute, during which time I noticed how crowded the hut felt. What’s the saying? Something about not being able to swing a dead cat? Anyway, the door was closed most of the way, with Clarissa using the crack to keep an eye out. 
 
    Not looking away from our prisoner, Eu-Sook said, “He says the general has captured Furubiro because they have betrayed Jegeru. They have gathered most of the villagers at the center of town. They keep them there to be punished.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    My question was translated. The answer was, “He doesn’t know exactly how. Says villagers are always weak. They get strong for a while, but then get weak again. Other villagers are free to move, but only to work, to cook and clean for everyone.” 
 
    “Horrible,” said Odet. “They really believe everyone here is a traitor? Every farmer and hunter? Every woman and child? Where is the general now?” 
 
    The question necessitated another minute long conversation. Afterward, Eu-Sook replied, “I have to try and argue that the general could be the real traitor. That you find enemy here and he’s helping the enemy get stronger by sacrificing our people. I tell him you are dragon knight and to believe our words, but he is not sure what to believe now.” 
 
    “I understand it’s a lot to take in, bu-” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Clarissa. “We have two soldiers heading this way. They have crossbows.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “How far?” 
 
    “They came out from behind that old barn, so, what, thirty yards away? Damn, what do we-” 
 
    My soldier shouted a foreign word. I almost cut his throat on instinct, but Odet’s presence had me swinging my boot instead. I kicked his face and knocked him out, so he couldn’t respond to the hollering soldiers outside attempting to get more answers. 
 
    Since they heard none, Clarissa said, “Uh, they’re calling over more soldiers.” 
 
    “Eu-Sook,” I said, going up to the second solider. “Send your scouts to the captain, and tell him to head for the center of town. It looks like we’ll have to fight your own people.” 
 
    “No,” said Odet. “There’s still be a chance to convince the soldiers they’re being lied to. Summon Aranath. They’ll listen to a dragon knight.” 
 
    “Maybe, but the Advent won’t. If they’re here and guarding the villagers, then seeing a dragon might have them panicking.” The scouts removed the threat of their weapons from the soldier, opening him up for my sword’s propelled pommel to knockout his waking awareness. “But if they believe their pawns can stop a few trespassers, then they have no reason to kill the villagers. Either way, we need the help.” 
 
    With Odet’s ward cast, we stepped outside to see organizing soldiers lining up less than forty yards away. Our two scouts summoned their griffins and jumped on their backs. The beasts trotted like horses before unfolding their wings and pushing off the ground. 
 
    Rejoining us, Gerard asked, “Now what?” 
 
    “We have to try convincing them they’re being lied to,” said Odet. 
 
    “Let’s at least stall them,” I said, sheathing my sword. 
 
    Odet’s shield expanded in front of us as we stood idle in a line, waiting to respond to whatever happened next. Clarissa’s overworked head constantly twirled to catch anyone or anything that tried to flank us. For the moment, however, the dozen soldiers stayed in front of our vision, even as the number doubled seconds later. They formed their own line and began marching up to the intruders, many aiming their bows and crossbows at us. Others had their katanas drawn. 
 
    “Gerard,” I said. “Bring the unconscious soldiers here. Eu-Sook, tell them who you are, who we are. Tell them we did not kill their men and do not want to fight them. We want to fight the Advent, the Drorazen Order. Whatever they call them.” 
 
    With no time to waste, the head scout stepped up and her small frame bellowed my statements as loudly as she could. Gerard was quick to drag both insensible soldiers to our position. Combining Eu-Sook’s words with the visual of their comrades slowed the marching line, but they still closed the distance step by step. 
 
    Translating a soldier’s response, Eu-Sook said, “They want us to surrender our weapons and lay on the ground.” 
 
    “That’s going to be a problem,” I said. Their line spread out to the point its ends started to flank us. I wanted to draw my sword and threaten the lives of the unconscious soldiers to see if that induced them to stop, but I had an inkling these fooled soldiers would not heed the bluff. I drew my sword. “No choice now.” 
 
