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    Prologue 
 
    Amikah Delgard sat at her dining room table in the soundless hours beyond midnight with a bottle of rum in her hand. She stared at the sheathed dress sword sitting on two rusted nails on the wall. Amikah often awoke at night and found herself drawn to the old weapon. She had taken the curved sword to the market several times but always turned home instead of selling the blade. Amikah reached across the table and took the sword from its resting place. Her left hand grabbed the hilt while she held the cherrybark sheath between her ribs and the stump that remained of her right arm. 
 
    The half-drunk woman pulled the blade from its scabbard with one silent movement. She placed the sword on the countertop and ran two fingers across the flat side of the blade. “Battle of Gray Ridge,” she whispered as her fingers passed over a chip in the edge. “The defense of Far Hold.” Amikah smiled when her fingers touched a scrape on the side of the blade. “Yaarnu Lake Massacre.” She frowned, touching a discoloration. Then her hand fell on a crack in the hilt guard. “Battle of Crystal Fjord.” 
 
    She lowered her head, and her white hair fell between her eyes and the dress sword. “I miss those bastards,” she said, burying her face into her hand. “We did so many wonderful and terrible things. It’s a damn shame that life is behind me.” She grabbed the bottle and chugged spiced rum while tears warmed her cheeks. 
 
    “Mommy?” a five-year-old boy called from the doorway. His drowsy eyes couldn’t see his mother’s tears in the dark. 
 
    “Valx!” Amikah hid the bottle under the table and rubbed her tears away. She stood from the chair and smiled. You never used to smile except in battle, she remembered, but you have to for him. “Why aren’t you in bed?” 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” Valx murmured. “Can you tell me one of your stories?” 
 
    Amikah nodded and led her son to his room. Valx climbed into bed and squirmed around beneath the sheets until he found a comfortable position. Once settled, he laid his head on his pillow with his hands placed together by his face. The small boy grinned, wide-eyed and blinking, as Amikah seated herself in a chair by his bed. 
 
    “What kind of story do you want to hear?” the mother asked. 
 
    “How did you lose your arm?” the child whispered. 
 
    Amikah’s mouth opened halfway. She lifted her left hand and touched what remained of her right arm. Amikah could still feel the pain of her lost arm. People in town often stared and asked her questions about the arm, but nothing bothered her as much as the physical agony. She sometimes thought that the pain was her punishment for the things she had done in her previous life. That arm is waiting for me in hell, she told herself. 
 
    “Why don’t I tell you more about the old heroes?” Amikah asked. “The greatborn with the power of gods. You love those stories.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” the boy asked. 
 
    “The same place that all people come from,” Amikah answered. “The Old Empire.” 
 
    “The Old Empire?” 
 
    “That’s what it’s called in legends. Years and years ago, before anyone laid eyes on the continent of Ter’al, people lived in the Old Empire far across the ocean in a land called Fey’al. Even there, those people with strange power were thought legends. At least until one of the emperors became enthralled with stories about them. The emperor searched his lands for people born with incredible gifts and discovered them living as regular citizens across his empire.” 
 
    “Did the emperor become their friends?” Valx’s eyes shined. 
 
    “Sadly, no. He tried to find out how they could do such amazing things, but not even they understood their power. You see, they were born with their unique gifts. But none of them knew why, and that made the emperor angry.” 
 
    “Why did he get mad?” 
 
    “He wanted their power. His citizens didn’t like him, and the emperor wanted to use their power to stop rebellions. So, he made a plan. He gathered those people together and made them prisoners. Of course, they would never follow him, but he would raise their children to obey him.” 
 
    “This isn’t a very nice story.” Valx pulled his blanket to just below his eyes. 
 
    “No, but it’s an important story. The emperor made the strongest of the greatborn have children and found their progeny were even stronger. By the time the emperor’s grandson became emperor, the greatborn had nearly unstoppable power. But the empire couldn’t control them forever. Some turned on the emperor and started an uprising. The empire fell into a terrible civil war with powerful greatborn on both sides.” 
 
    “Who won?” 
 
    “No one. The Old Empire tore itself apart. Individual cities became city-states that began to fight over land and resources. There was no hope for their civilization. A few individuals realized all was lost, and they came up with an idea to escape and start anew. They gathered hundreds of gigantic ships and headed for a new land.” 
 
    “They came here, right?” His voice waned, and Valx’s eyes blinked between open and closed. 
 
    “That’s correct, my sweet son. They arrived here in Ter’al and made a new home. But that was a very long time ago, and few people still know this story. Most who hear it don’t believe it, but I know we all descended from the people on those boats. The reason I can tell you so many stories of heroes and villains with the powers of gods is that a few greatborn made it to those boats. Some of the same people who had caused the destruction of the Old Empire joined with common people to find a new home away from the fighting. All the myths you hear about wizards or demons or gods coming down to our world are actually the descendants of those people. People who had the power to defeat armies. People who brought ruin to an empire. People who made great mistakes in their lives and gave up everything to find peace. When you hear stories about how they’ve slain kings and monsters alike, you need to remember they’re not wizards. Or demons. Or gods. They’re still people like you and me.” 
 
    Amikah realized Valx had fallen asleep. The mother departed from the room and knew her son would dream about the heroes of old and the stories she had told him. Maybe Valx would even dream of being a great hero himself. I hope he never becomes part of those stories, Amikah thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Valx Delgard stirred to find the first rays of light reflecting off dust in the air of his bedroom. He watched the dust sparkle, and then he slipped back into his dream. The second time the young man awoke, rough light greeted his eyes. He rolled onto his stomach with a bothered grunt and pushed his face into his pillow. 
 
    The floor creaked outside his door. “Valx, are you getting up soon?” his mother’s voice called from the doorway. 
 
    “A few minutes,” the seventeen-year-old groaned. 
 
    “I brought up water and heated it,” his mother said. “You should clean while it’s warm. Breakfast will be ready soon.” Her presence faded with squeaks of the hallway floor. 
 
    After several minutes, Valx forced himself out of bed. He walked down the narrow hall outside his room and entered the cramped washroom by the backdoor. He grabbed a rag and soap from the counter, undressed, and kneeled at the pot of warm water in the center of the room. 
 
    The young man cleaned his tanned body, a common trait of citizens of the Western Kingdom. After scrubbing his body, he closed his silvery-blue eyes and dunked his head into the water to wash his cloud-white hair. 
 
    Valx dried himself and changed into clean clothes. He dumped the water out of the backdoor and headed to the dining room. The auburn floors groaned as he stepped through his dark and cozy house. Valx entered the dining room where bread and fish waited for him on a plate with an apple and a cup of water on the side. He approached a cabinet where he found a small knife. Valx tucked the knife into the back of his trousers and pulled his linen shirt over it before he sat to eat. 
 
    His eyes fixated on the dress sword on the wall. As a child, he thought the old weapon was only a decoration, but sometimes he walked into the room and caught his mother transfixed by the sword. Amikah had told Valx that she and his father, Iximir Delgard, used to travel with a caravan when they were younger, trading goods from town to town. Valx assumed they had carried the sword for self-defense. His mother had also told him that his father had died in the same bandit attack when she lost her arm, but she had never given him more than vague details. 
 
    Valx shoveled the bread and fish into his mouth and drowned it with water. 
 
    The young man was nearly finished eating when his mother entered the room. “You better not sleep that late tomorrow,” she said. “We have to get to the shop early.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Valx grumbled. He cleared his plate, but the apple remained untouched. “I’m leaving now. Roz and Xulthen are probably waiting for me.” He stood from the table and slipped on his sandals by the front door. 
 
    “Hold on.” Amikah snatched the apple off the table. “Can you stop by the market and check the shop? A few of the nearby stores were broken into the other night, and I’m worried about ours.” 
 
    “I guess.” Valx grabbed the shop key from the counter by the kitchen doorway and started for the front door. 
 
    “Wait, son.” Amikah stopped Valx and handed him the apple. “Enjoy your day with your friends.” 
 
    Valx nodded and stepped outside. His house sat up the road from the nearby harbor in an area called the Fishermen’s District, although less than half of the families in the district worked in the local fishing industry. Most of the families in the district, like Amikah, owned shops in Tunra’s marketplace, which was famed in the Western Kingdom. 
 
    Across the road from Valx’s house, Sal Isluun tended her garden with help from her seven-year-old son, Touyu. The boy’s round face showed a smile as he ripped weeds from the ground. Valx moved onto the brick road and waved to his neighbors. 
 
    “Hi, Wight!” Sal said, calling Valx his nickname since childhood. Touyu waved and then pulled up a weed with both hands. Valx waved and continued down the road. He took two bites from the apple before tossing it into a ditch. 
 
    Valx traveled east past Tunra Tower. The three-hundred-year-old tower stood sturdy, although some walls had been rebuilt from centuries of storms and assaults. The bottom floor included the town courtroom. The Tunra Council, who worked for the king himself, met on the second floor. Two bells hung at the top of the tower. The smaller bell had a high-pitched tone and rang during times of celebration. The older bell would ring to warn citizens of an attack, but Valx had never heard its sound. The city gallows sat beyond the tower before the hillside that separated the Market District from the Farmers’ District on the northern side of Tunra. 
 
    Valx arrived at the marketplace and began his journey through the crowds. He followed back alleys and roundabout paths to avoid the masses of buyers, sellers, traders, caravans, beggars, and street performers that crowded the expansive market. He entered a passage between two rival metalsmiths, climbed over a short wall, and dropped to the other side where small stands lined a narrow street between larger buildings. Local kids hopped the wall while they chased each other around the market, and even though Valx was too old for childish games, the path saved him time. 
 
    “Beautiful day isn’t it, Wight?” greeted Kulo Yorner, who owned a stand by the wall. The scrawny, gray-haired man had located his stand there after the previous stand owner became annoyed with kids interrupting his business and sometimes knocking over tables. Kulo didn’t mind the kids and often gave them treats. 
 
    “It certainly is,” Valx replied. “Good luck with your sells today, Mr. Yorner. Don’t let the kids around here cause you too much trouble.” 
 
    Valx took another alley and arrived in a large area filled with small shops. The Lionhead Fountain stood in the center of the district. Water poured from the mouths of the silver-gray lion heads, carved from sparkling glistenstone, and into the pool below. A juggler balanced on the ledge by the rustling pool and tossed six balls through the air. Flutists played music on a rug by the fountain, and a wyrgen with untrimmed fur strung sad notes on his lute and sang a tragic love song with his wolfish voice. On the other side of the fountain, a raggedy jester tried to make pedestrians laugh with various tricks and jokes. 
 
    “Why hello, my liege,” the jester called to Valx. The scruffy joker stood by the fountain every day and often slept at its base at night. 
 
    “Hello there, funnyman,” Valx said. The white-haired young man didn’t know the jester’s name but often gave him copper pieces. One time when Valx was furious from being cheated in a trade, the jester had managed to calm him and make him laugh. Valx had given him a nickel piece that day, and ever since, the jester referred to him as his liege or sire. 
 
    Most of the small, family-owned shops sat past the fountain. People approached windows of the shacks to buy or trade goods over the counter. Amikah’s shop sat just beyond sight of the fountain. The window was closed over with a board that lifted and locked from the inside, and a door allowed entrance from the opposite side. 
 
    A cat sat on top of Amikah’s shack. The gray and white stray had appeared a few years before and prowled around the Market District for scraps, but it had chosen Amikah’s shop as her favorite perch. Valx sometimes tossed her leftovers, but mostly, the cat annoyed him. 
 
    “Get off the damn roof,” he commanded, waving his arms to scare her. 
 
    She watched him with old, gray eyes. 
 
    Valx sighed and headed around to the door. He rattled the handle and found it locked. Then he went back to the front and tried to lift the board over the window, but it was locked in place. “Good enough for me,” Valx said. He eyed the cat. “Stay up there and starve to death then,” he told her. The cat mewed, but Valx ignored her. 
 
    The young man went east to the end of the city opposite of the harbor. After half an hour, he reached a road going out of Tunra. Valx stepped off the path, approached a dirt incline, and marched up the slope. Valx slipped early on and slid several feet down to the bottom and later stopped at a steep point to figure out the best angle of approach to avoid another setback. Finally, he reached the top and faced the edge of Grimwood. Valx turned and looked at the city. Much of Tunra was visible at the top of the slope. The market and the tower were most noticeable. The harbor could be seen, and ships appeared as specks from his viewpoint. To Valx’s right, he could see patches of farmland to the north. 
 
    Two people, a male wyrgen and a young woman, approached the bottom of the incline and ascended. The wyrgen scaled the slope in one smooth motion. His slouched body scaled the hill faster than a human was capable as his shoeless feet and clawed hands dragged him to the top. A toothy grin appeared across his wolf-like face when he saw Valx. 
 
    The wyrgen dusted the dirt from his gray and black-striped fur, and he picked a piece of grass from his shirtless chest. “You’re late, Valx,” he said. “Ros’se and I just left to look for you when we saw you climbing the hill.” 
 
    “Sorry Xulthen,” Valx replied. “I overslept.” 
 
    The young woman followed close behind Xulthen. She stomped forward where Valx had faltered as she climbed the slope. Her skinny but toned arms, exposed because she had cut the sleeves from her blouse, pulled her to the top with ease. The young woman used her thumb to brush messy crimson hair away from her light-green eyes. “I started to think you got scared,” Ros’se Balr teased. 
 
    “I’m not scared, Roz,” Valx said. “A bit anxious, sure, but not scared. Everyone says it’s dangerous in Grimwood.” 
 
    “Luckily, you have me as your friend,” Xulthen told him. “I’ve been near the deepest parts of the forest.” 
 
    “Your pack members know what parts of Grimwood to avoid, though,” Valx said. 
 
    “I’ve led a few successful hunts in there,” Xulthen responded. “I know these woods well enough.” 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Roz said. 
 
    “Weren’t you going to see us off and then head back to your parents?” Valx questioned. “They’re leaving in a few days. You should spend time with them.” 
 
    “They left this morning,” Roz explained. “Their caravan got their shipments from the Bay Nation earlier than expected, and they decided to leave early. They’re going to the Wetland Nation and then probably the Eastern Kingdom. I doubt I’ll see them again until next year.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Valx said. 
 
    “I don’t really care,” she replied, shrugging. “I’m used to it. Su and the orphans feel more like my family. At least my dad gave me a little money this time. But it’s no more than Su gives me from two months of working for her at the orphanage.” 
 
    “I hate to interrupt,” Xulthen said, “but are we going or not?” 
 
    “Why do you even have to do this?” Roz asked Valx. 
 
    “This is a tradition for the bravest young men in Tunra,” Valx explained. “It goes back centuries.” 
 
    “It goes back maybe a decade,” Roz said, rolling her eyes. “Su knew the guy who started this so-called tradition before he ran off to join the king’s army. He was the first one. All the other boys copied him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter when it was started,” Valx said. “Everyone will call me a coward if I don’t go. Rett Faumer and his friends did it a whole year back and have been bragging ever since. I got into an argument with him last week, and he claimed I was too afraid to go into Grimwood.” 
 
    “Everyone knows Rett’s a gods-damned liar,” Roz stated. 
 
    “I still have to,” Valx said. 
 
    “Then let’s go already,” Xulthen bellowed. “It’s not even a two-hour journey there, right? Easy. You bring a dagger?” 
 
    Valx lifted the back of his shirt and revealed the knife. “I guess we should get this over with,” he said. Valx stepped into Grimwood, and his friends followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Amikah walked from the harbor with a pole over her shoulders. Both ends of the pole held drums of water that she kept balanced with her one hand. She passed several people who asked if she needed any help, but Amikah always declined. People who were familiar with her merely greeted her as she passed. She stopped in front of the Isluun residence and had a brief discussion with Sal about the recent blockade of the Island Nation. 
 
    “Their recent push into our waters is worrisome,” Sal told her. 
 
    “Those Islanders won’t be happy with the blockade,” Amikah replied, “but the barrier is necessary to show our kingdom’s naval dominance. I’m sure King Thod knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    After the discussion, Amikah carried the water home and poured it into the pot that hung over a hearth. She tossed a small log and kindling into the fireplace and struck the side of the pot with flint until she ignited a fire. Once the water heated, Amikah moved the pot to the washroom. She placed dirty clothes and soap in the hot water and stirred them with a ladle. Then Amikah dragged the pot to the backyard. She flung each piece of clothing over a post, grabbed two ends of a shirt in her hand, and twisted to wring out the water. 
 
    Amikah had finished wringing half the clothes when a bell rang with a deep thrum. That’s not the usual bell. She dropped a blouse and walked around to the front of her house. 
 
    Sal and Touyu Isluun stood in their front yard and looked toward Tunra Tower. “Is there a celebration today?” Sal asked Amikah. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Have you seen anything strange?” 
 
    “A man on a horse flew by a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Neighbors and travelers gathered on the road. They questioned each other about the bell, but no one knew why it had rung. Someone shouted and pointed over the houses. Smoke billowed from the harbor. 
 
    “Eyl’oera protect my husband,” Sal said with a worried expression. “He’s at the docks right now.” 
 
    A man on horseback rode from the direction of the docks. “A Northern fleet is attacking the harbor!” the man shouted. He hurried past them, and Amikah’s neighbors panicked and rushed inside their homes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx and his friends exited the forest near the same place they had left. He scowled and stomped away from Grimwood. “I can’t believe we didn’t find it,” the young man groaned. “Everyone said it was in that direction. Gods-damned Rett said he started from this same spot and went in the same direction. We should’ve kept going.” 
 
    “We traveled farther than I expected,” Xulthen said. “We were getting into dangerous territory.” 
 
     “You must’ve led us in the wrong direction.” 
 
    “And yet I led us back to this spot?” Xulthen smirked. “We were gone probably five hours and followed the directions exactly. Rett either misdirected us or lied.” 
 
    “We have to try again next week,” Valx said. “I can’t fail again.” 
 
    “I understand,” Xulthen told Valx. “It’s something you feel you have to do to prove you’re a man. Like when I led my first hunt last year.” 
 
    Valx opened his mouth to speak, but Roz pointed at the city. “Look,” she shouted. Black smoke rose from several parts of the Fishermen’s District. The three fell silent and heard the distant bell. “Is there a fire?” 
 
    “There are a lot more ships in the harbor than usual,” Xulthen said, squinting his eyes. 
 
    “Look at the road,” Valx said. Dozens of caravans left at once followed by crowds of people. Travelers on horses rushed past those on foot. Valx’s heartbeat quickened. “Meet me here in an hour.” He slid down the steepest part of the hill and darted into the city. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amikah kicked open her front door. She carried one bag over her shoulder and one in her hand. The cherrybark sheath, which had stayed on her wall for years, was now tied to the side of her belt with the blade inside. 
 
    A dozen soldiers covered the road. They wore reinforced leather armor and iron helmets with emblems of a purple dragon painted on their armor and shields. Most branded swords and spears, but some held bows. 
 
    Across the street, a soldier dragged Sal out of her house by her hair and threw her to the dirt. Another soldier brought out Touyu and shoved him down. Sal screamed, embracing her crying son as soldiers surrounded them. 
 
    “On your knees,” one man commanded. A younger soldier pointed his sword at Sal and yelled for her to control her child. The young man’s eyes jumped from mother to child to the other soldiers, and his hands trembled. 
 
    Touyu yelled and broke from his mother’s grip. With a frightened jolt, the young soldier stabbed his short-sword into Sal’s stomach. The other soldiers joined at once with frantic stabs that left the mother and son a mutilated heap on the ground. The men looked at one another with nervous eyes and panicked breaths. 
 
    One soldier pointed at Amikah. “There’s one,” he shouted. All the men faced the white-haired woman. Amikah dropped the bag in her hand and drew her dress sword. The young man who had stabbed Sal first stomped toward Amikah. “Didn’t the general say to look for people with white hair?” he asked his fellow Northerners. A couple of the soldiers nodded and shouted in reply. 
 
    “I always knew someone would come for me,” Amikah scoffed. “Didn’t think it would take this many years. And I expected experienced warriors. You boys were sloppy with my neighbors.” She looked at Sal and Touyu with a sad gaze. Then her eyes filled with fury and turned back to the young man. 
 
    Amikah kept her sword lowered as the soldier neared. “Can you even lift that sword?” he mocked. He raised his short-sword into the air and readied an attack. The young man’s body still trembled, but his eyes shone with self-assurance. 
 
    The woman jolted forward so fast that the soldiers only saw a blur. The young man’s head rolled off his body. His headless shape started to fall, but Amikah planted a kick to his stomach. The force of the hit hurled the body across the road. He crashed against the wall of the Isluuns’ house, cracking the wooden frame. 
 
    All the soldiers looked at the body then back to the white-haired woman on the opposite side of the road. A few of the soldiers exchanged bewildered glances. “She’s some kind of demon!” an archer in Sal’s yard shouted as he raised his bow. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on the archer as he aimed an arrow at her. The white-haired woman held her sword in front of herself, and the soldier let his arrow fly. Amikah’s eyes followed the arrow through the air. She tilted her blade into the path of the projectile, and it ricocheted to the side. 
 
    The archer reached for another arrow, but the woman darted forward, crossing her yard and the road in a second. She drove her sword through his leather tunic and lifted him off the ground. The man shrieked once, and she cast him off her blade. She raised her shoulder to move the strap of the bag back into place. A little smile appeared on her face. I’m alive again, Amikah mused. 
 
    “Charge her,” an older soldier in plated armor told the others. “All of us at once. We can kill this she-demon.” His allies started slow but gained speed when they saw they weren’t alone in their charge. The older warrior brandished a longsword, and three spearmen followed. 
 
    The lead soldier stabbed at Amikah, but she stepped left of the blade. She slipped the tip of her sword into the gap under his helmet and plunged the blade through his throat. The soldier fell to the ground where he bled and choked for several minutes before he became still and quiet. 
 
    A spear stabbed toward Amikah’s head, but she leaned back. The spear passed as she plowed her heel into the spearman’s knee. Bone and sinew snapped, and his leg folded inward. The man fell over screaming and gripping his mangled leg. The two other soldiers jumped at Amikah with their spears. Amikah dashed past the tips of their spears and stopped between the spearmen. She kicked one man in the side and tossed him into Sal’s garden. 
 
    The other spearman held up the staff of his weapon in defense. Amikah struck faster than a snake, thrusting her sword through reinforced leather and into the man’s heart. She stepped over to the man with the mangled leg. He shouted “No!” over and over as she neared. She shoved her blade through his right eye, piercing the whole length of his head, the back of his helmet, and into the ground. 
 
    The spearman in the garden jumped to his feet and rushed Amikah. He roared and put his weight into a lunge, but Amikah’s ears noticed his steps. She spun to the side, and the strike missed, but she let go of her sword, which remained stuck through bone and dirt. She grabbed the attacker’s arm and twisted it around until his bones cracked. The Northerner dropped his spear and shrieked. She ripped the soldier’s helmet off and chucked it to the ground. 
 
    The man scurried backward, but Amikah followed. She pulled her fist back and then slammed it into his head. The blow smashed the Northerner’s skull open and knocked him halfway across Sal’s yard. 
 
    Amikah strolled past dead soldiers and the Isluuns. She drew her dress sword from the dead man’s skull while soldiers advanced from both ends of the road. A group of archers marched from the direction of the harbor. She looked between houses for an escape, but soldiers from parallel streets had heard the fighting. Northern soldiers approached from every direction. 
 
    “Be careful!” a soldier yelled at his comrades. “She’s a damn monster. The general warned us about her. Archers, shoot her.” 
 
    The archers positioned themselves, and Amikah retreated to the Isluun’s house until her back touched the wall. The archers readied their arrows, Amikah bent her legs, and then one archer fired. The white-haired woman turned and leaped. She landed on the roof ten feet above as the arrow penetrated the wall below. 
 
    The other archers aimed higher and fired at Amikah as she ran up the side of the slanted roof. Several arrows flew over her head. A few fell short. One arrow hit her in the back of her right thigh. The last arrow struck the middle of her lower back just below the bag that she carried. Amikah stumbled but threw herself over the highest point of the roof with the last of her momentum. She rolled down the other side, falling to the grass in the Isluun’s backyard. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Amikah grunted. The shafts of both arrows had snapped during her tumble, but the tips remained embedded in her flesh. 
 
    I won’t be able to run far with this injury, she realized as an old fear crept inside her. I’ve always been able to run away using my power. Even if everyone died around me. Running was always a choice. 
 
    Soldiers swarmed from both sides of the building, and anger burned in Amikah’s cheeks. “I guess I’ll just have to kill you then.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx ran through crowds of people trying to leave the city. Near the market, he saw Kulo Yorner carrying a pack over his shoulder. “Kulo!” Valx called. “Why is everyone leaving?” 
 
    “The city is under assault,” Kulo explained. “Ships arrived at the harbor, and soldiers attacked. I heard they were decorated with the symbol of the Northern Republic. Where’s your mother?” 
 
    “She’s at home.” 
 
    Kulo’s face became grim. “I’m sorry, Wight. The Fishermen’s District was overrun. She might’ve made it out, though. You should leave town and try to find her later. Do you have any family outside of Tunra?” 
 
    “My mom always said her father lived south in the Bay Nation, but I don’t know where. And I can’t leave without being sure my mom is safe.” Valx hurried past Kulo. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Kulo shouted. “Don’t go!” 
 
    Valx ignored him and ran through the nearly empty Fountain District. A few scattered people headed for roads out of Tunra while others stole from abandoned shops. Valx passed his shop to find that even the stray cat had disappeared. He stopped at the Lionhead Fountain. The jester lay on his back on the ground with blood pooling from his head. 
 
    One of the flutists sat on her knees and cried beside the jester while the other flutist tried to pull her to her feet. “We have to go,” the terrified flutist said. 
 
    “What happened?” Valx asked. His terrified eyes fixated on the jester. 
 
    “People heard the bell and panicked,” the flutist explained. “Everyone was shoving each other and screaming. The jester jumped into the crowd and tried to calm everyone. He only wanted to help, but they trampled him to death.” 
 
    Valx stood in front of the jester as the flutists left. He thought about the time the jester had made him laugh after being swindled. I never even asked his name. The jester’s eyes were still open, and his face held a noiseless scream. A putrid feeling wormed its way through Valx’s stomach. He remembered why he had gone back into town and abandoned the jester’s body. 
 
    Valx hurried to the Fishermen’s District where he found empty streets and a smoke-covered sky. The sounds of screaming and ringing metal called in the distance. He wished to go back to the hill, but his feet continued home. 
 
    Another body lay in the road several buildings from Tunra Tower. Valx saw the shape of a boy a few years younger than himself with his throat cut open. Like the jester, his face still showed a scream. 
 
    Please be safe, Valx worried. Orgundr or Eyl’oera or Hephar. Please protect my mom. Oh gods, keep her alive. He cut across a yard and followed another road. More bodies covered the street, and he walked by them and ignored the impulse to look at their faces. She probably already left. I’m sure she’s looking for me at the edge of town. I should’ve stayed and waited for her. But I have to be sure. 
 
    He turned onto a road a few minutes from his house and stopped. A hundred bodies littered the street. There were men, women, and children stabbed and sliced apart on the ground. Many gripped packs in their hands. Valx recognized some of them. There was Mr. and Mrs. Ungar and their newborn baby. Donur Ven, who owned the shop beside Amikah’s. Rett Faumer’s older brother Hultor and his newly wedded wife. 
 
    Valx wiped tears from his eyes. Move, he thought. I have to keep going. He felt for his knife, took it in hand, and then continued homeward. 
 
    The young man kept his eyes on the road and tried to ignore the bodies. He stepped around several corpses and walked past pools of blood. The chorus of metal strikes and screaming grew louder. Valx approached a house by an intersection and moved close to the wall. He peered around the corner. 
 
    His mother stood in the street near three soldiers. Half a dozen arrows were stuck in her body, and deep cuts ran across Amikah’s arm and left thigh. She struggled for breaths but kept her old dress sword held tight in her hand. Red stained her hair, clothes, and skin. Nearly fifty dead soldiers covered the next two streets, and a bag sat by Amikah’s feet. 
 
    Valx tried to call for his mother, but no sound escaped him. 
 
    Amikah cut down two of the three soldiers in a frenzied blur of motions. The last soldier dropped his pole-arm, raised his hands in surrender, and backed away. The woman leaped forward, put her blade through his chest, and tossed him down the road. She reached for the traveling pack, but her arm went limp, and she collapsed to the dirt. 
 
    “Mom!” Valx cried. He ran to Amikah and kneeled beside her. “Please, get up. We have to go before more soldiers arrive.” 
 
    “Valx?” Amikah muttered. “I can’t run. Just get the hell out of here.” 
 
     “You have to come with me.” He held his hands over her but felt afraid to touch her injuries. “Just try to stand.” Tears fell from the sides of his face, and he felt his heart pounding in his chest. 
 
    “I can barely keep my eyes open, son. Just take this and go.” Amikah wiped her bloody sword on her blouse and handed it to Valx. She untied the cherrybark sheath from her side, and Valx quickly tied it to his. 
 
    He slid the blade into its cover. “I saw you kill those men,” he told her. “You’re unnaturally strong. You can survive this.” 
 
    “You saw me use my power? It was nice to be free again after holding back for years. Do you remember the stories I used to tell you about the Old Empire and the greatborn?” 
 
    “I remember,” Valx said, crying. “You can tell me more stories later. Let’s go, please.” 
 
    “Those stories were true,” Amikah said, ignoring his pleas. “I’m greatborn. So was your father. My power enhances my physical abilities. I’m stronger. Faster. My sight, hearing, and reflexes are incredible. Your father’s power was really something else, though. I lied when I said your dad and I were in a caravan. We fought in the Clan Wars in the North. I made many enemies. There are people in the Northern Republic who know me. Those soldiers were told to find people with white hair. You’re in danger, Valx. If the Northern Republic is going to wage a war with our kingdom, then they’ll hunt for you. They’ll hunt anyone like us that they see as a threat. You have powerful blood in you. I wish I could’ve lived to see how it will manifest.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this now?” Valx whimpered. “We can still leave, mom. Just try to stand.” 
 
    “Listen closely,” Amikah’s said, her voice withering. “There’re clothes and money for you in this pack. And maps too. Follow the directions on those maps. They’ll take you to a safe haven in the Eastern Kingdom.” Valx dropped his knife into the pack and tossed the bag over his shoulder. 
 
    “I will, but you have to come with me.” 
 
    “I can’t run this time, Valx. Just know that I love you.” Amikah closed her eyes. 
 
    “Mom, please,” Valx cried. “Open your eyes. Mom?” 
 
    A dozen Northern soldiers walked along the road and stared at the bodies of their allies. “What the hell happened here?” One asked. 
 
    “Hey look,” another said, pointing at Valx. “Didn’t the general say we’d get a reward if we brought the head of someone with white hair?” 
 
    “He did,” the first replied. “Maybe those two killed everyone. White-haired folk are ill-omened after all. Let’s get this bastard.” The soldiers raised their weapons and hurried toward Valx. He glanced at his mother and then sprinted away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx outran the soldiers in their armor as he sprinted toward the market. Other Northerners were already deep in the city, so he took shortcuts he knew to avoid them. Fires tore through the Tunra Tower while separate Northern brigades progressed through the city. 
 
    He followed alleys around the edge of the Fountain District. At the city limits, Northern forces stole abandoned horses from stables and rode down the road. Valx snuck past and sprinted for the hill. He scrambled up the slope to find Roz and Xulthen at the top. 
 
    “You waited?” Valx asked. 
 
    “No,” Xulthen said. “I went to find my pack mates and learned they were going south to our post in Ktukoatl. I promised to find them later, then I came back to make sure you two were safe.” 
 
    “I ran to the orphanage,” Roz told Valx. “They were already gone, though. Su will probably take the kids to the orphanage in Tatterscrape where she was raised.” Roz tried to look Valx in the eyes, but he turned and stared at the city. His breathing hadn’t slowed, and his face still showed tears. “Did something happen, Valx?” 
 
    “My mom is gone,” Valx sobbed. “I saw her die.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Xulthen said, placing a hand on his friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “Poor Amikah,” Roz sobbed, trying to hug Valx. 
 
    The white-haired young man pulled away from his friends and tried to hold back his tears. His hollow gaze fell on the streets where soldiers had reached the limits of the city. A gang of Northerners rode out of Tunra on stolen horses. 
 
    “We can’t take the roads,” Valx told his friends. “Those Northerners will follow them to other towns. I wish I hadn’t told you two to meet me here. Now, we’re all going to die.” 
 
    “We’ll go through Grimwood,” Xulthen told them. “I could get us to Bailrom by morning. We should arrive before the soldiers. 
 
    “Good idea,” Roz said. “Might be a little dangerous, but it’s safer than the roads.” 
 
    “We need to leave before someone sees us,” the wyrgen said. Xulthen and Roz walked into Grimwood, but Valx hesitated and looked at Tunra one last time. 
 
    He stared with a vacant gaze at the fires and smoke and soldiers. It’s all gone. My home. My mother. My city. Those Northerners have taken almost everything from me. He turned and staggered into the forest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    The trees became taller and thicker as the friends ventured deeper into the forest. Branches mingled above, blocking all but small patches of light from reaching the ground. Trees stood closer, tightening the space around the three so that they couldn’t see more than thirty feet ahead. The endless shadow of Grimwood overtook the grass, which disappeared everywhere except where light pierced through scattered gaps. 
 
    Valx panted and sweated as he hurried through gaps between the trees. He staggered over curled roots and smashed through low hanging branches. Roz and Xulthen’s concerned eyes stayed on their friend. 
 
    “Slow down,” Xulthen said. “You’re tiring yourself too much.” 
 
    Valx ignored his friend and continued his pace. 
 
    “You need to let me lead. I think we’re going too far north.” Xulthen grabbed Valx’s arm. “Slow down.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” Valx growled. He tugged his arm away and adjusted his path eastward. In his mind, he walked through Tunra again and saw a hundred disfigured bodies. He saw his mother lying dead on the street. He saw himself running away, trying to not to die like the others. Why did I run? he wondered. I should’ve just died with everyone else. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about what happened?” Xulthen asked. 
 
    I’ve lost everything. There’s no point in continuing. I could turn back and throw myself on those soldiers’ blades. I could lie down and die in this forest. Why do I bother to keep going? 
 
    “That’s alright,” Xulthen said. “You don’t have to say anything.” 
 
    “I hope the orphans and Su are okay,” Roz said. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re safe,” Xulthen replied. “If they were gone before you arrived, then they must’ve been some of the first people out of the city.” 
 
    “I’m worried about those soldiers who rode out of town,” Roz explained. “They’re not going to stop with Tunra. I can’t believe this is happening. Tunra hasn’t been invaded in decades. Our naval forces are too strong.” 
 
    “Most our warships are participating in the blockade of the Island Nation,” Xulthen said. “That probably made it easy for the North to sneak a small fleet to our city.” 
 
    “But why would they attack us?” Roz questioned. “We haven’t done anything to them.” 
 
    “Our kingdom took a lot of land from the clans over the centuries,” Xulthen replied. “They’ve always disliked the Western Kingdom for that reason.” 
 
    “But that was so long ago,” Roz said. “I thought King Thod had been improving relations with the neighboring lands since his father died?” 
 
    “It’s easy for us to overlook things that happened before we were born,” Xulthen told her, “but many of the older people in the North still remember having their lands stolen and watching their clansmen slain.” 
 
    “To hell with their lands and their clansmen,” Valx snarled. His friends fell silent, but he could feel their eyes on him. 
 
    The chirps of birds and sounds of woodland creatures vanished as they traveled deeper into Grimwood. No one spoke, and the silence closed in around them as the trees tightened and created what looked like interweaving tunnels through the woods. The enclosed space filled with their breaths and the pattering of their footsteps, and Valx’s pace slowed. His blue eyes lost their fury and turned to the dirt, and his shoulders and head slumped. Roz and Xulthen exchanged sad glances. 
 
    A deer passed between a gap in the trees ahead of their path. The friends only saw the wary animal for a moment before the deer leaped away and disappeared into the maze of trees. 
 
    “That’s a good omen,” Xulthen said. 
 
    “How so?” Roz asked. 
 
    “I haven’t seen or heard any animals in an hour,” Xulthen explained. “We’re deeper in Grimwood than I’ve ever been. This place is dangerous, but that deer is a sign that we’re probably not in too treacherous a place. My pack mates call these areas lost grounds. Hunters dumb enough to enter a lost ground usually end up, well, lost. I’m trying my best to keep us on a straight path so we don’t lose our way, but it’s difficult. I feel like the trees are trying to force us one way or another. If this was a hunt, I’m certain I would’ve gotten lost by now. It would be impossible for me to navigate while following prey in this place. I have to focus my attention on the paths these trees make.” 
 
    “Is it true there are monsters hiding deep within Grimwood?” Roz asked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen any,” Xulthen said, “but I’ve heard plenty of stories. Lost grounds are full of strange things. Many of Grimwood’s rarer animals, like grimspiders and bloodcats, are more common in lost grounds. My pack often hunts valebeasts around the edges of these places. Some of my pack mates who’ve traveled through lost grounds claimed to have seen longclaws. One said he saw a gargantuan wyrm, but I think he imagined that story. Humans always say angry wights lurk inside Grimwood, but my pack mates have never mentioned those. Remember when I told you the pack master was visiting and took Goruuk on a hunt?” 
 
    “I remember,” Roz said. “You were so excited to meet the new pack master of the Fenros.” 
 
    “Yeah, Master Vanthi. She visited all the Fenros branches that year. She led a hunt with Elder Goruuk and our best hunters into Grimwood. They passed through several lost grounds. Goruuk says they had a sighting with strangemen far northeast of here. They came back with a gigantic sabre-deer caught by Elder Goruuk, and Master Vanthi killed the biggest valebeast I ever saw. Goruuk still says it was his favorite hunt.” 
 
    “I didn’t think strangemen were real,” Roz said. “I always thought people just put ‘Here be Strangemen’ on maps to denote places that were dangerous or uncharted.” 
 
    “I didn’t know they wrote that on maps. Then again, the only maps I’ve seen are rough drawings at the Pack Hall that we use to plan hunts.” 
 
    “I wanted to be a cartographer when I was a kid,” Roz explained. “This was before I met you, but I’m sure Wight remembers. I used to look over my parents’ maps whenever they visited. The only book I ever read all the way through was about cartography. Afterward, I drew fake maps for places I made in my imagination. I even planned to get an apprenticeship in cartography once I was old enough.” 
 
    “Why have I never heard about this dream of yours?” Xulthen asked. “You’re old enough now to get an apprenticeship.” 
 
    “I guess that dream faded away as I got older,” she answered. “Then I wanted to become a trader and travel with my parents. Then I started helping more around the orphanage, and that became my job.” She sighed. “I really hope they’re safe.” 
 
    They stepped out of the thicket and into a field. A brook ran through the middle of the field and curved around a massive cherrybark tree that towered over the rest of the forest. The sun had descended halfway behind the forest canopy. 
 
    “This is it,” Valx said, raising his head and shoulders. He sprinted across the field, and his friends followed. Valx reached the gargantuan tree and ran his hand down the reddish-brown bark where five names had been carved into the tree. 
 
    “This is the tree we were looking for?” Roz asked. 
 
    “Rett’s name isn’t here,” Valx said. “None of the people who told me they got to the tree are here.” 
 
    “I told you Rett is a liar,” Xulthen said, “but I’m impressed five people made it this far. This is much deeper into Grimwood than I was led to believe.” 
 
    “Nevin,” Roz read the name at the top. “That’s the man who first found this place. Su told me about him. He was a talented swordsman who left the town to become a soldier. Su says he stopped visiting Tunra after he got some kind of promotion.” 
 
    Valx took his knife from his pack and carved his name below the others. He stared at his name on the tree, but his thoughts went to his mom and the people he knew lying dead in the street. He imagined his city burning and himself running from the soldiers. I can’t believe I thought this would mean anything. Valx tightened his grip on the knife, but then he saw his friends worried stares. 
 
    Valx held the blade and pointed the handle toward Xulthen. “Do you want to carve your name?” 
 
    “No thanks,” his friend replied. “You have your traditions, and I have my own.” 
 
    “Let me see that,” Roz said. She stepped up and grabbed the knife from Valx. She carved ‘Roz’ in large letters above the other names before returning the knife to Valx. 
 
    Xulthen sat by the creek and splashed water onto his fur-covered face. Then he cupped his hands and drank from the cool stream. As his friends joined him by the water, the wyrgen glanced at the setting sun. “We’ll have to sleep here tonight. It’s already difficult enough to keep on the path during the day. If we keep going, we’ll end up lost.” 
 
    “You said you could get us to Bailrom by morning,” Roz said. 
 
    “I may have exaggerated,” Xulthen said. “Honestly, I was frightened and trying to hurry out of town. I didn’t plan this well. We should still arrive early in the day. Before the soldiers, I’ll bet. We can warn the town, grab supplies, and keep moving.” 
 
    “Should we keep going all the way to the capital?” Roz asked. 
 
    “If we need to,” Xulthen answered. “Who knows how long it will take for our kingdom’s forces to mount a counter attack. Direlight is the safest city until the Northern forces are defeated.” 
 
    “The only reason to invade the coastline is to try and hit Direlight while we’re unprepared,” Roz said. “We’d be safer going north or south.” 
 
    “It will take them too long to reach the capital,” Xulthen told her. “The king will gather his generals and armies in the region and destroy the Northerners before they reach Direlight. I think the North is trying to secure the villages around the coastline to prepare for a larger invasion. Or this is a distraction for their real attack. Maybe one of the Northern lords sent this fleet to force the king to pull his armies to Direlight and weaken our forces near the border. Then the other lords can invade from the north.” 
 
    “Would one of the lords really sacrifice so much of their forces for the other lords to invade?” Roz questioned. “I only know a little of the North’s politics and history, but I’ve heard the lords are only united so far as it serves their own interests. I feel as though there’s more to this than we know.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Xulthen said. “Or maybe one of the lords is reckless. Only the old spirits know.” 
 
    “They wanted to kill my mom,” Valx said. “They’re going to come find me and kill me next. You two should just leave me here to die and go on.” 
 
    His friends exchanged a concerned look. 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened,” Roz told Valx, “but you shouldn’t say that. Your mother would want you to survive. The soldiers aren’t going to follow you. We just happened to live in the city they chose to invade. It’s terrible and unfortunate, but there’s nothing we can do but keep moving.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Valx said. “My mom had great power. She was a threat to the North and killed dozens of soldiers in Tunra. I saw it. There were bodies everywhere. I tried to help her, but I couldn’t.” Valx buried his face into his hands and held back tears. 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself,” Roz said, frowning. “You’re distorting your memory of what happened because of the awful things you saw. You and Amikah aren’t responsible for this.” 
 
    “The lords of the North are the ones responsible,” Xulthen said, “and they’ll get what they deserve. But Ros’se is right. We need to worry about surviving. Let’s try to sleep early so we wake up with the sun and make it to Bailrom quickly.” 
 
    Valx wanted to argue. His mind raced, and his body still felt tense, but he felt his strength dissolving the longer he sat. Valx agreed to sleep, and the three found the softest spots near the cherrybark tree to rest. Within minutes, Roz and Xulthen fell asleep. 
 
    After an hour of struggling to keep his eyes closed, Valx laid against the reddish bark of the tree and watched the stars with his mother’s sword held close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Mom!” Valx shouted, waking from his nightmare. He jumped to his feet and fumbled as he tried to draw the dress sword. 
 