    The line stopped when the roar of a dragon trembled the world from overhead. An instant later and the world did more than shudder. A burst of heavy green light erupted from the ground all around us. Its intensity poked my eyes as solidly as a callused finger, and though it subsided as suddenly as it flashed, a dull green afterglow continued to illuminate the lower half of buildings and people. Before I blinked twice, my link with Aranath slackened to the point I needed to expend thrice as much prana to keep him around. 
 
    Rubbing her eyes, Clarissa said, “Ahh! What’s going on?!” 
 
    “I believe our prana is being drained,” said Ghevont, one of his eyes shut tight. “There must be absorption runes buried throughout the town.” 
 
    “Mercer!” said Gerard. 
 
    The green knight was gawking behind us. Looking where his sight marked, I saw an immense nismerdon barrier rising a hundred feet away. Its dark wine-colored wall slanted upwards and inwards for hundreds of feet, melding with other expanding barriers in the distance to create a single pyramid-shaped ward that encompassed most of Furubiro and eclipsed the moon’s light. If it hadn’t been for the rune lights, absolute darkness would have taken over. This was not a barrier cast by mere humans. 
 
    Brightening the world again, Aranath spewed an avalanche of fire between us and the soldiers. The green light under us faded, the draining effect diminishing somewhat when the spell light around us disappeared altogether. 
 
    “Aranath! Break the barrier!” 
 
    The dragon banked toward the magical wall, releasing a long stream of flames that dissolved any part of the barrier it grazed. The huge laceration tried to reform, but the next fiery pass from the inflamed beast scorched the base of the barrier, arresting the healing process. The remaining ward twitched as much as my nerves did after a summon. Parts of it even retreated. A small victory that cost more prana than I would have liked. 
 
    Meanwhile, I ran into the middle of the dying flames to get a look at what the soldiers were doing. As expected, their expressions expressed both confusion about their prana being drained and alarm at seeing a dragon in the flesh. 
 
    Guessing or hoping enough of them understood me, I said, “Do you feel your prana leaving you?! It’s being stolen by your true enemy! They will sacrifice your lives to-” 
 
    As a direct validation to my unfinished allegation, the glow of the town gained strength. It felt like the air was slowly being drawn out from my lungs. My ears suffered next when a pained, angry howl came from Aranath. The hippo-sized chunk of rock that struck him crashed through the roof of a house as the dragon swerved to avoid the next flung boulder. 
 
    I couldn’t see the origin of the attack, but Aranath, through the sword’s link, said, “Someone has summoned stone sprites! They’re defending a smaller nismerdon barrier at the center of the village.” 
 
    “Come pick us up!” 
 
    “There!” said Clarissa, pointing at the group of soldiers. 
 
    The group of soldiers split down the middle to allow a large chestnut horse and its rider to gallop through. The rider was a heavily bearded man donning scaled armor of a white hue and a flowing red mantle. A great curved sword jutted forward as he yelled something in his ancestral tongue. Whatever impact I had with the soldiers vanished with this man’s charge. 
 
    Feeding the special element around me, I rose a wall of dragon flames to force his horse to rear up. The counter must have been a strong wave of water colliding with the heat, for a cloud of steam overtook me. I backed away, overhearing the screeches of war griffins originating behind us. Eu-Sook’s griffin joined in on the thrilled shrieks after she summoned it. In what I assumed to be the horseman’s voice, an order was given that resulted in a gale of amassed wind being heaved at my group. Odet had her shield up, but it was Aranath’s flung fireball that repulsed the worst of it. 
 
    The dragon landed next to us and breathed more fire between us and the withdrawing soldiers. None of us needed more than a single jump to grab the straps dangling off the saddle. Once we had pulled ourselves up, Aranath pulled himself up to the sky. My link with Aranath felt stronger being in actual contact with him, but even in the sky the prana absorbing runes stole a large slice of our spell’s power. 
 