    Roz and Xulthen sprang from their sleep and looked around. “Your safe,” Roz shouted. “We’re the only ones here.” 
 
    Valx stared at Roz’s frightened eyes and then slid the blade into its sheath. He fell back against the tree and looked down at his trembling hands. We’re fine, he told himself, struggling to slow his frantic breaths. There aren’t any soldiers here. 
 
    Xulthen stepped out from the shade of the cherrybark tree and stared at sun overhead. “We overslept,” Xulthen groaned. “I shouldn’t have fallen asleep underneath this tree. I expected the sunlight to wake me. Let’s hurry and go.” He went to the stream and took a drink. 
 
    “I’m starving,” Roz whined. “Wight, do you have anything to eat in your pack?” 
 
    “I haven’t really looked,” Valx replied. He sat down and opened the pack. Valx pulled clothes and his knife from the bag. He found maps, which he placed to the side. He discovered an overstuffed coin purse in the bottom of the pack. “No food, but there’s this. We can buy something to eat when we get to Bailrom.” 
 
    “That’s quite a lot of money,” Xulthen said. “That bag must be full of copper and nickel pieces. It should be more than enough for our journey and plenty left over for you afterward.” 
 
    Valx opened the pouch to find many kinds of coins, ranging from reddish-brown and dull gray hues to glistening silver and gold pieces. His eyes widened at the sight of so much money. 
 
    Xulthen leaned his head toward the pouch. “There’s more silver and gold in there than I’ve seen in any one place!” 
 
    “I don’t even recognize some of these types of coins,” Valx said, digging out a greenish square piece. “Square money?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s from the Island Nation,” Xulthen said. “Then again, they usually use our pieces since they trade along the shore. I suppose it could have come from the Flatlands in the deep south. It might have made its way north through the Bay Nation or passed through the Wetlands like most the currency in Ter’al eventually does.” 
 
    “Amikah must have been saving for years,” Roz said. “I’ve never seen this much money. Was she going to buy a new house? Or establish a bigger store?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know she had this much,” Valx said. “We didn’t need a bigger house or a new shop. I don’t know where she got so much money from or why she was saving it. For an emergency, maybe? I wish I had known. I would’ve had taken a lot more days off to relax. I guess it’s good we have it now, though. I can use this to buy us plenty of food at Bailrom. We can get horses and supplies too.” 
 
    Valx grabbed his belongings, and the three continued their journey through Grimwood. Xulthen guided them toward Bailrom using the position of the sun and his knowledge of the forest. After several hours, their path began to weave between hills as the forest thinned around them. 
 
    “Have you two ever been to Bailrom?” Xulthen asked his friends. 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    “I’ve been a few times with Goruuk. He always calls it The Hill Town. It’s a nice little village that’s compressed between the hills. Plenty of good trappers and hunters in Bailrom. There’s also an old family of wyrgen who lives there. They’re highly respected for unaffiliated wyrgen, and Goruuk has tried on numerous occasions to recruit them. But in the last couple of years, their daughters have been marrying into the Hurival Pack. They were all so beautiful too. Longs legs and fine coats of gray and reddish-brown. The reddest I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Look,” Roz said. Their path led to a dirt road that traveled between the hills. “Is this the road to Bailrom?” 
 
    “I think so,” Xulthen said. “I must have steered us too far south. We should’ve been there already.” 
 
    “You did great work,” Roz told Xulthen. “Can you really say any of your pack mates could have gotten us through Grimwood without any planning?” 
 
    “Goruuk could,” Xulthen said, smiling. “But you’re right. I did great. Maybe if any of those red-coated ladies are still unmarried, I can impress them with how I conquered Grimwood.” 
 
    The three travelers followed the road until they saw a wooden wall built across the gap between the hills. A gate at the end of the road sat open. 
 
    “We’ve made it,” Roz shouted, quickening her pace. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Xulthen asked. He looked behind them. The pattering of horseshoes carried in the distance, and Roz and Valx looked back at the road. “More refugees?” 
 
    Horses rode into view, but their passengers were too far away for the friends to see. A gleam appeared as the horses passed through sunlight. 
 
    “Run!” Xulthen barked. He grabbed his two confused friends and pulled them toward the town. 
 
    “Are they soldiers?” Roz asked. 
 
    “They’re wearing armor,” Xulthen said. “Keep running. Bailrom is small but well-guarded.” 
 
    As they hurried for the gate, Valx could see the heads of people moving on the wall as the friends approached. 
 
    “Close the gate behind us,” Xulthen shouted to the men on the wall. “There are Northerners chasing us!” 
 
    The three friends dashed past the gate and stopped. Northern soldiers stood all around them with weapons drawn. They turned to run, but the horses reached the gate with more Northerners. With fear rising inside him, Valx drew his mother’s dress sword. 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing if you want to live,” A man wearing plated armor but no helm shouted. The short, stout man eyed the three Westerners. “There are archers on the wall and swordsmen all around you. I’m not sure how you three got this far, but there’s no need to throw your lives away. We can put you in one of the houses where we’re keeping the townspeople who were smart enough not to fight us. We don’t plan to stay here long. We only rode ahead to capture this town so that our army can rest and resupply before we continue to Direlight, which I dearly hope matches its reputation as the shimmering city.” 
 
    The Northerner paused and glared at Valx. “I don’t know why I’m even babbling. Just put the gods-damned sword away, and I promise we won’t hurt you, boy.” 
 
    “Captain Feltmer,” A skinny, young man approached the man in plated armor. “Do you see his hair? The general said to find and kill people with white hair.” 
 
    Roz and Xulthen gaped at Valx. 
 
    “I told you two that they were after me,” Valx whispered, feeling defeated. He slid his sword into its sheath and stepped toward the captain. “I surrender. You can kill me if you want. I don’t care anymore. Just don’t hurt my friends.” 
 
    “Fine,” Captain Feltmer answered. “Your friends will be safe with the other captives. I’ll take your head to my general.” He paused. “Sorry if that sounds gruesome, boy. You’re being quite honorable by not struggling. Someone, please bring me my axe.” 
 
    “To hell with you,” Xulthen shouted. “You come near him, and I’ll claw your eyes out.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to take him alive?” Roz asked, her voice full of panic. 
 
    “My general told us to kill any white-haired people we found in Tunra,” He said, but then Feltmer glanced at the other soldiers. “Or did he mean capture? You lot know I don’t pay the best attention.” Several of his men responded with chuckles. 
 
    “He said to kill them, sir,” the scrawny soldier said as he dragged a battle-axe to his captain. “General Cydon referred to them as ‘white-haired vermin’ that our lord wanted dead.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re always around to remind me of these things, Yute. I sincerely hope you aren’t killed when we siege Direlight. You’ve got a strong mind even if you are a terrible fighter.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Yute bowed, and the captain took the battle-axe. 
 
    Valx’s face whitened, and a dizziness washed over him. This is it, he thought, shaking with fear. 
 
    “Wait,” Roz shouted. “You can’t kill him.” 
 
    “I can’t?” Captain Feltmer asked, his eyebrow raised. “And why not, miss?” 
 
    “Because,” Roz said, pausing to think. “You need him alive because he escaped Tunra. If he escaped, then the other white-haired people did as well, and you don’t know where they went.” 
 
    “Cydon said to look for two,” Yute said. “He was convinced they were in Tunra.” 
 
    “Well, this one isn’t in Tunra,” Feltmer said, tilting his head with a curious expression. “Did anyone find the other?” 
 
    “We weren’t in Tunra for long, sir,” Yute replied. “The other may have been captured or killed. But if this one escaped, then we should probably assume the second did as well.” 
 
    “So, where is the other white-haired person?” Feltmer asked Valx. 
 
    Valx opened his mouth, but then Roz shouted, “She’s hidden! And you won’t find her without his help. So, you have to keep him alive.” 
 
    “This is giving me a headache,” Feltmer groaned. “Yute, should I kill him or torture him for the whereabouts of this other person?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. If I were in charge, then I would probably keep him in the town’s jail and wait until General Cydon arrives tonight.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea, Yute. I do hope you survive this war. Men, take the white-haired boy to the jail. And his friends. Cydon will want to torture them as well. He’s good at breaking people. I won’t pretend that I haven’t heard the rumors of what he can do.” The captain shivered. 
 
    Five soldiers led Valx and his friends to the town’s barracks. They stripped Valx of his sword and travel pack and placed him in a prison cell with his friends in another. “You people are monsters,” Roz said through the barred window on the door of her cell. “We never did anything to you.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth,” A grizzled soldier told her. “Your kingdom has been assaulting the clans for centuries. Don’t you know your damn history? The little city-state in the west conquered everything from Tunra to the Beieo River and destroyed several once great clans. And now that the clans and the people left clanless after your onslaught have united into the most powerful nation in Ter’al, you suddenly love peace. Gods be damned. Nuface over here is old enough to remember his clan getting wiped out.” He pointed to the oldest soldier in the group, a tall and pale man with gray hair and gloomy eyes. 
 
    “I was only a boy,” Nuface said with a flat voice, “but I remember when the West attacked my village more clearly than I remember the birth of my son or my daughters.” 
 
    The grizzled soldier spat on the door of Roz and Xulthen’s cell and stomped away. “I’m already tired of watching these Westerners. We should kill them already. I can’t believe we’re keeping so many under house arrest. It’s a waste of our time.” 
 
    “Innocent civilians aren’t our enemies,” Nuface said. “It’s King Thod and the Oduj royal family who are our enemy. Thod Oduj pretends he’s a better man than his father or his father’s father, but he won’t return the land that rightfully belongs to the clans. He might not push our borders anymore, but he’s tried his best to prevent our ships from using the Beieo River to sell goods to the great market-cities of the Wetlands.” 
 
    “A Westerner is a Westerner,” the grizzled soldier said. “I don’t care for politics. Our captain is a forgetful idiot. We should just kill the white-haired boy and his friends. Then we can loot this place. There’s probably all sorts of nice weapons and armor and grub in these barracks.” 
 
    “I was told to watch them,” Nuface said. “I’m here to do my job and pay my debt to Lord Wyvern. So, I’m going to do what I’m told.” 
 
    “Alright, you watch them. I’m going to search this place. I think I saw a kitchen in the back.” 
 
    The other soldiers left to search the barracks, leaving Nuface to watch Valx and his friends. Nuface sat in a chair where he could sit and watch the two cells. His sword sat in its sheath against the wall beside him. 
 
    After a few minutes, Roz let out an exaggerated groan. “I’m starving. Hey, No Face. Can you get us something to eat?” 
 
    Nuface stared at her with bitter eyes. “I suppose. Just don’t try to escape.” 
 
    As soon as Nuface walked around the corner, Xulthen grabbed the door frame. He pulled and clawed and rattled the door until he was out of breath. “It won’t budge,” he muttered. 
 
    Nuface returned a couple of minutes later with a half loaf of bread. He broke the bread into four equal pieces to split between himself and the three prisoners. 
 
    “Thanks, No Face,” Roz said after she finished her portion. “You don’t seem like too bad a guy. Can you let us free?” 
 
    “And get myself executed for treason?” Nuface scoffed. “I’m going to do exactly what I’m told. I’m the sole provider for my family and had to become a soldier to pay for food and taxes. Lord Wyvern has protected the clans and the clanless, but I can’t say it hasn’t come at high cost. If I get executed for freeing you, then my son will get drafted in my place to pay my debts. He’s around your age. I don’t want him going to war.” 
 
    “But you’re okay with throwing people your son’s age into a prison cell to be murdered?” Roz asked. 
 
    “This is war,” he replied, staring at his bread. “I have to do what I can for my family and the republic. If we’re all lucky, and the gods are with us, then maybe we’ll take Direlight with little resistance. Then there won’t even be a real war. That’s Lord Wyvern’s desire anyways.” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Xulthen said. “Your army must’ve been relatively small to get to Tunra undetected. Our kingdom would’ve heard if the North was gathering so many soldiers and ships together.” 
 
    “You’re right for the most part,” Nuface said. “This attack was meant to be quick and stealthy as far as a war goes. First, we’d get a small fleet to Tunra while most your ships were blockading the Island Nation. Then we’d move to Direlight before you can prepare a defense. We’d take Direlight. Then the Western generals and their forces in other parts of the kingdom would attempt to retake the capital. By then, King Thod and most his family would be dead. The other lords would hear of the successful attack from our spies, and then they’d send their forces south while the West sieges its own capital. And that’s if the remaining Western forces aren’t fighting one another for control of the kingdom.” 
 
    “This plan is foolish,” Xulthen said. “You’re on a suicide mission. You can’t get to Direlight in time. You’d face one of Thod’s armies well before Direlight. If you even make it to the capital, you would have to lay siege to the city, which would give the rest of his forces time to arrive. The king will survive, the kingdom will stay united, and the North will have to fight along the border with one of its armies destroyed in a wasted effort.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” Nuface said. “At first. But I’ve seen things that have changed my mind. The republic has been preparing for this war since the clans came together almost a couple decades ago. The clans have kept many secrets from one another during their wars with each other. Their true power is not in our overwhelming numbers or larger territory. The lords possess power that you would be wise to fear. If you had seen the creatures on General Cydon’s ship, you would know that your kingdom’s time was over.” 
 
    “What creatures?” Roz asked. 
 
    “Ignore that comment,” Nuface said. “It doesn’t matter. You kids shouldn’t be involved in this war.” The older man stood from his seat and approached Valx’s cell. “Why does Lord Wyvern want you dead?” Valx continued to nibble at his bread as he sat on the stone floor. “In the North, we have myths about people with white hair. They’re said to be bad omens. In fact, there’s a story that Lord Wyvern’s parents were killed by someone with white hair.” 
 
    Valx looked through the barred window, and his eyes met with Nuface’s. 
 
    “Wyvern is the son of Lord Dragon,” the Northerner said. “Dragon and Lord Reaper were the two people most responsible for uniting the clans and creating the Northern Republic. But Dragon was a short-lived lord. Soon after he moved into Castle Stoneborn. Dragon and his wife were assassinated. Reaper swooped in and suppressed most information around the event. Since Dragon’s territory was clanless, Reaper put Dragon’s council in charge of his territory until Wyvern was old enough to become lord in his place.” 
 
    “So, Lord Wyvern wants to kill a young man and his mother just because someone with the same hair color killed his parents?” Roz asked. “That’s insane. Valx and his mother had nothing to do with an assassination attempt in another land.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Nuface said. “I’ll try to talk to Captain Feltmer or even General Cydon and see if we can’t let you three go. I don’t like meaningless bloodshed.” 
 
    “Gods bless you,” Roz said. 
 
    “Can you convince your general to not attack Direlight while you’re at it?” Xulthen said, snidely. 
 
    Nuface chuckled and then looked away. He sat back in his chair, crossed his arms, looked down, and whispered a prayer to the gods. 
 
    *** 
 
    After a couple of hours of silence, Yute approached the cells to find Nuface asleep. “Wake up!” he shouted. “You’re sleeping instead of watching the prisoners?” 
 
    Nuface jumped from his chair. “Oh,” he said, realizing it was only Yute. “Those three aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “They are going somewhere,” Yute said. “Right to hell.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nuface asked. 
 
    “We received a message that a woman with white hair was found dead in Tunra,” Yute explained. “General Cydon confirmed the body to be one of the people they were searching for. They say she was surrounded by dozens of dead soldiers. Cydon sent word that if the second white-haired person was found, they were to be killed immediately. Captain Feltmer had me run here to tell you to kill him before he does as much harm as the woman.” 
 
    “But he’s just a boy,” Nuface said. “My son is around his age, and you want me to kill him?” 
 
    “Is this insubordination?” Yute asked, glaring. 
 
    “But he’s harmless,” Nuface replied. 
 
    “I’ve delivered the message as I was instructed,” Yute said. “I’m going back to the captain now. If you haven’t slain the prisoner before the captain arrives, then I’m going to convince Feltmer to throw you in a house with the civilians. I’m sure those Western animals would love to get their hands on one of us.” Yute turned and marched down the hallway. 
 
    “Why, gods?” Nuface whispered just loud enough that Valx could hear. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Roz begged. “Nuface, if you’re a kind and gods-fearing man, then you’ll free us before your captain arrives.” 
 
    “I must do what I’m told,” Nuface replied, his tone grim. “It sounds like his mother was dangerous, and for all I know, he is too.” 
 
    “But he’s not,” Roz said. “This has to be a mistake. Just because his mother was found with a bunch of dead soldiers doesn’t mean she’s responsible. She only had one damn arm!” 
 
    Nuface grabbed his sword from the wall and pulled the steel from its sheath. “I must fulfill my duty to my family and my lord,” he told himself. 
 
    Roz pounded on the door as Nuface removed the bar that locked her friend’s cell. “I hope your family starves,” she shouted. “I hope your children have their eyes clawed out. You bastard! I thought you were a good man, but you’re not. Murderer!” 
 
    Xulthen grabbed the door of his and Roz’s cell and shook the frame. Then he bashed his shoulder against the wooden surface. “Leave my friend alone,” he growled. “I’ll tear your throat out. I’ll use every remaining minute of my life hunting you down. Don’t kill my friend.” Xulthen started to sob. “Please, don’t kill my friend.” 
 
    Valx pressed against the brick wall in the back of the cell as Nuface opened the door. The young man’s blue eyes sharpened at the sight of the Northerner’s blade. He shrank toward the corner of the room, and his body became cold. Valx remembered his mother becoming still as the life left her body. He imagined the jester lying dead on the ground. He thought about how he had run from the soldiers in Tunra. I can’t run away this time, Valx realized. 
 
    Nuface crept across the cell with sunken eyes. Valx could feel death approaching as the Northerner, now like a wall pushing toward him, gripped his sword with both hands and pulled it back until the blade scratched the wall. Roz and Xulthen screamed and struck at their door, but their noises seemed distant to Valx compared to his own frantic breaths and Nuface’s footsteps. 
 
    Valx reached for his mother’s sword. He reached for his knife. He reached for anything that he could use as a weapon and found nothing. He balled his hands into fists. For a moment, he no longer wanted to run. He wanted to kill. His fear burned into rage, and he released an animalistic scream at Nuface. A silvery-blue glow lit the dark cell, and Nuface stopped and looked at Valx’s right hand. The ethereal light emanated from his fist and flowed like water into a shape resembling a dagger. 
 
    “What the hell,” Nuface said, frozen in awe. “It’s like something the gods would forge from aether.” 
 
    Valx jumped from the corner with gnashing teeth. He stabbed the glowing blade into Nuface’s chest. The blue aether pierced the man’s leather armor, and the Northerner fell backward, dropping his sword. 
 
    Nuface grabbed his bloody chest and shouted, but then Valx leaped on top of him. The young Westerner stabbed repeatedly, spraying his arms and chest with blood. 
 
    “Stop!” Nuface cried. “I have children.” 
 
    Valx continued to push the blade into Nuface’s body until the man became still. 
 
    The screaming of Roz and Xulthen grew louder to Valx. His muscles relaxed. His fist loosened, and the ethereal knife faded into nothingness. Valx looked at Nuface and the man’s last frightened expression. He struggled to stand. His body felt weak and cold. Valx stumbled to the cell door, looked down, and vomited. He stepped into the hallway and grabbed the bar over Roz and Xulthen’s cell door. 
 
    “Hurry!” Xulthen said. 
 
    “Wight!” Roz cried. “Are you hurt? You’re covered in blood.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” Valx said with a drained voice. “It’s Nuface’s blood.” He unlatched the door and then collapsed to the stone floor. Am I dying? he thought. After all that, I’m going to die here on the floor. All the strength has left my body. Is it because of that light? That was my power? 
 
    Roz and Xulthen grabbed Valx and pulled him to his feet. “We have to leave before anyone sees us,” Xulthen told Valx. They helped him stand and ran up the stairs and through a hall. Xulthen checked around the corner when they reached an intersection. 
 
    “I need my belongings,” Valx moaned. “I need those maps and my mom’s sword.” 
 
    “They put your sword and bag near the exit,” Xulthen said. “We can grab it on the way out if we have a chance.” 
 
    They continued through another passage but stopped when they heard men rummaging through weapons and armor in a nearby room. The three went the opposite path and ran as fast as they could while holding Valx on his feet. They found a common room in the barracks where the Northerners had made piles of weapons, food, and other supplies. Valx’s sword and pack rested in the corner of the room. He didn’t have time to tie the sword to his side, so he held the sheathed blade and threw the pack over his shoulder. 
 
    “There’s the exit,” Xulthen said. “Let’s get the hell out of Bailrom and hope no one sees us.” The wyrgen motioned toward a hall at the other side of the room that led to a door at the end of the building. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” the grizzled soldier said as he stepped into the room. He reached for his sword. 
 
    Xulthen rushed the soldier as Roz and Valx ran for the exit. The wyrgen slammed against the soldier as he pulled his sword from his sheath and knocked the man to the ground. 
 
    Valx and Roz burst through the door, and Xulthen chased after them. They ran across the road and toward the hills. A few seconds later, they heard the door slam open, and the grizzled soldier followed. “Someone, stop them!” he screamed. 
 
    The three friends circled around a row of buildings and tried to disappear in a neighborhood of houses and shops. “We need to lose them and slip back into the woods,” Xulthen told his friends. 
 
    “I lost some soldiers in Tunra by running between buildings,” Valx said. He had picked up speed and didn’t need Roz’s help to run, but he still felt drained of much of his strength. “We’re a little faster since they’re wearing armor. Xulthen, how well do you know the layout of this town?” 
 
    “Not too great,” Xulthen admitted as he led them through an alley. They turned right at the end of the alley and circled around another house. “This way. I remember that behind those red-coated gals’ home there’s a valley into the forest.” 
 