    From the air I noticed how the barrier around Furubiro had almost dimmed to full transparency. The waning perimeter barrier allowed the flock of ally griffins to invade the town from every side. Except for the group of soldiers we just left, most of the enemy looked to be concentrating around the brightest runes in the center of town. Reflecting the rune light and turning it a sickly green color was the nismerdon barrier pyramid Aranath mentioned. It stood thirty feet tall and covered an area the size of a large courtyard. 
 
    Fifteen or so stone sprites encircling the bright center caught sight of Aranath again and hurled hardened fragments of the ground at him. Rather than dodging, the dragon pelted successive volleys of fireballs to rive the projectiles. He chose this head-on strategy so he didn’t have to change course, for Aranath wanted to land on a spacious path that did not have him trampling a building in the act. He could also burn the enemy rune without the flames spreading to the buildings that possibly held the captive villagers. 
 
    On landing, his flames scattered the nearby humans, but a stone sprite refused to budge, raising a thick dirt wall to block the boulder-melting fervor. Aranath, refusing to be challenged by a living rock, added prana and breath to blast away its creation. The sprite itself was swaddled in dragon flame, likely experiencing a burn for the first time in its existence. I was glad stone sprites could not scream. A couple of seconds later found the sprite as nothing more than a loose pile of white hot rocks. 
 
    The other sprites and soldiers would have had a large target to aim for as the human passengers climbed down the dragon, but the emerging griffin riders forced them to defend their flanks. Aranath crawled forward, charring the ground to decrease the absorption power of the runes. I stayed close to Aranath to save prana while the others moved wherever soldier or sprite challenged us. 
 
    Odet, on the lookout for anything resembling a prison for captured villagers, hurried toward a three level pagoda right in the middle of a large rune. She lifted the iron rod keeping the double doors locked and went inside with Gerard following. 
 
    My destination rested no more than twenty yards ahead, near a roofed well. This near the barrier, I made out a bulbous profile that reminded me of the shut “flower bud” back in Dulcet, though this one appeared to be made from smoother root-like tendrils and rose twice as tall. Since we didn’t spot this in the air when we first came, I assumed it must have been buried or hidden with an illusion spell before now. The crystal on Ghevont’s staff hummed and flickered being this close to its prehistoric progenitor. 
 
    “Burn it down,” I demanded of my dragon. 
 
    At the same moment Aranath lowered his head next to me, I invoked all of my dragon fire training and focused it on my extended left hand. When Aranath released his torrent, I sent my will to the end of his precious ability, doing my utmost to foster its fervid wrath. 
 
    Ten yards away, the south facing side of the barrier was entirely engulfed in fire only the gods could endure, if not comfortably. Unlike the less concentrated barrier enclosing the village, this ward resisted much longer than an instant. Also in contrast, the untouched barrier did not pull away in defeat, it exploded outward in a strange pulse that smelled like frozen meat. Ghevont’s ward and Clarissa’s water spell protected us from the brunt of its trauma. 
 
    Breaching the ward was not our only goal, of course. The unbroken blaze immersed the giant bud almost immediately. Over the gushing of fire, the bud sizzled, splintered, and cracked. That soon stopped as the shell melted into a mush that bubbled and splattered. Then my brain recognized an unrecognizable sound no human had ever heard in Orda’s history. The rasping, harsh, steel-grating-on-steel moan violating the air sounded too deep, too otherworldly to even be perceptible, but perceptible it was. Despite the exotic nature to the racket, its cause was universal—pain. 
 
    Pulses of heat and cold spurted outward every half second. The unburned runes nearby flashed in a hundred different intensities within those half seconds. The metallic moan rapidly escalated in pitch, like a gigantic boiling tea kettle, until it reached a stage that threatened to shatter glass. Something shattered, for a shockwave powerful enough to snuff out Aranath’s flame rushed out in all directions. Any structure within the town had to have been pushed at least five feet farther away. 
 