    The faces of terrified villagers watched from windows as the three raced past. Northern patrols searched the streets and watched for anyone who might try to escape or retaliate against the Northern soldiers. Valx and his friends ran through one alley, but then Xulthen stopped. Soldiers on horses stood on both sides of the street. They backtracked and hurried the other way. 
 
    Xulthen led his friends to the outskirts of the town where they found a steep hill. 
 
    “Let’s climb this way and go into the forest,” Roz said. 
 
    “If those guys on horses spot us climbing the hill, they’ll catch us,” Xulthen said. “We’re almost there anyways.” 
 
    They traveled along the edge of town, oftentimes just out of eyesight of the soldiers. When they noticed a patrol going down the road, they hid behind houses at the edge of the hills. The patrols began to search buildings, and Valx could hear the cries of people under duress. 
 
    “We need to be careful,” Xulthen told them. “People in those buildings have been watching us. Someone will surely tell them which direction we went.” 
 
    Valx stared at his palms while they waited behind a cabin. He tightened his hands into fists. I wonder if I can make another glowing blade. How did I make it appear earlier? And is that all I can do? My mom seemed far more powerful with her speed and strength. All I did was make a knife that looked like it was made of aether. Is there more to my power than that? 
 
    “Look,” Roz said, peering at a window in the back of the cabin. They saw an old man and woman watching them with bewildered faces. The man pointed away from the cabin and shouted something. 
 
    “The patrol just went into a house over there,” Xulthen said, peeking around the corner of the cabin. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They ran past a couple of buildings to find a large house nestled in a corner of the village where two hills intersected. “This is the place,” Xulthen said. He led them behind the building to find a rocky opening between the hillsides. 
 
    “What are you three doing?” A man’s voice called from the cabin. A tall and old wyrgen with red-brown fur stood in the doorway. “Did the patrols follow you?” 
 
    “No,” Xulthen said. “We were going to escape through here. Why don’t you and your family come with us?” 
 
    “My family?” the old man replied. “They’ve all left me in recent years. My daughters married. My sons left to build new lives elsewhere. My wife passed away last winter. Bailrom is all I have now. I’m not leaving this village. Not even if they burn it to the ground.” 
 
    A knock sounded at the front of the cabin. 
 
    “You three hurry along,” the old man said. “I won’t tell them you came this way.” 
 
    The three friends thanked the man and rushed through the gap to find that the other side dropped off into a thin valley. They found a creek and followed it away from Bailrom and into Grimwood. Once they were a safe distance, they climbed a hill. 
 
    In the distance, they could see part of Bailrom, including the gate opposite of where they had entered. 
 
    “They’ve probably searched all the buildings by now,” Xulthen said. “The road is that way, but they probably have patrols going ahead to catch us.” 
 
    “Can we travel through Grimwood again?” Roz asked. 
 
    “If we could stay somewhat near the trail,” Xulthen said. “If not, we’ll get lost. But if we stay too close to the trail, it will take us a few days. We’ll probably get spotted or starve by then.” 
 
    Valx pulled the maps from his bag and found Bailrom. 
 
    “The trail to the next town curves around this part of Grimwood,” Roz noted. “If we cut through here, we’ll arrive at that village faster than the Northerners. Even if they’re on horses.” 
 
    “There’s a reason the trail goes south and then curves back north,” Xulthen said. “This whole region is full of hills, valleys, and lost grounds. It’s just south of Grimwood’s largest lost ground. It’s far bigger and far more dangerous than the part of Grimwood I brought us through. And I barely know this area.” 
 
    “What if we aim for this stream here,” Valx said, pointing at a blue line on the map that branched from a river farther north and passed a few days off from Direlight before curving back into the forest. “It shouldn’t be difficult to hit this stream if we go in that direction. Then when the stream makes this sharp turn, we can just keep going until we’re out of Grimwood. That would put us only a few days away from Direlight. We would be well ahead of the Northern forces.” 
 
    “Might as well go with that route,” Xulthen said. “It’s nice to see you trying to survive, Valx. When we got cornered earlier, I thought you had lost hope. I’m astonished we made it out of the barracks and even out of Bailrom. I’m never coming back to this town again. No point now with all the red-coated ladies gone.” 
 
    “What happened with you and Nuface?” Roz asked Valx. 
 
    “Maybe we should stop talking and get moving,” Valx said with an ill expression. Roz looked down at his blood-soaked shirt and nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    It’s been hours since we’ve seen or heard any wildlife, Valx realized. He and his friends had delved into another patch of lost grounds beyond the safe hills of Bailrom. Their path cut deep into the earth, leading them below crooked stone peaks. The trees wove a great blanket that shielded the valleys and lower hills from the sun. Yesterday, Xulthen said that was a bad sign. Valx glanced at his friends. 
 
    Roz walked a tired pace, and Xulthen’s head jerked back and forth as his weary eyes scanned Grimwood. 
 
    “How far away from the stream do you think we are?” Valx asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Xulthen murmured. 
 
    “Are we still going the right way?” Roz asked. 
 
    “Probably,” Xulthen answered. 
 
    Valx began to worry, and Roz gave him a concerned look. “Have you ever been to this part of Grimwood?” Valx asked. 
 
    “No,” Xulthen replied. 
 
    “How can you tell which direction we’re going in?” Roz asked. “These hills and valleys are so erratic.” 
 
    “I haven’t been certain of where we were since Bailrom,” Xulthen admitted. 
 
    “So, we’re lost?” Valx asked. 
 
    “I told you that lost grounds were dangerous. Honestly, I’m worried about more than simply getting lost. As long as we keep going in this general direction, we’ll probably hit the stream. But there are creatures that hide in lost grounds. We were lucky to have gotten to Bailrom. We’ll be luckier to reach the stream alive.” 
 
    “There are three of us,” Roz said. “And Wight has a sword. I think we can defend ourselves from spiders and bloodcats.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a grimspider?” Xulthen asked. “They’re not like their minuscule cousins the orphans cry for you to squash. They’re huge, terrifying things. They weave networks of webs to catch rabbits and even deer. I once saw the skeleton of a human hunter who had slipped down a slope and gotten trapped in a grimspider’s web. They’re fast and can feel when something touches their web. Then they spit paralyzing venom so the prey can’t escape.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be difficult to avoid a giant web,” Roz said. “I’m more worried about bloodcats than anything. The orphanage is close enough to the forest that we occasionally hear their shrill cries. That sound always gives me shivers.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a few,” Xulthen told her. “They’re bigger and faster than you’d imagine. The ones I saw had orange and brown looking fur, but I hear the ones in lost grounds are bigger and red as fresh blood.” 
 
    The friends stepped over roots as they passed under an arching stone with a fat, twisting tree rising from atop. 
 
    Valx eyed the tree and noticed a bird with patchy, black feathers that only half-covered its pale skin. 
 
    The tiny bird watched them with bloodshot eyes and then swooped down and landed on the edge of the arch. Its jagged beak opened, and the bird coughed. 
 
    “What type of bird is that?” Valx asked. 
 
    “A neveraven,” Xulthen said. “They’re sickly birds that live around lost grounds.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” Roz asked. 
 
    “They follow danger,” Xulthen replied. 
 
    Valx grabbed a rock from the ground and threw it at the bird. “Go away,” he shouted. The rock struck the stone arch with a sharp crackle, and the neveraven wheezed. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Xulthen hissed. “For all we know, there could be strangemen prowling through these valleys. Until we get out of the lost grounds, I need you two to remain silent. Don’t yell. Don’t throw rocks. Don’t even take loud steps. Our lives are in peril.” Valx nodded, and they continued down the path. 
 
    The neveraven jumped to the ground and followed them, breaking the silence with an occasional cough. After half an hour passed, several more neveravens joined the first. 
 
    The friends stopped while Xulthen viewed a split in the path where part of the terrain went uphill and the other went downward. Xulthen chose the upward path, and they resumed their travel. 
 
    After another half hour of walking uphill, and being joined by more birds, Xulthen stopped and sniffed the air. “You smell that?” he whispered. 
 
    Valx and Roz sniffed the air but couldn’t smell anything. “What do you smell?” Valx asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “It smells like—” Xulthen said, pausing to think. “Something shit itself and died.” He walked through a tangled thicket, moving along a cliff wall. “It’s this way.” 
 
    “We’re heading toward the shit smell?” Roz muttered. 
 
    “We have to,” Xulthen said. “I think I went too far south trying to get out of the lost grounds. If we pass the curve in the stream, we’ll continue deeper north and never escape Grimwood. If I try to go too far the other way, we’ll enter the worst part of the lost grounds. We need to stay on this path.” 
 
    Xulthen moved between the trees with Valx and Roz following behind. He stopped at the edge of the thicket and then spun around to face his friends. The wyrgen held one finger to his mouth to silence them. 
 
    Valx and Roz stepped forward and looked around the edge of a wide tree. An overwhelming smell of rot struck Valx’s nostrils, and Xulthen pointed at a shape on the hill. 
 
    An emaciated creature taller than a person hunched over the corpse of a large deer. Coughing neveravens stood around the creature and on the branches of the nearby trees. The creature’s arms, almost as long as its whole body, grappled the deer and drove knife-like fingers into the corpse. It split the deer open, spraying blood onto its gray, diseased skin. A wide jaw with uneven teeth clamped down into the deer’s flesh and quadrilateral pincers tore through the meat. The creature pulled its head back, ripping out a wedge of fat and muscle. 
 
    The neveravens that had followed the friends flew over to join their brethren. They pecked at the spilled blood and pieces of meat that had been tossed away from the deer. 
 
    “That’s a longclaw,” Xulthen whispered to his friends. “Follow me quietly.” 
 
    They backed into the thicket and headed away from the hillside. Now we’re heading exactly where Xulthen said he didn’t want to go, Valx noted, but I guess it’s better than trying to get past that thing. They soon discovered another drop-off beyond the thicket. 
 
    Xulthen pointed down the incline, and Valx looked closer. The tiniest sliver of light poked between the trees and shimmered off long webs strung between the trees on the hillside. The friends crept along the side of the drop-off, watching their footsteps with nervous breaths. 
 
    The sounds of gnawing and coughing grew louder. Valx peered between the trees, and he thought he saw the shape of the longclaw devouring its prey. He narrowed his eyes for a better view, and his foot stepped off the edge of the hillside. “Shit!” Valx shouted. 
 
    Roz caught Valx and pulled him away from the ledge. The gnawing stopped, and the three friends looked toward the direction of the creature in fearful silence. 
 
    The longclaw burst through tree branches in a long-armed gallop, and the cawing neveravens scattered. 
 
    Valx grabbed his sword’s cherrybark handle as the longclaw bolted toward him. The creature leaped, but Xulthen intercepted it in midair, taking himself and the creature over the edge of the drop. They struck a tree partway down and disappeared into darkness. 
 
    “Xulthen!” Valx screamed. He jumped down the slope, hearing Roz scream for him to wait as he descended. 
 
    Valx tumbled down several short drops, and then a network of webs tangled around his body. A neveraven landed on his back and pecked a hole in his shirt. He swung his pack at the bird, knocking it into the web. Valx grabbed his sword handle and pulled, but the web had ensnared the hilt. 
 
    He heard a scurrying noise, and his eyes fell onto a dog-sized spider crawling along the web toward him. Valx screamed and struggled against the wiry snare. He grabbed the web and tried to tear it, but the grimspider’s silk was as strong as chain. 
 
    As the spider neared, a blue light came from Valx’s hands and shredded the web to pieces. He fell, bounced against a rocky surface, fell farther, glimpsed Xulthen hanging upside down, and then slid down the rest of the steep slope. “Xulthen!” he shouted to his friend that he could no longer see. 
 
    Neveravens flew down from the hill and circled around Valx. He felt at his side for the sword but discovered he had lost it on the slope. One bird dove from the treetops and struck Valx in the back. The bird broke its own neck but left a gash in his skin. 
 
    Valx yelled and hurried downhill as the neveravens pursued. The ground leveled, and the trees thinned. A distant rushing sound welcomed Valx as the last of the day’s light rained on him. He saw the source of the noise ahead. A narrow, fast-moving creek dropped from the hills over a waterfall and then ran deeper into the lost grounds. Should I jump in? Valx thought. But the current will drag me deeper into Grimwood, and I can’t leave Roz and Xulthen. 
 
    A snarl sounded behind Valx, and the neveravens scattered. The longclaw erupted from the woods on all four limbs. Its compound eyes fixed on him. Jump! Valx’s brain screamed, but his body felt as if he were still trapped in the grimspider’s web. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” Roz yelled, running out of the woods with Valx’s sword in her hands. The longclaw turned around, snarling, and she stabbed it through its mouth. When Roz pulled out the blade, the longclaw reached for her. Its elongated fingers ran down her body, and then the longclaw fell to the ground, gurgling and twitching. Valx ran to Roz and hugged her. “Are you okay, Wight?” 
 
    “You saved me,” Valx cried. 
 
    “I think we might still be in danger,” Roz said. She pointed at the neveravens flying in circles overhead. The coughing birds swarmed closer, and Roz waved the sword as Valx untied the sheath to use as a weapon. 
 
    A huge roar sounded, scattering the neveravens away and frightening Valx and Roz. Xulthen walked from the woods, and the three friends hugged one another. 
 
    “I thought you two had died,” Roz cried. 
 
    “I’m not letting either of you out of my sight until we reach Direlight,” Xulthen said. He looked at the sword in Roz’s hands and then the dead longclaw. “Great work, Ros’se. I need to take you hunting sometime.” 
 
    “We found the stream,” Valx noted. “It will be easy to escape Grimwood now.” 
 
    “We should rest here tonight,” Xulthen replied. “It’s getting dark.” 
 
    “What if we get attacked by neveravens?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Or another longclaw,” Roz added. 
 
    “Longclaws have a strong odor that gets worse when they die,” Xulthen explained. “The smell drives away animals. Especially other longclaws. I guess nothing wants to bother something that kills one of these things.” 
 
    Once their nerves calmed, the friends drank water from the stream and cleaned their wounds. Falling down the hillside had bruised all three, and the neveravens had cut Valx and Roz in several places. Xulthen’s injuries were the worst as the longclaw’s fingers had sliced his chest and side and buried its claws into his left shoulder. 
 
    “I’m rather lucky,” the wyrgen said, using a spare shirt from Valx’s bag to wrap his shoulder. “Their claws are made to stab internal organs and cause fatal injuries. Their bodies are too thin to fight some of the larger forest animals in a direct confrontation. After the second or third big drop, the ugly bastard scurried away from me. Guess he couldn’t handle someone as tough as me.” 
 
    “And yet I was the one who killed it,” Roz said, smirking. 
 
    “You had a sword,” Xulthen groaned. 
 
    “Wight had the sword first, and he didn’t kill it,” Roz countered. 
 
    “Can you two please stop talking about killing?” Valx asked, a hollow expression on his face. They both apologized, and then Xulthen searched near the river until he found edible berries for the three to eat. 
 
    After eating, Valx washed himself with water from the stream. He looked at his hands and remembered the blue light that had freed him from the grimspider’s web. I’m so tired, he thought. I’ve never been this tired in my entire life. I wonder if it was like this for mom when she used her power. His eyes grew teary at the thought of his mother, and Valx washed his face to hide his crying from his friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Valx felt a hand pushing on him, and he opened his eyes to see Xulthen standing by him. 
 
    The wyrgen went over to Roz and nudged her awake as well. “I can’t handle this stink anymore,” Xulthen said, holding his nose. The rotten smell of the longclaw had strengthened overnight, and even Valx felt nauseous. He grabbed his bag, and the three made their leave. 
 
    They climbed past the waterfall and followed the stream for almost an hour before it made a sharp curve. “Here’s the turn,” Xulthen noted. “We need to go through the forest here on a straight path until we escape Grimwood. Then we should arrive near a little village called Udalfar.” 
 
    They hiked for several hours, staying at the edge of lost grounds. A couple of coughing neveravens followed them until their path strayed away from the lost grounds, and Valx felt relieved when the forest thinned, and he could see the sun once more. Near midday, they stepped out of Grimwood and into a meadow of green and red that reached across to the horizon. 
 
    “So long, Grimwood,” Roz said. 
 
    “Goruuk and the others will be swearing on the old spirits after they hear how I took us through those lost grounds,” Xulthen said. “I hope we reach Udalfar soon. If I don’t eat a big meal in the next few hours, I might turn feral.” He chuckled at his joke. 
 
    They drifted through waves of blooming, vermilion snappers and arrived at an ankle-deep creek where Xulthen washed his injured shoulder. “Does it hurt?” Roz asked him. 
 
    “It burns around the wound,” Xulthen said. “But the punctures are numb and gross looking. We should look for a physician in Udalfar.” 
 
    Valx spotted a pale spot in a cluster of snappers and approached to find an alabaster flower. He tore the flower from its red siblings and admired it for a moment before an urge welled inside him. He rushed to Roz and presented the flower to her. “This is for saving me yesterday,” he said, feeling nervous in a way he hadn’t felt around her before. 
 
    I don’t know what it is, but there’s a glow about her. Maybe it’s because we’re out of that dark forest. Maybe it’s because she saved me from that longclaw. I just never noticed how beautiful she is. 
 
    Roz took the flower and spun it between her fingers. “Tunra didn’t have flowers this pretty,” she said, pinning the snapper behind her right ear. “Thanks, Wight. I’ll remember to save your life more often.” She smiled at him, and his nerves subsided. 
 
    The friends walked through the creek and passed over several low knolls before their sights fell on a small village. They hurried to town with light steps but slowed at the sight of guards on the road. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Xulthen said as they neared. “Those are Westerners.” 
 
    The guards approached in light armor. Their helmets showed most of their face, and metal plates covered their shoulders, arms, and chest. “Stay,” One soldier said, thumbing his sword hilt. “Where are you three coming from?” 
 
    “Tunra,” Xulthen said. 
 
    “Then where are your horses?” the soldier asked. “The first refugees arrived hours ago, saying the city had been attacked by the North. You couldn’t have walked this far.” 
 
    “We traveled through Grimwood,” Xulthen answered. 
 
    “You kids are blessed to be alive,” the man said. “Surely, Eyl’oera herself was watching you. Did you get that injury from a Northern soldier?” 
 
    “I was attacked by a longclaw in Grimwood,” Xulthen said. 
 
    “One of them monsters in the forest?” the soldier said. “Gods, you kids have seen terrible things.” 
 
    “What are you going to do about the North?” Roz asked. “We narrowly escaped soldiers in Bailrom who said they were going to attack the capital.” 
 
    “We’ve sent men on our fastest horses to Direlight and the nearest forces north and south of here,” the soldier said. “Many people are preparing to abandon the village, but some of us cannot leave our homes so easily. I plan to stay here at my post till the North marches on me. Nothing short of a warning from Kolus will move me.” 
 
    “I imagine it shall be Hephar warning us when their army arrives,” another soldier said. “Kolus has already sent me plenty of gut warnings. I made my family leave for the capital without me. You kids should hurry along and find a caravan to take you to Direlight before they’re all gone.” 
 
    “Are there any physicians in this town?” Xulthen asked. 
 
    “There’s one you can find in the market,” one of the soldiers replied. “He lives with his daughter in a rundown shack. It’s beside the blacksmith’s building. You’ll know when you see it. The place looks awful, but the gods know he’s a master physician.” 
 
    The friends thanked the soldier and entered the village of Udalfar. Refugees and townsfolk had gathered at the market to purchase supplies, and almost everyone looked in a hurry to leave. Valx stopped at a shop that hadn’t been cleared out yet and bought his friends a hearty meal. They filled their mouths with bread, carrots, and dried fish. 
 
    Valx bought his friends packs to fill with food, and they searched for horses to purchase but found none available. Most of the caravans had left, and the ones that passed through couldn’t carry any more passengers. They found the local blacksmith and approached the tattered little building sitting in its shadow. 
 
    “Hello?” Xulthen asked as he stepped inside, finding an empty room with a counter and shelves full of surgical tools and jars of liquids. 
 
    “I’m not selling you my horses,” a voice called. The shape of a man cloaked in black stepped in from a doorway and counted the items on the shelves along the walls. “I hope you three—” he pointed at each of them. “Yes three—did not steal anything. I thought I locked the door. I locked it thrice in fact.” His long-beaked mask twitched as his head turned from Valx to Xulthen to Roz. 
 
    “I unlocked it father,” a voice called. A brown-haired girl a couple years younger than Valx followed the man into the room. “We shouldn’t close so soon. Injured refugees might need our assistance.” 
 
    “Put on your mask,” the man told his daughter. “They might be unclean.” 
 
    The daughter reached into her robe for a birdlike mask and put it over her face. 
 
    “Now,” the physician told the three friends, “I’m doctor Barthlomex, and this is my daughter and physician in training, Mil’uuniqus.” 
 
    “I prefer to be called Mil,” the daughter said. 
 
    “What happened to your shoulder?” Barthlomex asked Xulthen. “I reason that’s why you’re here?” 
 
    “I got hurt in Grimwood,” Xulthen said. “A longclaw attacked me.” He pulled away the wrapping on his shoulder. 
 
    “Interesting,” Barthlomex said. “I don’t get many longclaw attacks. They don’t leave many survivors, and half don’t know their name. They call them demons or monsters. Ha! There are no monsters in this world except the ones we create in our heads. As soon as you learn a little about longclaws, you understand they’re just animals.” 
 
    Doctor Barthlomex rummaged through the items on his shelf. “However, they are dirty animals. Sick and unclean. The injuries they leave do not heal fast. I’ve seen the so-called ‘mark of Zundr’ left on survivors of longclaw attacks in Farwood in the North. People will ostracize those with the black lines that never fully healed. Now, there are your real monsters. But I suppose if you examined their minds, they’d stop being monsters too. We’re all animals. Dirty animals. Ah, let me check in the back.” Barthlomex flew from the room. 
 
    “Can he actually help me, or is your dad just crazy?” Xulthen asked Mil. 
 
    “We have healing ointment that’s very effective for longclaw injuries,” Mil said. “There will be scars, but you won’t have those nasty black marks my father spoke of. Which is good for you because they prevent wyrgen fur from growing back properly.” 
 
    Barthlomex returned and shoved a jar into Xulthen’s hands. “Take it,” he said. “Apply three times a day until the wounds are fully healed.” 
 
    “How much does this cost?” Valx asked, reaching for his coin sack. 
 
    “Nothing,” Barthlomex said. “We’re leaving in the morning, and I don’t have room on the wagon for everything. Besides, it feels good to help people. Right, Mil’uniqus?” 
 
    “If you say so father,” Mil said. She looked toward Roz. “Is that a white snapper on your ear? I’ve always wanted one of those.” 
 
    “Well, I do owe your father for giving my friend that medicine,” Roz said, “but I have to make sure it’s okay with my other friend who gave me this as a gift.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Valx said, but his stomach sank. 
 
    “Snappers have interesting chemical compositions,” Mil said as Roz handed her the flower. “I’ll grind this into powder and see if the effects are different from normal snappers.” She withdrew and disappeared into the back of the building. 
 
    “This stings,” Xulthen groaned, rubbing the ointment on his wounds. 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” Barthlomex said. “Longclaw injuries cause numbness, so the ointment should sting. Don’t you worry, young man, I made that ointment myself. I’m the best apothecary in this village—well, I’m the only one. But I’m the best west of Direlight. If the pain bothers you too much, I have some firedroll in the back.” 
 
    “I don’t smoke,” Xulthen said. 
 
    “Well,” Barthlomex said, “if that’s all you three need, I must really get to work gathering my belongings. My daughter and I are leaving for Direlight in the morning.” 
 
    “Would it be possible for us to ride with you?” Roz asked. “We can’t find any horses to purchase, and we’ve already walked so far on foot.” 
 
    “I already lack room for all my equipment, potions, and ingredients,” the physician replied. “I’m a generous man when I can be, but I simply can’t abandon a portion of my life’s work for nothing. I’ve already told several refugees that it would be a substantial cost for me to take company.” 
 
    “What would you consider substantial?” Valx asked, unveiling his large coin bag. 
 
    Barthlomex paused a moment to think and then replied, “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll figure up the cost of making room for three people. I’d have to abandon quite a bit of lab equipment. I hope that bag isn’t just full of copper, young man.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Their group traveled for three days on Barthlomex’s wagon, passing by miles of farmland. They met with other refugees from Tunra on the road and shared stories of what they had witnessed in the attack. Valx hoped to see familiar faces, but they met few people from the Fishermen’s District. He suspected the North had slaughtered most of his friends and neighbors. 
 
    Throughout the day, soldiers on horseback sped past in both directions, carrying news to and from the capital. Barthlomex waved over one soldier to ask what the king’s forces were doing about the North. “The king has sent messengers to General Iiruff in Alkin’s Tower and General Meiager at Fort Fairblade. He has commanded them to send as many of their men as possible on horseback to join with General Tungosk’s forces at Direlight. Then Meiager will march the remainder of his army to Direlight. Iiruff will need to send ships to the blockade to withdraw our navy and prevent further invasions. The rest of Iiruff’s forces will prepare to defend the other cities along the shore.” Barthlomex tried to question the soldier further, but the man hurried on to his task. 
 
    Refugees, desiring the safety of the capital’s impenetrable walls, cluttered the road near Direlight. Valx had never visited the capital of his kingdom, though he had heard others describe the shimmering city. He got his first peak when the sparkling, silver-gray peaks of Skyspire Castle rose over the horizon. “Amazing,” Roz said. “Tunra Tower doesn’t even compare in height or grandeur.” 
 
    Soon the shimmering walls of Direlight soared into their view like an ocean wave, and Valx felt a calmness fall over him. We survived, he thought. So many people died, but we somehow lived. He felt relieved, but that feeling brought guilt. If I knew how my power worked, maybe I could have saved people. Maybe I could have done something other than run. He moved to the back of the wagon away from everyone else. 
 
    “You don’t look happy like your friends,” Mil said, approaching Valx. 
 
    “I was just thinking,” Valx said. “My mom and a lot of people didn’t make it out of Tunra.” 
 
    “Survivor’s guilt is common in this kind of situation,” Mil explained, “but you should be content that at least you and your friends are alive.” 
 
    “I only wish I could’ve saved my mom,” Valx sobbed. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now that she’s gone.” 
 
    “You simply keep surviving,” Mil stated. “That’s all we humans can do. Survive and keep ourselves busy with things that interest us. Like I do with medicine.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I deserve to live,” Valx said. “I killed a Northern soldier named Nuface who had children. He was ordered to kill me, so I stabbed him. I could have run after the first cut, but something came over me. I couldn’t even think. I just kept attacking.” 
 
    “You were following your survival instincts,” Mil said. “A perfectly human response.” She placed her gentle hand on his back. 
 
    Valx turned and looked at the sparkling wall, spread before him like a silver-gray sky, and watched light dance off the surface. He looked upward and wondered how tall and thick the wall might be and how men could even build such a wonder. Valx thought he could see tiny soldiers perched at the top of the wall. 
 
    “Did you know this wall was built over three hundred years ago?” Mill asked Valx. 
 
    “It doesn’t look so old,” Valx said. 
 
    “That’s because they slowly repair the outside of the wall with glistenstone from the Solifey quarry in the southeast. Only the outermost part of the wall is made from it. It would require all the known glistenstone in Ter’al if they were to build the entire wall and all of Skyspire Castle out of it. Isn’t that interesting?” 
 
    “I can hardly believe such a thing exists,” Valx said. “The largest structure I’ve ever seen was the tower in Tunra.” 
 
    “It took over three decades to build the wall and the castle,” Mil said. “They were built at the same time with slave labor. The first king of the west, Aldafor Oduj, decided to include a layer of glistenstone after the discovery of a massive deposit at what is now the city of Solifey. The Oduj family keeps a large reserve of glistenstone hidden away to repair the wall, castle, and roads inside the city.” 
 
    The wagon stopped at a crowd of people in front of the massive city gate. Several rows of guards kept the citizens at bay, and refugees screamed at the guards to allow them inside. “Why aren’t they letting anyone through?” Barthlomex questioned a tall man at the head of a small caravan. 
 
    “The orders of General Tungosk,” the man explained. “He’s in charge of defending the city. They say Direlight won’t be able to take care of all the refugees if there’s a siege, but he’s just spitting ratviper venom. You can get in easy if you have the gold. The truth of it is, they don’t want a thousand homeless people dirtying up their glittering city. Your best option is to do like the rest of us and head to the east side of the city where all the caravans make camp. Do some trading, sell what you don’t need, and make for Solifey.” The man nodded at them and then led his caravan around the north side of Direlight. 
 
    “We have gold,” Valx said. “They should let us in the city.” 
 
    “They should let everyone into the city,” Roz grumbled. “I can’t believe the king is allowing this. These people have lost their homes and their loved ones.” 
 
    “They’re afraid,” Mil said. “This is the panicked reaction of an animal backed into a corner. They’ll forgo other lives if they feel it increases their own chances of survival.” 
 
    “I won’t bribe my way into this city,” Barthlomex said. “Not when I know a cheaper route. One that will allow me to keep my firedroll and other such commodities from being confiscated.” Barthlomex drove the wagon off the road and toward the forest on the south side of the enormous wall. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Xulthen asked. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any familiarity with the Dair Ro’duge?” 
 
    “No,” the wyrgen answered. 
 
    “I would hope not,” Barthlomex replied. “They’re a secret society of thieves that operate across Ter’al. They steal treasures from across several nations and share wealth and information with one another. They also operate black markets in many major cities.” 
 
    “Even Tunra?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Surely,” Barthlomex said. “I’ve become quite familiar with them over the years. They run a literal underground market in Direlight’s sewer called the Rat Market. I trade with them because they can get me substances that are rare or outlawed. The greatest chemist in the West runs a shop down there that I visit a couple times a year. The Dair Ro’duge have come to consider me as useful over the years. Their associates in this region prefer to come to me for medical advice since they can divulge details of their society and daily operations without risk. When you showed me that bag of gold, Valx, I thought for a moment that the three of you were associates.” 
 
    “Should you be telling us all this?” Roz asked. 
 
    “I thought I should tell you since the Dair Ro’duge will be bringing us into the city,” Barthlomex explained. “Everything should be fine so long as you three do what I say.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The wagon stopped at a large opening beneath Direlight’s southern wall. A ravine, which ran under the entire city, passed through the opening. The entrance, though hidden behind a thicket of trees, looked impregnable with its thick iron gate and a guard outpost hanging above. Two guards looked down at the wagon and then stepped away. “They’ve seen us,” Xulthen said. “Should we leave before they send soldiers?” 
 
    “They’ll do no such thing,” Barthlomex said. “The captain that’s run that outpost for the last twelve years takes bribes from the Dair Ro’duge. The men running the outpost are all associates of the society.” 
 
    “They get paid three times what actual guards make,” Mil said, “and they don’t even do anything.” 
 
    Barthlomex stepped down to the gate and peered into the sewer. “I summon thee!” he shouted into the darkness. 
 
    “Who comes to the Rat Market?” a smooth voice called. 
 
    “Friends of Nim’uun,” Barthlomex answered. 
 
    They waited for almost a minute, and then a tall, emaciated man with dilated eyes stepped forward with a lantern. “Well, well,” the man said. “My favorite physician has arrived at the Rat Market once again. Is it time for my annual checkup?” 
 
    “You certainly need one, Velumis,” Barthlomex replied. “Do you even eat anymore?” 
 
    “Every other day,” the lithe man answered. “When I have gate shift, I just sit in the darkness and chew on rocks.” 
 
    “Gods be damned, those rocks have undone you,” Barthlomex said, shaking his head. “Let us in. We need passage into the city.” 
 
    “A wagon with horses is difficult,” Velumis replied. “I’ll see what I can do. Five people is easy, but I wonder who those three are. Did you always have so many children?” He squinted at Valx, Roz, and Xulthen. “White hair, red hair, and everywhere hair.” 
 
    “They work for me,” he said. “I was expanding my practice and hired them as physicians in training.” 
 
    “Come, come,” Velumis called to Valx and his friends. They climbed from the wagon and approached the iron gate. “So, my little physicians in training: How does one cure winter plague?” 
 
    Mil opened her mouth, but the pale man raised his hand. “No, not you. You little know-everything, all dressed in black with your plague mask.” 
 
    “You can’t cure winter plague,” Roz answered. Valx remembered five years back when a third of the children at her orphanage died from the winter plague. “You have to isolate a person who has it and pray to the gods that they survive and that you don’t catch it either.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Velumis nodded. “My daughters all died in the epidemic five years back. Then I started on the rocks and ended up in debt to the Dair Ro’duge. Now I sit in a sewer every other day. It’s not so bad.” He unlocked the gate. “You five come in. Barthlomex and the girl know the way. I’ll see what I can do about the horses and wagon, but it might take a few hours. The whole city is panicking when they aren’t even in danger yet. Boss came by this morning and told us to take extra precautions. Uille and Juar will cook my ass if you don’t pay a good tithe for these services. And boy, give me that sword. Only soldiers can carry weapons in Direlight. I’ll need to store it and Barthlomex’s other illicit belongings in the coffers until you decide to leave the city.” 
 
    “This is my mother’s sword,” Valx said, “and I’m supposed to trust a bunch of thieves with it?” 
 
    “We’ll take good care,” Velumis said. “I promise. Associates of the Dair Ro’duge have a code of honor.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” Barthlomex told Valx. “I’ve trusted them with possessions of far more value. If the guards in Direlight see you with that sword, they’ll arrest you, and you’ll lose it forever.” 
 
    Valx held the dress sword tight in his grip, looked it over, and then relinquished the sword and sheath to Velumis’s dirty hands. “But I’m taking my money,” Valx said, going back to the cart and grabbing his bag of coins. Barthlomex and Mil led Valx and his friends into the sewers, and Velumis went for the wagon. “How can you trust him?” Valx asked. 
 
    “The Dair Ro’duge are not normal thieves,” Barthlomex explained. “They carefully pick who to bring into their society. Those people must work hard to gain their trust. They have a strong sense of honor toward their fellow associates. Breaking their trust or dishonoring yourself is foolish. If Velumis so much as stole a single item from my cart, the Dair Ro’duge would certainly realize, and he would lose everything. He would die a beggar on the streets, but he wouldn’t even think to do that because they’ve given him so much. Just as I wouldn’t think to doubt him because my dealings with them have required that I trust them. And that trust has paid off in my favor.” 
 
    “The Dair Ro’duge seems to function almost like a pack,” Xulthen noted. “Needless, we should probably never mention this place or this society to anyone else.” 
 
    “No one would believe you anyways,” Mil said. “There are whisperings of the Dair Ro’duge here and there in the capital, but the king’s men consider it rumors. The ones not working for the society that is.” 
 
    They stepped through an archway to find a large part of the sewer filled with shops and lanterns. Men and women, mostly dressed in dark clothes, traveled between shops and through dark passages. “I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or disgusted until now,” Roz said. “This is incredible.” 
 
    Valx felt a ping of excitement. “I was looking forward to seeing Direlight’s marketplace, but this is even better. A black market! I wonder what I can find here?” 
 
    “Let’s go look,” Mil said. She grabbed his arm and dragged him away from the others. When they were out of sight of Barthlomex, Mil pulled down her plague mask. “Father brings me here whenever he visits. It’s quite fascinating what you can find. There’s a butcher down that alley who sometimes sells humans parts. I wanted to buy a head to dissect, but father wouldn’t allow it.” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough dead people,” Valx murmured. Mil looked at his distant face and then pulled him in a different direction. They stopped and examined shops that sold stolen weapons, golden tableware, rare spices, and exotic seafood from the Island Nation. “How did they get this past the blockade?” Valx asked. 
 
    The shopkeeper answered with only a smirk. 
 
    “We should visit Kirisa,” Mil said. “She’s the greatest chemist and apothecary in the West.” 
 
    “Should we find the others?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Father probably took them to the coffers. He needs to pay a tithe for his services. Boss doesn’t demand it, but all the associates willingly pay tithes. Some give away their entire fortunes to their local coffers because they consider the Dair Ro’duge to be their family.” 
 
    “Who’s Boss?” Valx asked. 
 
    “I’ve never heard his real name spoken,” Mil said. “They talk about him a lot, though. He’s a wyrgen who always wears a cloak. Some associates fear him, but others see him as a father figure. A few even treat him like a god. The associates claim he can disappear from one thief nest and reappear at another location in another kingdom within a few days. I think it’s more likely that there’s a group of people who act together as Boss. Father’s theory is that the whole society was started by a dwindling wyrgen pack who resorted to stealing to get by and then grew into something much greater.” 
 
    They stopped at a shop toward the middle of the passage where a large group had gathered. “This is Kirisa’s shop,” Mil said. “She’s very popular. She makes and sells vanishing rocks. Father used to buy them from her after mother died.” 
 
    “Your mother died too?” Valx asked. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I was very little,” Mil said. “I don’t really remember her, so it doesn’t upset me, but father smokes firedroll whenever he thinks about her too much.” 
 
    “Mil’uuniqus!” a woman’s raspy voice called. “Come to the front of the crowd, dear child, and bring that boy with the striking white hair.” 
 
    Valx and Mil pushed their way through the frustrated, thin-faced crowd. They approached the shop of a short, frail woman who had a patch over her right eye. 
 
    “That boy’s unusual hair caught my eye through a gap in the crowd,” the elder woman said, eying Valx’s hair. “When I saw that he was with my most loved physician-in-training, then I knew the others in line could wait.” 
 
    “Hey, I was next,” a tall man, much rounder than the others in line, commented. “I need my rocks now, Kirisa.” 
 
    “Just you wait.” Kirisa’s single eye fell on him, and he stepped backward. Then she turned back to Mil with a happy smile. “So, who is this boy? I never thought I’d see you hanging off the arm of a young man.” 
 
    “His name is Valx,” Mil said. “Though his friends sometimes call him Wight. They’re from Tunra.” 
 
    “Oh!” Kirisa’s eye widened. “You’re a refugee from that awful attack? That’s so sad. I’m glad to see you’re in good health. Do you have any family members with you?” 
 
    “No,” Valx said with a grimace. “I lived with my mother, but she’s gone now.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Kirisa said, putting on a big frown. “Did your mother have hair like yours?” 
 
    “She did,” he answered. 
 
    “Poor boy,” Kirisa said. She reached over the counter with shriveled arms and embraced Valx. “To lose your mother like that.” She pulled away and dove behind the counter. Seconds later, she reappeared with a bottle and pushed it into Valx’s hands. “You must take this as my condolences. It’s a wine that I specially brewed myself. It has special properties that will give you strength and happiness. I was going to give it as a gift to the king, but you need it more.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Valx said, pushing the bottle toward her. “You’re too generous. I can’t accept this. Especially if it was meant for King Thod.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet boy,” she said. “I think you deserve this more than you know. After all you’ve lost.” 
 
    “I really can’t accept it,” Valx said, backing away from the counter. 
 
    “Do the two of you need anything else?” she asked. “I have dye for your hair in case you want to blend in, boy. Or I can give you a sample of vanishing rocks, so long as you don’t tell Barthlomex. Or a vigor potion that will keep the two of you up all night.” She winked at Mil. 
 
    “We were just visiting,” Mil said, her cheeks glowing pink. “We actually need to hurry back to my father. Thank you for your kind offers. It was nice to see you again.” She grabbed Valx’s hand and pulled him away from the booth. 
 
    They continued through the sewer until they saw Barthlomex and Valx’s friends. Mil put her mask back on as she approached. “When you come back for your sword, it will be in that building,” Barthlomex said, pointing at a small structure built into an intersection in the sewer. “The coffers are in there. All the thief nests have coffers, though most not so large. That’s where associates of the Dair Ro’duge donate tithes and where they store possessions.” 
 
    “It reminded of my pack hall,” Xulthen said. “I’m impressed by this organization. Barthlomex says that a wyrgen they call Boss runs the Dair Ro’duge. I would love to meet him.” 
 
    “You want to meet a criminal leader?” Roz asked. “These people are thieves and smugglers. They’re not a pack. This is all impressive, but I don’t like it. I’ll never speak a word of this place to anyone, but I don’t want to be here a moment longer.” 
 
    “I agree,” Valx said. “I don’t trust these people. Even the old woman Mil introduce me to gave me an ugly feeling. I’m thankful they can get us into the city, and I’ll trust them with my mother’s sword because I have no other option, but I want no more dealings with the Dair Ro’duge.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Barthlomex said. “Velumis will be waiting.” 
 
    They walked to the end of the longest passage to a cramped tunnel leading upward. Guards stood at the entrance of a doorway, and Velumis leaned against the door, his mouth smacking on what Valx guessed were vanishing rocks. Velumis stared at the group with distant eyes. “Follow,” he said. 
 
    The guards opened the passage, and Velumis led the way with a lantern. The lithe man moved with sluggish steps, swaying left and right. He remained quiet as he led them through a maze of tunnels. 
 
    Valx questioned out loud several times if Velumis even knew where he was going. The pale man would always answer Valx with a blank stare, once chuckling, and then he would continue through the old passages. 
 
    Finally, they reached an iron door at the end of the twisting passages. Velumis slammed the bottom of his fist against the door once. He paused, smacking on his rocks. Then he knocked again. The door came open, and two soldiers stood on the other side. “Thank you so very much,” Velumis grunted, leading their group out from the tunnel. 
 
    Valx stepped outside, finding himself underneath a bridge inside the city. “Follow,” Velumis told them. He moved up some steps, rising to the glittering streets of Direlight. 
 
    “Amazing,” Xulthen said. “Even the streets are coated with glistenstone.” 
 
    “Your wagon is this way,” Velumis said. He led them to a nearby alley where two guards watched the wagon and horses. 
 
    “How did you get them here?” Roz asked. 
 
    “I can’t go spitting out all our secrets, girl,” he replied. “However, I warn you that the wagon might be a bit smelly. I’d give those horses a good bath.” Velumis left for the steps. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” Barthlomex called to him. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the lanky man said, vanishing under the bridge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Valx and his friends rode with Barthlomex and Mil down the shimmering streets of Direlight. The streets were full of people, even more than Valx was accustomed to in Tunra. 
 
    Barthlomex asked around and heard about a nearby inn called The Rotten Apple that was popular with smaller caravans because it had barns to keep their horses and wagons. 
 
    Valx watched the people of Direlight as they navigated the packed streets. Closer to the castle, the average person dressed nicer than him, but he still saw beggars and street performers like in Tunra. People seemed busier and less hospitable in the capital, and few people would stop to answer Barthlomex’s questions. 
 
    They traveled toward the edge of the city where the streets lacked glistenstone and were filled with smaller buildings and dirtier people. Even in the most remote corners of the city, Castle Skyspire always towered in sight, and Valx couldn’t look down the street without the castle catching his eye. 
 
    They found The Rotten Apple tucked halfway between the slums and the marketplace. Valx could look down one end of the street and see rundown buildings, and then he’d glance the other way and see thriving businesses. A tall fence enclosed the side and back of the inn, but Valx saw a gate to the right of the building. 
 
    “Watch the wagon,” Barthlomex told Mil. “I’m going to see if the owner has space in the back for our horses and wagon.” 
 
    “You two stay with her,” Valx told his friends. “I’ll get us a room.” 
 
    Valx followed Barthlomex into The Rotten Apple. They walked to the counter, going past tables of travelers as they ate, drank, and gossiped. A tall, middle-aged woman with a beautiful face and long, smooth hair stood at the counter and poured drinks. 
 
    “I’m looking for a room,” Barthlomex told the woman. “I also have a wagon and two horses if you have space.” 
 