    I don’t know how I remained standing, but I kept my vertical position while Clarissa and Ghevont needed to get back on their feet. My face did feel as though it had been slapped by an ice bear. The light from the runes no longer radiated and Aranath no longer breathed fire, but vestiges of his flamed burned on a troll-like silhouette. 
 
    A good guess put the nismerdon at fifteen feet tall, with large bits of its blackened, bark-skin dropping to a ground now cratered beneath it. The light from the embers exposed a monster that looked like a fat cave troll hiding underneath the old bark of a mossy tree, apart from two thorny tentacles it used as arms. What I imagined to be its head was a blank knob with a few twig-like protrusions on top. 
 
    Aranath roared at the smoking figure. The nismerdon merely grumbled and bubbled like a river of lava. When I tried consolidating the prana in my crystals, my link with Aranath severed. Like so many times before, I didn’t comprehend how much I drained myself until I hurdled over my limit. Not even if Odet offered to kiss me could I hope to stop my limbs from shaking. I fell on a knee, and would have fallen on my face were it not for Aranath’s prana returning to the blade. 
 
    With Clarissa kneeling beside me, I looked up with what physical strength I still carried to check the nismerdon’s state. It just stood there, smoldering and losing fragments of seared skin, nothing more. Ghevont placed a hand on my shoulder and delivered a calming rhythm of prana to give my quivering soul a foundation to settle on. I concentrated so much on catching my breath that the rest of the battle remained a mystery until I motioned for Clarissa to help me back up. 
 
    Now on both feet and under my own power, I took a quick look around. The battle seemed closer on my left, but a line of griffin riders in the air and ground hindered the progress of a beleaguered stone sprite and enemy soldiers. To the back and on my right I saw stumbling villagers doing their best to run out of the pagoda. One woman carried a limp child I hoped was only unconscious. Wanting to reunite my group, I did my best to run toward the pagoda. 
 
    I did not get far. 
 
    The simmering giant groaned. Then it shrieked in a combination of its low metallic resonance and its high-pitched wails. Runes gradually recovered their prana-stealing glow, and a nismerdon barrier reformed around the husk and the town itself. The nismerdon continued screaming as more burned pieces split off its body and disintegrated. Something underneath the crumbling shell writhed. 
 
    “M-Mercer!” said Clarissa, barely discernible above the nismerdon cries. “It’s still alive! What now?!” 
 
    My first answer was to take backward steps. The second was to say, “Test how strong its barrier is!” 
 
    Clarissa, gathering courage, stepped up and cast projectiles of icicles at the ward. Ghevont brought his lightning to bear. The ripples coming from a dropped pebble would have been bigger. 
 
    “Shit. Save your energy! We need to get as many people out of the village!” 
 
    “We have to get people to stop fighting each other!” said the vampire. 
 
    “It might be too late for that. Let’s fi-” 
 
    “Mercer!” called Odet’s voice. Running up to us, she asked, “What’s happening?” 
 
    “The nismerdon appears to be alive under a sacrificial shell,” replied Ghevont, his voice nervous on hearing his own assessment. “We wish to escape the village before it breaks out of its shell.” 
 
    “Gods!” said Clarissa. “How can the soldiers still be fighting when this is happening?!” 
 
    “They’re probably confused,” I said, “but they already think we’re their enemy, so they’ll keep fighting us. Anyway, we’re not confused. Let’s escort as many villagers to the edge of town and break the barrier. We’ll try regrouping with the others later.” 
 
    We found four or five dozen of the pallid villagers hiding behind a building half collapsed from the shockwave. Gerard had been keeping an eye on them. With the eastern side of town closer and not so loud with battle, we headed in that direction. Gerard and Odet kept in front of the batch of villagers while Ghevont took the northern flank. Clarissa stayed with my slower self in the rear. Once in a while we moved to help up a villager who tripped or toppled from exhaustion. 
 