    “Let me get my darling husband,” the woman said with a smile. She went into a backroom and brought back a man two feet shorter than her and twenty years older. 
 
    “Welcome, my friends, to The Rotten Apple,” the man said with a raspy voice. He grabbed Barthlomex’s hand and shook it. “Or shall I say, welcome, doctor. Those plague masks always gave me a scare when I was a boy. I got sick once and my parents took me to see a physician. I thought they were feeding me to some kind of monster!” 
 
    The innkeeper chuckled and then told them, “Anyways, I’m Lorkle, and this is my lovely wife Pailim. She tells me you have a wagon and horses? That’s no problem, friend. I have a barn in the back. I’ll give you a key to one of our open stalls.” 
 
    Barthlomex and Valx rented rooms that were next to one another. Then the physician and his daughter took the wagon through the gate while Valx, Roz, and Xulthen brought their belongings to their room. 
 
    The three friends stepped into a dark, bland room that reminded Valx of home. 
 
    “It’s strange feeling safe after all we’ve been through,” Xulthen said, falling backward onto the bed. “Goruuk would say the old spirits protected us, but we were probably just lucky. I can’t wait to tell him and the others about our travels. Once it’s safe to travel, let’s go to Tatterscrape, and then I’ll go alone to Ktukoatl.” 
 
    “I like that idea,” Roz said. “Wight, you are coming with me, right?” 
 
    “My mom wanted me to follow these maps,” he said. They’ll take you to a safe haven in the Eastern Kingdom, Amikah had told him. “Maybe I have relatives in the Eastern Kingdom.” 
 
    “The Eastern Kingdom?” Roz said, frowning. “That’s so far away. Why don’t you stay with me?” 
 
    Valx looked at Roz. I hate to see her frown, he thought, and I don’t want to lose her like I’ve lost everything else. “I’ll think about it,” he told her. Part of him wanted to promise right then to stay with her, but another part of him felt compelled to go east. He wanted to know more about his powers and his mother’s past, and he felt certain the maps would lead him to answers. 
 
    Roz leaped forward and hugged Valx. “I really don’t want to lose you,” Roz said. Valx smiled and pushed away thoughts of the Eastern Kingdom. Maybe I’ll find out what’s at that safe haven one day, he thought, but for now, I need Roz. 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of time to decide,” Xulthen said. “It could be a few weeks before the Northern force is defeated.” 
 
    “Maybe the king will sign a peace treaty with the lords of the Northern Republic,” Roz said. 
 
    “Gods be damned if that happens,” Valx snapped, feeling a sudden anger rise through him. 
 
    “A peace treaty would be for the best,” Xulthen told Valx. “A full war could last years and cause far more deaths. It’s better for our kingdom if we start peaceful negotiations now.” 
 
    “They attacked us!” Valx shouted. “They chased us from our homes. They killed my mother and tried to kill us. They don’t deserve peace. We should kill all those bastards.” 
 
    “That can’t be how you really feel,” Roz said. “I saw how you looked after what happened with Nuface. You don’t really want more people to die, do you?” 
 
    “I did what I had to,” Valx said, holding back tears. “He was going to kill me.” Roz tried to hug Valx again, but he pushed her away. “I’m going to the market to get us food.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Roz said, her eyes full of sadness and concern. 
 
    “I’d rather be alone a while,” he said, slamming the door as he exited the room. 
 
    Valx rushed down the stairwell and through the dining hall. “Young man,” the raspy voice of Lorkle called. “I didn’t catch your name earlier.” 
 
    “Valx,” he answered. “Although some people call me Wight.” 
 
    “Like your hair color or the vengeful spirits?” he asked. 
 
    “Like the spirits,” Valx answered. 
 
    “Wight’s a funny name to call someone,” Lorkle told him, “but I can’t say much with a name like Lorkle. Valx is a strong and proper name for you. That’s an old wyrgen name, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he replied. 
 
    “Are you a refugee?” Lorkle asked. “I thought they closed the gates this morning.” 
 
    “They let us in with Barthlomex since he’s a physician,” Valx lied. “I’m actually from Tunra.” 
 
    “Dear gods,” Lorkle said. “I’m happy you made it to Direlight. I’m hoping my daughter, Cail, and her family arrives soon. A few years ago, she ran off to Tunra and married the heir to a small trading company. I’ve only seen her once since then. She visited last year with my beautiful baby granddaughter.” 
 
    “What part of the city did they live in?” Valx asked. 
 
    “North part of the Fishermen’s District, I think,” Lorkle said. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” Valx lied. “I saw many of my neighbors from the Fishermen’s District escaping.” 
 
    Lorkle grabbed Valx’s hand, and his happy eyes turned stern. “Be honest with me, Valx,” he said, grimly. 
 
    “The Fishermen’s District was massacred,” Valx told him. 
 
    Lorkle nodded and pulled his hand from Valx’s. “Thank you for the truth,” he muttered. 
 
    “What are you two discussing so seriously?” Pailim asked, approaching with empty mugs from a table she had cleaned. 
 
    “Valx here is from Tunra,” Lorkle told her. “He tells me the city guard alerted the Fishermen’s District before the attack, and most of them left before the invasion even began.” 
 
    Pailim dropped the mugs and threw her arms around Valx. “Gods, thank you,” she said. “I’ve been trying to keep a smile on my face all morning. My Cail is very devout. I knew the gods would protect her and her family, but it’s still wonderful to hear this news.” 
 
    “He also says the king’s men are directing a lot of the refugees to Solifey,” Lorkle told her. “Cail’s husband has family there too, so I suspect they’ll head there.” 
 
    “Of course, our Cail would rather go to Solifey,” she said with a sigh. “She wouldn’t want her husband to stay at this dirty, old inn where she grew up.” 
 
    “That’s no surprise, dear.” Lorkle smirked. “One look at my face would send that man of hers running. Cail is lucky to take after you, my love.” Lorkle and Paillim pulled each other close and kissed one another. 
 
    Valx backed away and left the couple to themselves. As he exited The Rotten Apple, an arm hooked around his. “That was a strangely inappropriate display of affection,” Mil said. “Considering their daughter and infant granddaughter are likely deceased.” 
 
    “You were eavesdropping?” Valx asked. 
 
    “I saw you leave your room and followed,” she answered. “The innkeeper started talking to you before I could, and I didn’t want to interrupt.” 
 
    “Why are you following me?” Valx questioned. 
 
    “You looked distressed,” Mil told him. “I thought you might enjoy company. That’s what friends do anyways, and I think we’re friends now, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I suppose,” he said. 
 
    “That makes me happy,” she said. “I’ve never had friends before. Can I walk with you?” 
 
    I just wanted to be alone a while, Valx thought. “I’m only going to the marketplace,” he told her. “You’d be bored. There’s no human body parts or banned goods.” 
 
    Mil put her head against Valx’s shoulder. “I’m not bored around you,” she said. “You’re interesting.” 
 
    Gods be damned, she’s persistent, he thought. I don’t want to hurt her feelings, though. “I guess you can come with me,” he replied. Mil squeezed his arm and smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Halt,” a guard commanded as Kirisa stepped out of the crowd gathered at the gate to Castle Skyspire’s courtyard. 
 
    “I’m here to see the king,” she said, hugging her satchel in her small arms. “King Thod has always welcomed visitors to his courtyard and greathall during these hours.” Other guards approached her, towering above the frail, elder woman. 
 
    “Visitors aren’t welcome today,” the guard said. “The kingdom’s in peril. Don’t you keep with the news, old hag?” 
 
    “Dear me,” Kirisa said, trembling. “That’s why I came. I’m certain the king is under tremendous stress because of this awful conflict. Such stress may put the king’s mental and physical health at risk. I have a gift for him. A special wine of strength and happiness. This wine has kept me alive and happy for over a hundred years. Please give the king this gift so that he may live long and blissfully.” She pulled a bottle of wine from her satchel. 
 
    The guard ripped the bottle from Kirisa’s quivering hands. “Certainly,” the guard said. “I’ll take this to King Thod right away.” 
 
    “Gods bless you,” Kirisa replied. She vanished into the crowd but kept her beady eye on the guards. After she stepped away, other citizens approached the gate. Some wanted to demand what the king was doing about the invasion, and others came bearing gifts. 
 
    Her eye stayed on the man with the wine as he talked to another guard. The two men smiled, opened the bottle, and drank from it. 
 
    Damn, Kirisa thought. She snuck away into the alley before the guards vomited blood, and the crowd roared with screams. The elder woman took a few steps into the alley before a tall man stepped from the shadows and grabbed her. 
 
    “Why is King Thod still alive?” his rough voice asked from behind a red, oval-shaped mask. 
 
    “The rumors about his wife are true,” she said. 
 
    “What rumors?” he asked. 
 
    “People here in Direlight say that the queen is prophetic,” she explained. “I think she might be greatborn.” 
 
    “The West has few greatborn,” he told her. “It’s probably just gossip.” 
 
    “I hired the most meticulous assassin that I know to infiltrate the king’s staff,” she said. “A couple of Dair Ro’duge spies have found that the king, unlike his cynical father, never uses a taster before his drinks or meals. The assassin poisoned King Thod’s drink three times, and each time, his wife took the cup from him and tossed it on the floor. My assassin had to leave because the king suspected a servant was trying to poison him. I thought I could give the poison to the king as a gift when his wife wasn’t around, but that idiot guard drank it.” 
 
    “Can Boss assassinate the king?” the masked man asked. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s capable of it,” she answered, “but he prefers to have others be his hands. Boss never puts himself at risk, and I’m certain he’s heard the rumors about the queen. Besides, he cares more about profit than politics. Perhaps if General Cydon offered him twenty times his weight in gold—” 
 
    “It’s too late to negotiate such deals,” he growled. “The general’s pets are guiding his army through Grimwood. They’ll reach this city before the king’s armies can gather to defend it. However, you should go speak with Boss again. General Cydon tells me that he’s an ally to our lord. Boss was the one who put us in contact with you, after all. Ask him if he can put himself in danger, just once, as the king’s demise would cause enough chaos to ensure our victory over the Western Kingdom.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Kirisa said. The masked man nodded and then turned down the alley. “Oh, and before you leave. I met a young man with white hair earlier today. He was a refugee from Tunra. He says his mother died in the attack.” 
 
    The masked man stopped and faced her. “Do you know where he’s staying?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she answered, “but I know two of the people he arrived with quite well. I’ll ask them the next time they come by my shop.” 
 
    “Lord Wyvern wants that boy dead almost as much as he wants this city,” the masked man said. “Could you ask Boss to kill him too?” 
 
    “I spoke with Boss about that right before I came here,” she told him. “He says Lord Reaper didn’t want the boy or his mother harmed. Boss refuses to interfere with inter-lord squabbles.” 
 
    “Can you have your assassin slay the boy?” he asked. “I can’t wait here for you to find his location. I have to report to Cydon before we attack the city.” 
 
    “My assassin fled the city just to be safe,” she said. “I’ll pay some other thugs I know to kill him.” 
 
    “His mother slew many soldiers,” he warned her. “If he’s half the warrior that woman was, then mere thugs won’t be enough.” 
 
    Kirisa chuckled. “Ignore my choice of words,” she said. “These men are battle-hardened assassins who have taken care of some of my competition in the past without the rest of the Dair Ro’duge connecting the murders to me. They aren’t as meticulous as the other assassin, but they’ll do the job well for half the cost.” 
 
    “You better not disappoint Cydon,” he warned. “The general is an overly proud man. He doesn’t handle failure well.” 
 
    “Quit squawking,” she replied. “I’ll deliver General Cydon two heads when he arrives at Direlight. One with a crown, and one with white hair.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    The hand of Thod Oduj’s wife shook him from his dream of days long past. The king sat up in his bed, and his old, long face looked toward his wife with worried eyes. “At this time of night?” he said in a soft tone. 
 
    “I dreamt that a man would come into our room and murder you,” Silvina Oduj told her husband. 
 
    “Do you know how he’ll get past the guards outside our room?” Thod asked. 
 
    “They won’t even see him,” she answered. Silvina yawned and returned her head to her pillow. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Thod said, rubbing his wife’s back. Silvina answered with a snore, and Thod smiled. I remember back when you couldn’t sleep because your gift gave you constant nightmares of death and suffering, he thought. Now you feel safe enough to slumber even while an assassin comes for me. I don’t know if that should make me happy or offended. He chuckled to himself and grabbed the handle of a massive war hammer propped against the wall. 
 
    Even in his old age, the king stood tall and powerful. He gripped the hammer in his hands and almost felt as young and fearless as the days from his dreams. The king sat at the edge of the bed and turned the hammer in his hands. I can feel my heart thundering away, he thought. I’ve missed this feeling before battle. My nerves burning. Anticipation rising inside me. At least, I’ve grown patient since those days. 
 
    Thod sat in silence for an hour. His head drooped to one side, and he struggled to stay awake. Die in battle, damn you, he told himself. Not in your bed like your father. They once called you Hammer for a reason. No one will say you fell without taking a swing. 
 
    A sound like brick sliding against brick made Thod open his eyes. He turned to find a cloaked figure sticking halfway out the wall at the end of the room. The man pulled himself through the wall like a snake slithering from the grass. The figure took several seconds to separate himself from the stone, and by that time, Thod had risen to his feet. “What a wonderful gift you possess,” Thod spoke in a quiet tone. “Nicely suited for an assassin.” 
 
    “Not as much as you’d think,” a ferocious voice answered. The figure took a crouched fighting stance with two long daggers in his hands. “Makes a bit of noise separating myself from objects and gives people time to react. Better suited for long distance travel. Once I merge, I can pass through as quick as lightning.” The figure dove toward Thod and slashed with his daggers. 
 
    “Lightning, eh?” Thod sidestepped the assassin, his long legs carrying him away from his sleeping wife and toward the opposite side of the room. Thod eyed the fur on the assailant’s hands as he passed. “You’re a wyrgen, I see. I haven’t fought too many of your kind. Aside from a few run-ins with the Okamros pack during the Clan Wars.” 
 
    The assassin charged again and struck at Thod with a flurry of swipes. His speed outmatched the older man, but Thod tiptoed around the wyrgen with graceful steps. When the cloaked figure came too close, Thod struck the dagger away with his war hammer’s pole. The king moved back until he bumped into his wardrobe. He glanced over at his wife, who still slept with a comforting smile hanging off her lips. 
 
    “Oh, I know of your past,” the assassin said. “A beast of a man in your youth. Bigger and stronger than any wyrgen for sure. But slow. And you’ve lost your strength with age. I doubt you can even swing that hammer of yours.” 
 
    “I can see that under your cloak, you’re larger than most wyrgen,” the king noted. “Why are you using those little daggers? A strong warrior like you should fight me with a proper weapon.” 
 
    “My ability drains me less when I travel light,” the assassin answered. 
 
    “Your stance and movements tell me you know how to fight well,” King Thod told him. “If you’d like, I can call a guard to bring you a sword or polearm. Or are you only familiar with whatever dagger-style Ky that is?” 
 
    “Enough chatting,” the cloaked man growled, running toward the king. He took one dagger by the tip and hurled it ahead of himself. Thod ducked away from the flying dagger, which drove itself into the king’s wardrobe. The wyrgen leaped and stabbed his other dagger at Thod’s chest with both hands. 
 
    “Don’t wake my wife,” Thod whispered as he stepped to the left. He struck the assassin in the knee with the hammer’s pole and pulled the wyrgen’s leg out from under him. The cloaked figure fell against the wardrobe and looked up at Thod as the towering king brought the face of his war hammer onto the assassin’s exposed head. The hammer’s head struck with a soft thud and sunk halfway through the wyrgen’s forehead. 
 
    The assassin’s only still-visible eye rolled backward for a second but then focused on Thod. The wyrgen stood tall and grabbed the hammer’s staff. “Surprised?” the assassin said with a mocking tone. 
 
    Sparks raced across the hair on Thod’s arm, and a bolt of electricity ran through the staff and into the hammer’s head. “Are you?” Thod replied. 
 
    The assassin jolted backward with a shout that made Silvina sit up from her pillow. 
 
    Someone pounded on the door. “Your majesty!” a voice called. “Are you alright? We heard yelling.” 
 
    “There’s just an assassin in my bedroom,” the king replied. “Don’t worry yourselves too much.” 
 
    Guards in sparkling armor burst into the room with their weapons drawn, and the cloaked man sank through the floor with the sound of wood scraping wood. The soldiers saw the wyrgen and stared with bewildered expressions. 
 
    “Don’t you dare come back here,” Thod said, spinning his hammer in his hands. “You wake my wife again, and Zundr will greet you shortly after.” 
 
    The assassin’s face smirked as it merged into the floorboard. “I can’t say I didn’t have fun,” the wyrgen replied, “but I have better things to attend to. Enjoy your city while it stands.” 
 
    Thod slammed his hammer into the floorboards as the wolfish face vanished. 
 
    “Oh, honey,” the queen said with a sigh. “Did you really need to smash our floor?” 
 
    The king replied with a shrug and a smirk. 
 
    “Sire,” one guard gasped. “What sort of demon was that?” 
 
    “That was an assassin that can move through walls,” he answered. “We need to send word to all the highest-ranking officials in the kingdom. From now on, they and their families will need guardsmen to watch them sleep. And the guards will need to keep torches ready because swords and hammers will go through his body.” 
 
    “They won’t be pleased to hear that,” Silvina said. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll complain,” Thod replied. “They might even think I’m going mad, but I’d rather they be inconvenienced than picked off one by one by that man. It’s the only thing we can do until he’s executed.” 
 
    The king felt his heart pounding in his chest, and he exhaled slowly to calm his nerves. For a second, I really did feel young again, he thought, placing his war hammer against the wall. If only I could’ve faced him on a battlefield. It would’ve been like the old days. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Valx awoke early in the morning and heard loud voices coming from the first floor of the building. He went downstairs and discovered city guardsmen had entered the building and approached Lorkle. 
 
    “A wyrgen assassin snuck into the king’s chamber late last night,” the group’s captain, a tall and slender man in his mid-thirties, told Lorkle. “General Tungosk believes the assassin may have snuck in with the first group of refugees before the gates were sealed, so we’re searching all the inns in the city. How many wyrgen do you have staying here?” 
 
    “We have a few,” Lorkle said, “but I assure you that none of them are assassins.” 
 
    “Tell us which rooms they’re in,” the captain said, “and we’ll speak to them ourselves.” 
 
    “You have no right to interrogate my guests,” Lorkle replied, scowling. “I must insist that you leave.” 
 
    “Search the rooms,” the captain told his men. His sharp eyes turned back to Lorkle. “General Tungosk ordered all the inns checked. If you don’t comply, you’ll spend the rest of the day in the city dungeon.” 
 
    “This is despicable,” Lorkle said. He approached the captain and stared at him with furious eyes, but then Pailim grabbed her husband by the arm and pulled him back to the counter. 
 
    “Our guests have done no harm,” Pailim told Lorkle. “Let these men search and be gone.” 
 
    Valx returned upstairs and woke his friends as the guardsmen knocked on each door. The soldiers led all the wyrgen guests into the main hall, asking that they bring any proof of their pack association with them. Valx and Roz followed Xulthen into the hall. 
 
    “You two stay back,” one soldier told them. 
 
    “We’re staying with our friend,” Roz said. “He hasn’t broken any laws.” 
 
    “I’m sure he hasn’t,” the soldier said, “but we gotta talk to all the wolfmen around here. One of them tried to assassinate the king last night. Rumor has that he walked through walls like a ghost.” 
 
    “Don’t spread that nonsense,” the captain said. His eyes studied Valx and Roz. “You two can wait with your friend, but don’t interfere with our investigation.” 
 
    “How did you get hurt?” the guard asked, eying Xulthen’s bandaged shoulder. 
 
    “I was attacked by a creature in Grimwood,” Xulthen said. 
 
    “Or maybe you got that trying to escape the castle,” the guard said. 
 
    “You can ask the doctor that helped me,” Xulthen told him. “He’s staying here.” He motioned to the next room. 
 
    The guard knocked on Barthlomex’s door. “Gods be damned!” he said as Barthlomex opened the door in his white-beaked mask. The soldier reached for his sword, but the captain grabbed his arm. 
 
    “He’s wearing a plague mask, you idiot,” the captain told him. He peaked into the room. “Sorry to bother you doctor, but are there any wyrgen present in there? A wyrgen assassin made an attempt on King Thod’s life last night, so we’re searching all the inns.” 
 
    “It’s only me and my daughter,” Barthlomex answered. Mil approached the door and stared at Valx. 
 
    “Is it true that you attended to this man’s wound and that it came from some creature in the woods?” the captain asked. 
 
    “That’s quite true,” Barthlomex said. “He was attacked by a large animal called a longclaw. They’re nasty things that carry many diseases. I can assure you, this young man is no assassin.” 
 
    “We still have to speak with everyone,” the captain said. “I have orders to follow.” 
 
    The guards brought all the wyrgen staying at the inn, seven in all, together before the captain. “If any of you have pack identification, present it now,” the captain told them. 
 
    Xulthen reached into his pocket and retrieved a patch he always carried. He showed the captain the sharp-angled tree sigil of the Fenros pack. 
 
    Three of the other wyrgen showed patches with the wavy-lined river sigil of the Hurival pack, and one had the symbol sewn on the front of his tunic. 
 
    The last two wyrgen, a married couple staying down the hall from Valx’s room, carried no identification. “Ma’am,” the captain said, “the assassin was a man. You can go, but we’ll have to take him to the city dungeon for questioning.” 
 
    “You can’t take my husband,” she growled. “We’re only traders staying here a couple weeks before we head out for the Wetland Nation. It’s laughable to think my husband is an assassin.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” the husband said. “I’ll go and answer their questions.” He hugged and kissed his wife and then left with the soldiers. 
 