    At every opportunity Odet broke off to check inside a building for more innocents, which netted a handful of other surviving captives. Gerard’s and Ghevont’s mission was to use their earth spells to desecrate the runes we couldn’t avoid. Showing the battle was at least going our way, two griffins flew over us as they searched for something else to do. One of the griffins landed near the front and spoke with the princess and the knight. It then retook to the shrunken sky. 
 
    Our journey ended next to the daunting barrier. We had to stop several villagers from slamming their fists on to the numbing ward. 
 
    As Ghevont, and Gerard tested the barrier with their spells, Odet told me, “I asked a rider to gather the others and bring them to us. If the soldiers insist on fighting us, we’ll make our stand-” 
 
    “The nismerdon!” said Clarissa, looking down the path we had taken. “It’s out of its barrier!” 
 
    Narrowing my less adequate eyes, I saw the tall outline of a newly hatched nismerdon. It looked half as bloated as before, though it wobbled like a wounded troll as it walked. Suddenly, the nismerdon’s arm extended to its side and a twisting tendril grabbed either a soldier or a griffin-less rider. It was difficult to tell, but the tendril-root seemed to sprout thinner vines that constricted half of its victim’s body. If she screamed, I couldn’t hear it. 
 
    A few steps later and its other arm reached out for somebody else. This warrior had the presence of mind to attack with a fire spell. However, a small nismerdon ward flashed into existence to thwart the spell. As this scrambling man was grabbed, the giant threw its first quarry into the side of a building. 
 
    “It’s absorbing prana directly now,” I said. 
 
    I turned and threw my dragon stones next to the barrier. They ignited, but I had no prana left to manipulate it. Still, the few seconds of dragon fire ripped a small hole Gerard took as an opportunity to shove in compacted dirt. With Ghevont adding his spell, the two worked to use rock and soil to gain a hold of the ward and expand the fissure. Desperately wasting prana got the breach large enough to fit a single person at a time. Odet ordered for anyone with children to go through first. 
 
    Griffins started arriving, one of which carried Eu-Sook. They used their water and earth spells to support the knight and scholar’s efforts. More and more villagers escaped, but the nismerdon ambled closer and closer. The nismerdon had a limp that kept it from walking quickly, but the more people it grabbed, the faster it moved. A small group of griffins and soldiers even worked together to impede the monster, but no spell could break through the wards it cast on instinct. Even attacks from behind triggered the wards. 
 
    The nismerdon moved in close enough for me to see a face that roughly resembled a human skull without the nose hole. Two antler-like, twig-horns extended from each side of its head. Its coarse skin was a brownish green color. It mostly stopped making noise. The infrequent grumble still coming out echoed like a brief, booming clack from a beached whale. 
 
    It dawned on me that we were not going to escape this thing, not without abandoning hundreds of people, and Odet would die defending her enemies before leaving them as nourishment for a monstrous invader. The barrier was not going to delay the giant, and there was no place to hide from it. Even if every surviving warrior coordinated the perfect attack, could we break through its wards? Maybe. But then how tough was its skin? Its counterattacks? 
 
    Fuck. What was even the point of thinking? It didn’t matter what I could do now. Igniting a single dragon stone might be enough to make me faint. I understood one oth- 
 
    “Mercer,” said a solemn Aranath. “I believe there’s a way to stop it.” 
 
    “Huh? How?” 
 
    “Your corrupted prana should do as much harm to a nismerdon as it does for everything else.” 
 
    I stepped away from Clarissa. “You want me to free it from its seal?” 
 
    “No. Freeing it will surely destroy your mind. I want you to release it from your very body.” 
 
    “How? Why couldn’t I get rid of it before?” 
 
    “Because your corruption is part of your soul. I’m asking you to use that corrupted piece of your spirit as a weapon. Corrupted or not, removing this much of your essence will shorten your life, your prana reserve, and, quite likely, destroy the sword.” 
 
    “The sword?” 
 
    “Yes. Our bond is bound by blood, but our direct link will have to be sacrificed as a medium for this plan. Its enchantment should be strong enough to manage the technique, but no physical material will be able to absorb a corrupted soul without severe damage. Also, we’ll need the girl’s holy ward.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To prevent too much of the soul from escaping and vaporizing in the air. If you agree to this, ask her to cast a ward around the blade.” 
 
    I watched as griffins and soldiers alike huddled by the opening, waiting for their turn to flee outside. Eu-sook had delivered Odet’s order to stop attacking the nismerdon and regroup, so everyone the colossus now headed straight for us without opposition. 
 
    “Clarissa! Get Odet up here!” 
 
    As the vampire went to do as I entreated, I took a breath and separated myself farther from the crowd. Taking those few steps forward made the nismerdon look twice as large and three times as close, but it still loomed a hundred feet away at its original size. 
 
    Seeing the princess run up to me, I asked Aranath, “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “You said in Gremly you saw the seal yourself, yes? Imagine the seal again until it is vivid in your mind. When you’re ready, grab the corruption and I’ll guide it into the sword’s enchantment. You’ll know when to tell the girl to cast her spell. Tell her not to hold back.” 
 
    “Mercer, what is it?” 
 
    I clenched my left hand tight, to the point my fingernails cut into my skin. “Aranath has a plan. We need your help. When I tell you, cast your ward around my sword, and don’t hold back your power. Give it everything you have, okay?” 
 
    “Oh, okay. I’ll try. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “No time. Give me a moment to focus.” 
 
    Clarissa asked what was going on, but I blocked out Odet’s reply as I closed my eyes and imagined myself back in the forged Gremly. That spinning shell of dark and light came to the forefront of my mind quite eagerly. Knowing it was not truly in front of me didn’t stop its spinning pulses from fluttering my real hair. The skeletal figure inside the sealed shell outstretched a hand. I obliged it this time. 
 
    A long instant of madness seized me as I was pulled inside the shell, replacing the now freed embodiment of my corruption. After everything went dark, I opened my eyes. I had to close them again for a second to protect them from the air bursts tearing out from the sword. 
 
    Raising the sword parallel to the ground, I said, “Now!” 
 
    She cast a standard square ward next to the blade, then applied her training to wrap the not so flexible crystal around the steel. Her semi-transparent spell reflected the wisps of shadow-light now sparking from the weapon. The ward wavered in size and shape, and small rips unleashed air bursts and flashes of darkness, but she held it steady for the most part. 
 
    Having one’s soul pulled out, even a sick part of it, felt something like getting older many times faster than normal. There was a good chance I now surpassed my grandfather’s spiritual age. The difference from what I sensed time to be and its reality made the nismerdon appear as though a crawling bird could overtake its gait. Sound became too smothered by the splitting air bursts to hear at their intended tone. 
 
    The only suppressed sound that reached me came in the form of Aranath’s broken words inside a mind that felt separate from my skull. He said, “Do not relent. If you… before the corruption is liberated… it will… again… Can… sense the calm at the end? …give me… but I believe… meet again. Un… then, farewell, boy.” 
 
    The calm reached me. It brought utter silence to my world. Everything moved at twice the speed now. I didn’t think about how to use the enriched weapon. I just stepped forward and hurled the sword. From that point on I never saw the sword itself, only its consequences. 
 
    I saw the five foot deep trench it carved as it tore through the air in total silence. The black flash erupting in front of the giant came next. Maybe I was knocked down by the shockwave, but I don’t remember. I do remember the smoke, dust, and black flames billowing upward and creating a large shadow-cloud in the shape of a mushroom. I also recalled the great squealing squall that granted me the ability to hear again. 
 
    A crystal shield formed above me. Something heavy, scalded, ragged, and frantically angry pounded the ward, but it hurt itself more than the shield. The spells and weapons of a vampire, scholar, and green knight became the first to assail the tumbling being as I sunk into the arms of a princess. That’s when I passed out. 
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