    Once the soldiers had exited the building, Lorkle and Pailim tried to comfort the wife. “I’ll go make you breakfast,” Lorkle told her. “No charge.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I hope they let my husband go soon, so we can get out of this damn place. Direlight has never been the friendliest city to wyrgen. Especially for those of us who are unaffiliated. As if we can’t make a proper living without being tied to a pack.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tension pressed between the residents of Direlight over the next week. Civilians panicked, and larger crowds gathered in front of the castle gates. Some people fled the city, including many wyrgen, who no longer felt safe with the growing suspicions the human citizens felt toward them. 
 
    Valx noticed that the husband the guards had taken away had yet to return, and his wife spent her days drinking and crying in The Rotten Apple’s bar. Lorkle and Pailim kept her company and allowed her to stay for free until her husband was released. 
 
    While some citizens fled Direlight, many more refugees gathered at the city gates. Then one morning, word arrived that the Northern army had vanished. 
 
    “They may have turned back,” Barthlomex said, raising his mask to take a sip of tea. “That’s what many people are hoping. But in all likelihood, the army has realized that a siege on the king’s castle is pointless and will move north to take Alkin’s Tower. That will give them a strong foothold for a long-term invasion.” 
 
    “I’ve heard people gossiping that the Islanders are working with the North and that they provoked the blockade on purpose,” Xulthen said. “That allowed the North to sneak that army to Tunra.” 
 
    “Why would the Islanders work with the North?” Valx asked. “They’ve never gotten along with the rest of Ter’al.” 
 
    “The Islanders of Shar’del are a proud and intellectual people,” Barthlomex said. “Until two hundred years ago, they maintained little contact with the rest of Ter’al. But when the city-states of Shar’del came together under one banner, they began their golden age. That lasted until a few decades ago. They used their island’s resources too quickly. When I was a growing boy, I heard stories that the Islanders had built a war fleet to invade the Western Kingdom, which was much weaker at the time, but the gods sent a great storm that destroyed them. The Islanders never recovered, and their resources have continued to dwindle.” 
 
    Barthlomex took another sip of tea and then continued, “They have started to trade more, especially with the North. It doesn’t surprise me that they would partner with the republic. If that’s happened, our kingdom is ill-fated. The Island Nation is a state of scholars, philosophers, and inventors. And the republic is the largest nation and full of mighty warriors. Together, they might be unstoppable. We can only hope King Thod can make some kind of agreement.” He took three quick sips from his steaming tea. 
 
    “Roz said the same thing a couple of weeks ago,” Valx said. “I got angry at the time, but now I feel foolish for it. Maybe a peace treaty would actually be for the best.” 
 
    “You had every right to be angry,” Xulthen said. “Roz and I didn’t take any offense to it, my friend.” 
 
    “I only wish the North would face justice for what they’ve done,” Valx said with a sigh. 
 
    “If there are gods in the heavens, then I’m sure the lords of the North will face retribution,” Barthlomex told him. “If not, then I don’t believe we have enough time on this world to worry about the fate of others. Try to live your life as best you can, Valx.  I’d bet my whole wagon that your mother would want that for you.” 
 
    “I know you’re right,” Valx replied. “I never thought until now about how hard she worked to give me a good life. She lost one of her arms and my father when I was a baby. Even still, she always let me go see my friends while she did most the housework on her own. She worked as hard as anyone else’s mother and father together. The only thing she expected from me was that I work with her at the shop a few days a week, and I used to complain about that when I was younger. I wish I had done more to make her happy.” 
 
    “Your mother would be happy to see how you’ve grown,” Xulthen said. “You’ve faced Grimwood, a longclaw, and northern soldiers. I always respected how determined and proud a person she was. She’d be prouder than ever to know how much like her you’ve become.” 
 
    Valx smiled, and for a moment, his painful memories of the invasion fell away from his thoughts. 
 
    “On the subject of longclaws,” Barthlomex said, turning to Xulthen. “How is your shoulder feeling? I noticed you haven’t been wearing bandages, and your fur is growing back over the injury.” 
 
    “That ointment you gave me worked great,” Xulthen said. “There’s barely even a scar. Once my fur grows all the way in, I don’t think it will be noticeable at all.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The three men talked for another hour, and then Roz and Mil entered The Rotten Apple and joined them at the table. Roz held parchment and a small pack in her hands. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Barthlomex asked his daughter. 
 
    “Roz and I watched races at the Oduj Arena,” Mil answered. “I had never been, and she wanted to go.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you,” Barthlomex told her. “I finally managed to get permission to enter Skyspire Castle and visit the king’s medical guild. I’m going to get licensed to operate within the city. I wanted you to come with me. This is a chance for us to talk with some of the greatest physicians in the kingdom. If we impress them, they may even grant me a full membership. Then we’d have access to their personal library of medical knowledge. Isn’t that exciting?” 
 
    “It’s very exciting,” Mil said. “I would like to see their library, but I already have plans with Valx this evening. We already paid Velumis to sneak us into the Felicus Temple.” 
 
    “You’re going to the Felicus Temple?” Roz asked. “I’ve heard a lot about that place. May I join you two?” 
 
    “That would be great,” Valx replied. 
 
    “I was hoping to just go with Valx,” Mil responded. 
 
    “Oh,” Roz said, glancing at Valx. “It’s okay. You two have fun. I wanted to look at your maps anyways, Wight. I bought some parchment, ink, and quills. I’m going to plan our trip to Ktukoatl. I haven’t studied cartography in a while, but I have extra parchment for practice. I’ll start by tracing your maps.” 
 
    “Who needs plans when you have me,” Xulthen said, smiling. “I led us through Grimwood. How about we take a return trip through a few lost grounds for amusement?” 
 
    Roz replied with a chuckle and then went upstairs. 
 
    “I guess I’ll go to the castle alone,” Barthlomex said, his shoulders slumping. “Is it safe to sneak into that temple, Mil’uuniqus?” 
 
    “The temple guards all work for the Dair Ro’duge,” Mil said. “And Velumis will take us through an underground entrance, so no one will see us enter.” 
 
    “Alright,” Barthlomex said after he finished his tea. “Just be careful at the temple.” He stood and left the table. Once Barthlomex stepped out of The Rotten Apple, Mil pulled off her beaked mask. 
 
    “I guess I’m going to eat and then look around the city,” Xulthen said. “I met a couple of Fenros members the other day. They told me our pack tends to stay in the northwest part of the city. I’m going to check around the bars and inns and see if anyone I know made it into Direlight.” 
 
    Valx and Mil said bye to Xulthen, left The Rotten Apple, and walked across the city to the door under the bridge where Velumis was waiting. 
 
    “You’re late,” the pale man said, smacking on a vanishing rock. 
 
    “We’re early,” Mil replied. 
 
    “Oh,” Velumis said, staring at her. He grinded the pale rock between his teeth before drawing it back into his cheek. 
 
    “Velumis,” Mil said. 
 
    The lithe man continued to stare past her. 
 
    “Velumis!” Valx shouted. 
 
    The man’s dull eyes snapped into focus. “Let’s go, kids,” he said. “I don’t have all damn day.” Velumis grabbed a lantern from the ground and led them into the passage. At the first split in the path, he looked down both directions. “Now which way was it again?” 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Valx said. “Why do we always get you as our guide?” 
 
    “Because I’m cheap,” the man answered. “And you get what you pay for.” His lips twisted into a crooked smile. “Besides, I’m only playing. No need to stress yourself. It’s no wonder your hair is white at such a young age.” Velumis turned right and guided them down the narrow stone halls. 
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Valx sighed. “I apologize,” he told Velumis. “I haven’t been myself lately.” 
 
    “No surprise,” Velumis said. “You lost your home and your mother.” 
 
    Valx stopped and grabbed Mil’s arm. “How would you know that?” he asked the pale man. 
 
    “Kirisa came to me the other day,” Velumis said. “You told her you were a refugee from Tunra and that your mother had died. Which meant that Barthlomex lied to me and the rest of the Dair Ro’duge about who you and your friends are.” 
 
    Valx held onto Mil with one hand, and his other hand tightened into a fist. 
 
    Velumis looked back at them and chuckled. “No harm done, right?” the lithe man said. “Why are you two so tense?” He turned and continued down the passage. “Kirisa said she wanted to do something nice for the boy who had lost so much and told me to invite you here. She paid off all the guards beforehand.” 
 
    Valx and Mil followed with wary steps. “Then why did I have to pay you?” Mil asked. 
 
    “Because you’re a generous and courteous young lady,” Velumis said, snorting. “And I’m a nice man who hasn’t told Uille and Juar that your daddy lied about your friends. Now quiet your face. You’re making me think too much. I just want to lose myself in the rocks and the darkness.” 
 
    They turned down an older passage with rundown walls so close together that the three had to walk in a line. Mil kept hold of Valx’s hand as she followed close behind him. The path curved and turned until they reached a cracked stairway leading upward. 
 
    Valx almost couldn’t see the dark shape of the steps below his feet as Velumis’s body blocked most of the light from the lantern. He listened to the man hum a lazy tune, and then Valx noticed Mil pushing closer in the darkness. “Finally, an exit,” Valx said as they approached a door. 
 
    Velumis unlatched and opened the door. “Go on, lovebirds,” he told them. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to give us a tour?” Mil asked, pink-faced. 
 
    “I’d rather sit here in the dark and suckle on vanishing rocks,” he replied. “Kirisa asked all the guards to leave and wait outside the building, so you have it all to yourselves. Have fun, children.” He pressed himself against the old bricks of the passage until Valx and Mil moved past him. As they entered the temple, Velumis closed the door behind them. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of this place,” Valx said, looking around. Light poured through glass panes from the hundreds of small windows around the top of the building. The half-broken pillars and architecture of a once beautiful temple lay before them. A large crevice was cut through the floor of the temple, even splitting an altar that stood in the middle. The temple appeared clean despite extensive damage and pieces of stone laying everywhere. 
 
    “A battle between two gods took place here centuries ago,” Mil told him. “Or rather, that’s the story people in Direlight tell. Afterward, the ruler of the city-state, which would eventually become the Western Kingdom, declared this a holy site. He shut it down from the public. Years later, that ruler’s grandson reopened Felicus Temple for high ranking officials and holy men to visit. Nowadays, they have heavily guarded and expensive tours of this place. You’re not supposed to move a single stone from its spot, else you anger the gods.” 
 
    Mil picked a rock from the floor. “They clean every rock and replace the windows every generation to preserve this site as best as they can.” 
 
    “All that because they think gods fought here?” Valx asked. 
 
    “People say this is a magical place,” Mil explained. “Many who visit claim to have religious or out of body experiences. The richest and most devout members of the Western Kingdom’s high society visit several times a year to show how religious they are. They say it brings them closer to the gods. A few people claim to have heard the voices of the gods calling to them from someplace far away or to even feel the gentle touch of the gods on them.” 
 
    “It just looks like ruins to me,” Valx said. “Pretty ruins, but they’re empty and quiet.” 
 
    Mil sat on a fallen pillar next to the shattered altar, and Valx joined her. “I like quietness,” she told him. “This city is too loud. I feel suffocated and can barely think around so many people. It’s nice to be here in the silence alone with you.” 
 
    A loud cough sounded nearby, and a man dressed in black walked into the middle of the temple carrying a small axe in each hand. Valx slid off the pillar and onto his feet. “Who are you?” he asked, clenching his fists. 
 
    Mil shouted, and Valx heard her falling off the pillar. He turned and saw a second man press a short-sword against Mil’s throat. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have shown yourself,” the guy holding Mil told the other man in black. “You damn idiot. I was about to gut him.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” the man with the axes said. “I was hoping to have fun with this target. It’s been a while since we got a big and empty location to play in.” 
 
    “We can have fun with the girl,” the swordsman said. 
 
    Mil screamed, but then the man’s rough fingers clenched the sides of her cheeks. 
 
    “Shush sweetie,” he told her, “or I’ll cut your throat.” 
 
    Valx felt his power swelling inside him. “Let her go!” he shouted, clenching his fists as tight as he could. The blade! I need my blade. He flexed his hand, but the aether didn’t appear. 
 
    “Hurry and axe him,” the man holding Mil said. “I heard he’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m the dangerous one here,” the axe-man sad with a smile. 
 
    Mil elbowed the swordsman in the stomach and broke from his grasp. “You bitch,” he grunted, grabbing Mil’s arm as she pulled away. He slammed her against the pillar and raised his sword. 
 
    “Stop!” Valx shouted, reaching out for them. Blue sparks of aether ran between his fingers.  
 
    The swordsman’s gaze became fixated on the glow. “What is that?” He gasped. The sparks raced from Valx’s fingertips and into an arc that lashed at the swordsman like a whip made of sapphire lightning. The aether bolt hit the swordsman in the forehead with a crackle, splitting his skull open. His head lolled back, his sword fell from loose fingers, and his body dropped to the ground. The arc left a faint blue shimmer in the air that faded over the next few seconds. 
 
    “Gods be damned!” the axe-man cried. 
 
    Before the axe-man could speak again, Velumis clobbered him in the back of the head with a brick. The assailant fell to the ground, screaming, and the pale man came down with the brick and smashed it against his forehead. Velumis caught his breath and then struck the unmoving man a third time before dropping the blood covered brick. 
 
    Valx ran to Mil, his heart racing. “Are you hurt?” he cried. 
 
    “Nothing serious,” Mil said, her face bloody. “No broken bones at least.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ve sucked on too many rocks today,” Velumis said, “but I swear on all the gods that I saw you shoot blue light out of your hand and kill that guy.” 
 
    “What was that, Valx?” Mil asked. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” Valx said, “but the Northern Republic killed my mother because of her power. Now they want me dead too.” 
 
    “Oh, I understand,” Velumis said. “You’re greatborn.” 
 
    “You’ve heard of greatborn?” Valx asked. 
 
    “We’re not supposed to talk about them,” Velumis said, looking tense. “Everyone in the Dair Ro’duge has secrets, and we all prefer to keep it that way. But sometimes, I hear stories about three groups of greatborn thieves: The Family. Nightmare Company. The Twins Thieves. And there’re a few others too, but they stay quiet about it.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of the Family,” Mil said. “They’re the most wanted criminals in Ter’al.” 
 
    “Nightmare Company is second,” Velumis told them, “and the Twin Thieves are quickly making a name for themselves, especially in the eastern part of the kingdom. Boss seeks out greatborn because they make wonderful thieves with their magic.” 
 
    “It’s not magic,” Valx grunted, “but do you think the Dair Ro’duge could protect me from the North if I tell your boss I’m greatborn?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t take that risk,” Velumis said. “I would guess someone in the Dair Ro’duge is working with the Northern Republic. They must’ve seen you come through the Rat Market and then heard you were coming here from one of the guards we paid off. Maybe it was even Kirisa. She did plan this whole evening.” 
 
    “Kirisa is a kind woman,” Mil said. “She would never do this. Maybe one of the guards she paid is a spy for the North.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Velumis said. “Or perhaps, you are too trusting a young girl. I led you here. Maybe it was me?” 
 
    “You also smashed that guy’s head in,” Valx said. 
 
    “Or maybe I’m clever enough to save myself after watching your magic blue light,” Velumis countered. “I’m simply trying to warn you two not to be so trusting of people. Especially associates of the Dair Ro’duge.” 
 
    “My father said the members were like a brotherhood that all trusted one another,” Mil said. 
 
    “That’s what we tell outsiders,” Velumis said, “and some of us delude ourselves into thinking it’s true. But I’ve never trusted anyone down here in the Rat Market. Not Kirisa. Not Uille or Juar. And gods be damned if I trust Boss. I’m only here to chew my rocks in the dark and to try not to think about how all my daughters are dead.” 
 
    Velumis licked his lips and muttered, “Zundr take me now— I’m out of rocks. Let’s go before any more assassins show, and I have to throw myself on their knives to silence my mind. I’ll tell the guards Kirisa paid that you two died, and I panicked and got rid of your bodies. Mil, tell your father that if he values your life to never return to the Rat Market. Valx, you should leave this city, immediately.” 
 
    “I plan to,” Valx replied. “I’m sorry you two were put in danger because of me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t in any danger until I put myself there,” Velumis said. He ruffled Mil’s hair while she glared at him. “I know I’ve never been friendly to you, but you remind me of my oldest. She was always a strange and studious child.” 
 
    Velumis led them through the tunnels and back to the city streets. He nodded them goodbye and then returned to Direlight’s dark underbelly. 
 
    Valx and Mil headed for The Rotten Apple. Along the way, they discussed Valx’s abilities and what he had seen and experienced since Tunra’s invasion. He told Mil about his mother’s display of power, her last words to him, and how he killed Nuface with his power. 
 
    People on the streets seemed in a hurry around them, making it easy to talk without worrying about eavesdroppers. However, they found themselves squeezing through a larger crowd the farther they traveled. 
 
    “Roz and Xulthen wouldn’t believe any of this,” Valx said. “You’re the only one who knows all I’ve been through. I hope I don’t frighten you.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Mil replied, smiling. “You’re even more interesting than I thought. This power of yours is amazing. Beautiful even.” 
 
    “I only wish it didn’t put my friends in danger,” he said. “That man almost killed you. Aren’t you terrified?” 
 
    “I was,” Mil answered. “And my legs are still shaking, but that’s only an instinctual reaction to danger. I’ll be fine. Besides, I feel safe with you.” 
 
    Valx noticed soldiers yelling something to citizens on the streets as they approached The Rotten Apple. They stepped inside to find Barthlomex, Roz, and Xulthen at a table in an intense discussion. 
 
    Lorkle and Pailim tried to calm a crowd of people that had filled the inn. “I apologize,” Lorkle called over the crowd. “Our rooms are full, but you are all welcome to stay in the bar room. Sleep on the floors. Drink and eat. Pay what you can, and for those with nothing, we’ll help as much as we can.” 
 
    “Mil’uuniqus!” Barthlomex yelled, jumping to his feet. 
 
    “I was climbing a pillar and fell,” she said, noting her bruises. 
 
    “I mean your mask,” Barthlomex said. “You don’t know what kind of miasma the people of this city might be coughing. I hope you wore it underground.” 
 
    “Why are all these people here?” Valx asked Roz and Xulthen. 
 
    “The Northern army is coming this way,” Xulthen said. “They somehow navigated through the deepest parts of Grimwood before revealing themselves. A Northern brigade on horseback picked off the messengers who were keeping the king updated on the army’s location. People say the Northern forces will be here tomorrow.” 
 
    “We have to leave the city then,” Valx said. “Let’s go tonight. It’s not safe here.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Barthlomex said. “No one can. The Northerners on horseback are killing everyone on the roads. A few survivors said a caravan of twenty wagons and sixty people going to Solifey were slaughtered several hours ago. The king ordered the gates open to all the refugees outside of Direlight’s walls.” 
 
    “Will General Meiager’s forces arrive in time?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, they won’t,” Barthlomex said. “Some of his troops arrived on horseback, but most his army is a week away. Iiruff sent troops on horseback as well, but it seems they ran into the Northern forces before they reached Direlight. Their few survivors arrived at the city earlier today and told the king of the oncoming danger.” 
 
    “Can Direlight withstand a siege until Meiager’s forces arrive?” Valx wondered. 
 
    “Many of the refugees were already half-starved and draining Direlight’s resources,” Barthlomex said. “We can’t last that long, and the reports we got today tell us the Northern forces have lines of men carrying ladders and battering rams. Our archers may hold them off a single day at most, but the king has decided we must fight with all the forces we can muster. To make this situation graver, reports have claimed that the north has flying monsters that guided their army through Grimwood.” 
 
    “Flying monsters?” Valx asked. 
 
    “That’s what people are saying,” Barthlomex answered. “The citizens are terrified these creatures may swoop past the wall and cause mayhem. The wall-commanders are more worried about the army than the flying beasts, however. They don’t know if we can win a direct confrontation. The king is trying to bolster his defenses. His soldiers are going around the city looking for young men to bring to the barracks as temporary soldiers. They’re offering good pay, and most of the half-starved refugees have no other option than to join and hope to survive. I myself talked to the Medical Guild and found out about the attack shortly before word spread to the rest of the city. I’ve volunteered to assist the Medical Guild in the aftermath of the battle. If there’s anyone from our side left to help, anyways.” 
 
    A feeling of fear and anger boiled in Valx’s stomach, and then he said, “I’m going to join the temporary soldiers.” 
 
    “No!” Roz said, jumping to her feet. She grabbed Valx by his shoulders. “Wight, you’ve seen enough death and violence. Let the real soldiers fight.” 
 
    “I’m going,” Valx told her. “I’ve been saying the North should pay, and they will. I’ll ensure it.” 
 
    “But you don’t have to put yourself in danger,” Roz said. 
 
    “I need to do this for myself,” Valx explained. “I feel so angry about what they’ve done to all of us. They burned our homes. They took my mother from me. I can never let this go. I’d rather fight and die than sit here waiting.” 
 
    Roz pulled Valx close and buried her face in his shoulder. “Please don’t do this,” she said, crying. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    The feeling in Valx’s stomach calmed, and a fearlessness overtook him. He placed a hand on Roz’s cheek and raised her eyes to his. “I’ll come back for you,” Valx said. He leaned his head forward and gave her a quick kiss. 
 
    Roz wiped away her tears and then kissed him in return. 
 
    As Valx and Roz kissed again, Mil put her mask over her face. “Father,” she said. “I want to go with you. I’ve been neglecting my studies lately.” 
 
    “Sweet daughter,” Barthlomex said. “I’d ask you to stay safe here, but if our army falls, it won’t matter. At least we’ll be among the first to know whether we should abandon the city and take our chances on the roads.” 
 
    “Valx,” Xulthen said. “You’re my closest friend. My brother even. I’m joining you on the battlefield. If only to save your foolish ass from danger.” 
 
    “Thanks, my friend,” Valx said, tears at the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Come here,” Xulthen said, throwing his arms around Roz and Valx. “Don’t worry, Ros’se. I’ll bring Valx back in a single piece. Or maybe two or three, but he’ll be alive dammit.” 
 
    “You boys stay safe,” Barthlomex told them. “Don’t throw yourself into any reckless situations. Fight a good fight but retreat if you’re overwhelmed. Come, Mil’uuniqus. We must hurry to the guild.” 
 
    “Stay safe, my friends,” Mil said, her voice hollow. 
 
    They all said goodbye to one another, and Lorkle and Pailim hugged the young men. Roz gave Valx another kiss on the cheek, and then Valx and Xulthen headed for the barracks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Valx stood with Xulthen in a line at the barracks near Direlight’s western gate. He looked down the line at the boys and men who planned to join him on the battlefield the next day. There were many young men, eager to slay the Northern invaders, and older men that felt a strong duty to protect Direlight. Valx also saw half-starved refugees with no other options, frightened boys too small to swing a longsword, and men decades past their prime that needed to feed their families. 
 
    When Valx reached the front of the line, he recognized the captain overseeing the temporary soldiers as the same one that had interrogated the wyrgen at The Rotten Apple two weeks before. 
 
    “I remember you two,” the smooth-faced captain said. “The wyrgen with the bandaged shoulder and his white-haired friend. I don’t think I properly introduced myself, but I’m Captain Ocram. Commander Naemen put me and a couple others in charge of the temporary soldiers.” He sighed to himself. “I don’t know how I always get shit duties like this and searching inns for assassins.” 
 
    “What happened to the man you took away?” Xulthen asked. 
 
    “His wife has been waiting for him to return for two weeks,” Valx added. 
 
    “I’m not in charge of the prisoners,” Ocram said. “I just gathered anyone suspicious and brought them to the prison underneath the barracks. I’ll see if we can’t release the wyrgen still down there. It’s obvious the assassin escaped us. Anyways, you’ll both be given your equipment in the morning. You’ll get paid once you return that equipment. We’re having a feast in the main hall, so enjoy.” 
 
    Soldiers led them inside to a great hall filled with dozens of tables of food and several hundred boys and men eating. “Is this the whole army?” Valx asked the guard. 
 
    “Commander Naemen cleared out most of the West-Gate barracks to use for the temporary soldiers,” the guardsman said. “The only real soldiers here are those under Third, Fifth, and Eighth Companies of the West-Gate Brigade along with their respective captains. We’re here to coordinate and watch you cooks.” 
 
    “Cooks?” Xulthen asked. 
 
    “Just something we call the lower ranks of soldiers,” the guardsman said. “You’ll understand tomorrow.” 
 
    Valx and Xulthen sat at a table in the corner of the room and ate chicken and bread. Throughout the room, would-be soldiers talked and enjoyed their meals. The two friends spoke with other ‘cooks’ about the upcoming battle and why they had joined the temporary soldiers. Most seemed to be questioning their decision already. 
 
    A sturdy man approached their table as they ate. “Oh, we got a wyrgen in our cooks?” he said. “That’s surprising. I thought all your kind fled.” 
 
    “Nope,” Xulthen said. “I want to fight.” 
 
    “Your kind don’t make the best soldiers,” the man said. “Wyrgen are fast and fearsome, don’t get me wrong. The average wyrgen is more athletic than the average human, but a trained human man can grow much more muscle than a wyrgen and stay active for longer periods of time.” 
 
    Xulthen looked around the room. “You should be happy to have me then,” he said. “These so-called cooks don’t look fit for battle.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you take a spear tomorrow,” the man said. “Wyrgen hands aren’t as dexterous as a human’s. There’s a reason your people aren’t known for being swordsmen.” 
 
    “Captain Geliard,” Ocram said to the muscular man as he approached. “That’s not entirely accurate. Haven’t you heard the stories about Vozin the West Wind? A hundred years ago, he was called the fastest swordsman in the west.” 
 
    “So, there was one great wyrgen swordsman a hundred years ago,” Captain Geliard grumbled. “I reckon I can take any wyrgen swordsman alive today, and I’m not even the greatest swordsman in Direlight.” 
 
    “You’re certainly the best in the West-Gate Brigade,” Ocram admitted. “You’re almost as fast as me but as strong as Commander Naemen, who is a tough son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I’d bet a month’s pay I can go one on one with a few of the highguard. Obviously not Prince Mulcir’s guards, though. People say they’re the two greatest swordsmen in the West. Think we’ll see them on the battlefield?” 
 
    “Prince Mulcir barely stays in Direlight. He’s probably halfway across the kingdom with no idea that his home is in danger. Even if he was here, those two would stay with him in the castle.” 
 
    A pale, blonde woman in armor approached the table. “I was told that you two are Captain Ocram and Captain Geliard,” she said. 
 
    “That’s correct, beautiful,” Geliard replied, eying her strong features. 
 
    “Commander Naemen wishes to speak with the two of you regarding tomorrow’s battle plan,” she said. 
 
    “Oh,” Geliard said, and the two captains headed outside. 
 
    The woman’s sharp, gray eyes focused on Valx. “Why are you here?” she asked him. 
 
    “Me?” Valx asked, sitting upright. Her eyes pierced every part of him, and he felt a nervousness fall over him. “I’m here, uh, to fight of course.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Why are you asking?” Valx wondered. 
 
    “Because you shouldn’t be here,” she replied, her face showing no emotion. “I came here because I worried you might get the reckless idea to join the temporary soldiers. If you do, then you’ll die. You’d better leave while you have a chance.” She turned and walked away. 
 
    “What the hell?” Xulthen said. 
 
    Valx stood and followed her. “Who are you?” he asked. “Why did you come here to find me?” 
 
    “I’m  no one,” she said. “Forget about me. Forget about this war. Leave Direlight and go East. Didn’t Amikah give you some maps?” 
 
    Valx grabbed the woman’s arm and stopped her. “How do you know my mother? Who are you?” 
 
    The woman pulled her arm from Valx’s grasp and shoved him against the wall. All the soldiers and cooks in the room turned their eyes to them. “Back off me, cook. I don’t know who you are, but I’ll gut you if you touch me again.” 
 
    She placed a hand on her sword hilt. Her face feigned disgust, but her eyes held calm and studied the young man’s face and movements. Valx let his muscles relax, and the woman walked away. 
 
    “I’m going to fight tomorrow,” Valx shouted at her. 
 
    “Then you’ll die,” she replied, leaving out the front door. 
 
    Valx slumped back to the table with Xulthen, and the room returned to eating and talking amongst themselves. 
 
    “What was that about?” Xulthen asked. 
 
    “I think she knew my mom,” Valx said. “I don’t know how, but she guessed that I would be here.” 
 
    “You should’ve chased after her,” Xulthen told him. 
 
    “Not with everyone watching us,” Valx said. “Maybe I’ll see her again tomorrow.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, the captains sent everyone to bed. The soldiers in Third, Fifth, and Eighth Companies took most of the living quarters. The captains passed around rough, old pillows and told everyone else to sleep in the main hall. 
 
    Valx and Xulthen laid next to one another in the far corner of the hall. They could hear the whispering of cooks and the crying of young boys. 
 
    “You asleep?” Xulthen whispered sometime near midnight. 
 
    “Not yet,” Valx said. The woman soldier had unnerved him, and his gut twisted with anxiety and fear. 
 
    “You nervous about the battle?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “You don’t have to fight alongside me.” 
 
    “Valx, you’re my best friend. My brother even. I wouldn’t let you go into battle alone. I mean metaphorically since we got a whole army with us. But a man always needs a friend to go into battle with him, and I don’t think there’s anyone else I’d rather follow into battle.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m the best person to follow into battle.” 
 
    “Did I ever tell you why I first became friends with you, Valx?” 
 
    “Not that I remember.” 
 
    “Well, I grew up hearing the old wyrgen stories about the three worlds. We’re living in the third world that was born after the end of the second. The second world is analogous to Fey’al from human mythology. That was the world where the mighty hunter Fenros, the namesake of my pack, was born. But before that, there was the first world. A world covered in ice and snow before the dawn of humanity. In that time, there lived pure-white wyrgen called great-hunters. They were the greatest of all wyrgen. Taller, stronger, and faster than any alive today. The wyrgen of the second age lost most of their white-colored fur. Wyrgen like Fenros, who were mostly covered in white fur, were considered natural leaders. Even today, those rare wyrgen born with white stripes tend to become pack leaders.” 
 
    “So, you became my friend because of my hair?” Valx asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I don’t really believe the old tales now, but when I was little, I thought it meant you were destined for greatness. Then I grew up, and luckily for you, you turned out to be a great friend. Figured I might as well keep you around. Still, some part of me sees your hair and is filled with admiration. I feel like I’m going into battle with a great-hunter of the first world.” 
 
    “My hair has been nothing but a curse,” Valx said. “I should shave my head and be done with it. It’s the reason my mom is dead and why we were thrown in a dungeon.” 
 
    “Me and Ros’se have been afraid to ask about that,” Xulthen said. “Those Northerners said they were looking for people with white hair because Lord Wyvern’s parents were killed by someone with that hair color. After we left Tunra, you said your mom had great power and killed a bunch of soldiers. What did you mean by that?” 
 
    “We should really sleep,” Valx said. “If we survive tomorrow, I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    Xulthen gave him a serious look and then nodded. “Alright, brother.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The captains woke Valx and the other cooks early in the morning and made them form lines at the armory. They passed around pieces of bread while everyone waited. 
 
    “Everyone here is going to be given a helmet, marked with a red line on the back, so we know who the temporary soldiers are,” Captain Ocram explained to the cooks. “You’ll also get a shield, your choice of a spear or sword, and cooked armor.” 
 
    “Cooked armor?” an older man at the front of the line asked. 
 
    “It’s called cooked armor because it’s made from leather hardened by boiling,” Ocram explained. “It can deflect glancing blows well enough, but you should rely more on your shield. There’s not enough plated armor for all our soldiers, so the lower ranks get cooked armor.” 
 
    “So, that’s why they keep calling us cooks,” Xulthen muttered to Valx. 
 
    Valx waited until he and Xulthen arrived at the front of the line. He put on a helm and leather tunic. 
 
    Captain Ocram gave Valx a round, wooden shield and then held up a short-sword and a spear. “Which one you want?” he asked. 
 
    “Sword,” Valx answered, grabbing the handle. 
 
    Xulthen approached Captain Geliard and took a spear. “I thought so,” Geliard said, snidely. 
 
    “I’ve actually had practice with spears,” Xulthen said, joining the lines of cooks that were waiting to leave. 
 
    The two friends marched with hundreds of cooks to the West-Gate. Valx saw hundreds of archers perched on top of Direlight’s shimmering wall, and a dozen companies of soldiers followed their group on both sides. They passed through the gate to find hundreds of large tents standing just outside the wall. 
 
    Several thousand soldiers stood in lines, and more men had gathered around their commanders to hear them speak. Valx looked at the banners hefted above the ranks. He didn’t recognize any, except for the banner of the West-Gate Brigade toward the front. 
 
    The three captains split the cooks into groups and separated them. Captain Ocram led Valx and Xulthen’s group to the front lines. 
 
    “Why are we going to the front?” a scared boy asked Captain Ocram. 
 
    “General Tungosk told Commander Naemen that we have to bring the temporaries to the front so none of you run away,” Ocram replied. “Don’t worry, though. Once the battle starts, it will get chaotic and being in the front or back will make no difference.” Ocram’s thin face stayed rigid, but his voice carried doubt. 
 
    “They’re going to use us as human shields,” Xulthen whispered to Valx. “When the battle begins, me and you are going to fall back a few lines and fight from a safer position.” 
 
    Valx nodded, but his face turned pale. He felt his body shaking with anger and fear. We’re going to die, he thought. His stomach turned, and he would’ve vomited if they had given him any breakfast. 
 
    “What’s that in the sky?” one of the soldiers asked. 
 
    A dark shape, far larger than any bird, circled overhead and then flew west until it disappeared. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Ocram said. “I didn’t believe that the North actually had flying monsters. Don’t fear, my men. A few large birds won’t turn the tide of battle.” 
 
    Several of the boys cried, and Ocram tried to reassure them. “This will be an easy battle. Those Northerners probably lost half their forces in the forest.” He forced a laugh, and then Ocram saw six approaching horses. “Attention!” he shouted to the cooks. 
 
    The man leading the group on horseback wore brilliant gold-plated mail that was covered in green embroidery. He rode a horse covered in gold and green armor, and two men rode behind him, carrying green and gold banners. 
 
    “I think that guy in the front is General Tungosk,” Xulthen whispered to Valx. “So, the other guy in plated armor is Commander Naemen.” 
 
    A tall man in fully-plated mail rode a large black horse behind Tungosk’s banner men. The two men behind the commander carried banners of the West-Gate Brigade. 
 
    Tungosk and Naemen climbed from their horses and stood before the cooks. The general opened his face plate, showing his wide, grizzled face. “Alright!” he shouted. “It’s an honor to meet so many men who are willing to protect their king, city, and kingdom. After this little scuffle is over, we’ll have a big meal back at the West-Gate barracks on me. But first, we gotta beat these Northern bastards that seem to think they can kill our people, destroy our cities, and take our kingdom. Now, we’re not going to let this happen. We’re going to stomp their piss-puddle of an army into the aether. After today, the clans up north will be shaking in their boots and praying to the gods that we don’t come for them.” 
 
    The soldiers cheered and shouted, but then Tungosk raised his hand and silenced them. “Now, we all know the gods are on our side. I don’t know about you all, but Kolus has sent me a gut feeling that we’re going win this battle with ease. Just look at this bright, warm day. You know Lin’eisis is smiling down on us. And Hephar will give all of you the strength to defeat them. I wish I could see the looks on their faces when they meet Zundr.” 
 
    Several of the soldiers laughed, and then the general continued, “I just want to take a moment to thank the great gods, Orgundr and Eyl’oera, for delivering to me the best bunch of warriors I’ve ever seen. Today is a day of bravery. Only the courageous would fight to save their kingdom. So, I know that today is a day where I stand before the most valiant men of Ter’al, and I know that our kingdom is safe.” 
 
    The soldiers erupted into cheers, and Tungosk climbed onto his horse with a smile. He rode off down the long line of soldiers until he disappeared from Valx’s sight, and then Commander Naemen stepped forward and began his own speech. 
 
    “Where is the general going?” Valx whispered to Xulthen. 
 
    “Back inside the wall,” Xulthen said. “You think a man who ordered a bunch of untrained boys and old men to stand on the frontlines would fight alongside us?” 
 
    War horns blared from the top of the wall, and Commander Naemen stopped his speech and turned around. Banners with purple dragons came over the hill, and waves of soldiers followed. 
 
    Valx tightened his grip around his short-sword. I wish I had my mother’s sword. The short-sword’s weight and grip felt wrong to him. I certainly can’t use my power in this battle for everyone to see. 
 
    He looked at his friend, and the wyrgen gave a nervous nod. “Get ready, brother,” Xulthen told him. 
 
    Thousands of Northern soldiers marched toward them, horns blaring and banners waving. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    “Hold until the archers fire,” Captain Ocram commanded. 
 
    The earth shook as the Northern forces approached. They continued to pour over the horizon, and Valx couldn’t see where the army ended. “How many ships made it to Tunra?” he wondered. 
 
    “We only saw the first few,” Xulthen said. “A whole fleet must’ve invaded our shores. Our two armies look close in size.” 
 
    “But we have the advantage with the archers on the wall. They have no defense if we push them back.” 
 
    “Honestly, my greatest worry are those things.” Xulthen watched the six shapes circling high above the Northern forces. 
 
    Horns called across the opposing army, and the Northerners stampeded toward Direlight. 
 
    “Everyone, hold,” Ocram’s faint voice yelled through the sounds of roaring Northerners. 
 
    “For Tunra!” a boy a couple years younger than Valx screamed as he charged toward the Northern army. He ran half the distance to the Northern forces when the archers on the wall fired. Hundreds of arrows flew over the Western forces and into the crowds of Northerners. An arrow hit the Western boy in the back, and he fell facedown into the dirt. Seconds later, the Northerners trampled him to death. 
 
    Western war horns sounded again, and all the captains and commanders yelled for their forces to charge. The soldiers erupted past Valx, and the world became chaos. 
 
    Valx fell back with Xulthen as armored men rushed toward their enemies. The two sides met with a crash of shields, spears, swords, and blood. Thousands of men pushed forward, and the two sides pressed against one another until the battle-line vanished. 
 
    Soldiers from both sides poured past each other’s front lines, and fighting spread in all directions. Valx lost Xulthen in the crowd for several seconds but found his friend bashing the rod of his spear against the back of an enemy’s helm. The blow knocked the man unconscious, sending him to the dirt. 
 
    “Where do we go?” Valx screamed over the roars and cries of men killing each other. 
 
    “The captain,” Xulthen said, motioning at Captain Ocram as he fought off two enemy soldiers. 
 
    The Northern soldiers swung wildly at the captain, but Ocram’s quick steps took him just out of reach of their attacks. Xulthen sprinted forward and tackled one of the soldiers to the ground. 
 
    Valx hacked at the back of the other soldier who wore cooked armor like himself. The edge of Valx’s short-sword cut through hardened leather but only grazed the enemy’s flesh. 
 
    The soldier spun around, swinging his longsword, but the white-haired Westerner raised his wooden shield. The longsword struck the shield, knocking Valx backward a step. 
 
    Captain Ocram stabbed his thin dueling sword through the padded armor and between the Northerner’s ribs. The soldier cried out and fell limp into Ocram’s arms. The captain laid the enemy down as he pulled his sword free from the man’s body. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ocram said to Valx. 
 
    The moment the words left Ocram’s mouth, an arrow whistled past Valx’s head and shot through the captain’s left eye. The man’s mouth fell open, his right eye wide and frightened, and then he crumpled next to the soldier he had laid to rest. 
 
    Valx turned to discover a Northerner in plate-mail holding a bow. The soldier dropped the bow and took a battle axe from his back with both hands. The man ran toward Valx with thunderous steps, bellowing like a wild animal. 
 
    Valx raised his sword and charged forward, finding himself roaring too, his muscles tense. 
 
    The Northerner brought his axe down with the weight of his entire body, and Valx raised his wooden shield, which splintered against the blow. 
 
    The Westerner slashed his sword against the man’s shoulder, chipping the Northerner’s armor, and the enemy soldier stumbled backward. Valx let his broken shield fall to the ground and then delivered a two-handed blow against the side of Northerner’s helm. His steel racked the man’s helm and fractured two teeth along the left side of his jaw. 
 
    The Northerner, with blood in his mouth, swung his battle axe at Valx, but the young man caught the shaft of the axe with his short-sword. 
 
    The sharp ringing of metal in Valx’s ears drowned the war around him. He only saw the enemy before him. They pushed their weapons against each other, grunting with flared teeth and nostrils. 
 
    The larger Northerner pushed harder, and smacked Valx’s sword against the front of his helmet, knocking him to the ground. He raised his heavy axe over his head to deliver a killing blow. 
 
    Valx rolled away as the axe came down, and the dirt exploded beside him. He leaped up at the Northerner, swinging his blade with one hand. To his own surprise, the edge of his steel caught the gap under the man’s helmet and carved through his neck. 
 
    The Northerner fell to the ground and ripped away his helmet. He screamed and tried to stop the redness leaking from his neck. “Oh, gods,” he cried. 
 
    Valx jumped on him, feeling a trickle of blood going down his own face from the bash he had taken to the forehead. His enemy screamed again, and Valx stabbed the end of his short-sword through his neck and silenced him. 
 
    The young man stood from the body and gasped. I’ve stolen three lives now, he realized. He stared at the sea of soldiers spilling each other’s blood on the grass, and his short-sword fell from his hands. Xulthen! Where’s my friend? 
 
    He pushed against the waves of soldiers. “Xulthen!” he called. “Xulthen! Where are you?” Valx slipped between Westerners and Northerners and stepped over stacks of bodies. He guessed that the dead must’ve already outnumbered the living. 
 
    Spots of red showered the field, and the cries of pain and terror drowned the roars of bloodlust and courage. Valx couldn’t feel his own heartbeat over the thunder of steel. Sweat and blood dripped down his face. Enemy blades swiped as he ran past Northerners, and a spear nicked the back of his helm. 
 
    A familiar growl sounded over the twisted sounds of war and death. Xulthen! 
 
    The banners of the West-Gate waved above a group of Westerners who had gathered behind Commander Naemen. Xulthen followed the group as they cut their way through the enemy forces, leaving a hundred dead Northerners in their path. 
 
    Northerners gathered together to meet Commander Naemen’s group. Leading the band of enemies, there marched a tall man in a blood-soaked black cloak and an oval mask painted bright red. He only wore a leather tunic as protection and kept his hood on even as Westerners attacked from all sides. He slaughtered every Westerner that approached him with two thin blades that extended from the sleeves of his cloak. 
 
    The two forces rushed each other with Naemen and the masked man fighting at the center. Valx ran toward the clash as the soldiers hacked one another to pieces with swords, spears, and axes. At first, the Western force overwhelmed the Northerners with larger numbers, but then Valx saw the masked man hold up the decapitated head of Commander Naemen for all to see. 
 
    The Northerner tossed the head to the ground and fought off an onslaught of furious Westerners. He fought with fast, rigid movements, oftentimes blocking attacks with one blade while punching the second through the assailant’s body. He fended off three men at once with calculated movements, never pausing and countering each attack with absolute precision. 
 
    His reflexes and precision are inhuman. 
 
    The masked man slew the three soldiers and then five more seconds later. He sidestepped every attack that looked as though it would make contact with him, even when the attack came from behind him. 
 
    Valx felt too afraid to approach closer. That’s not possible. He watched the masked man, but then a thought came to him. Unless he’s a greatborn too. He might have an ability that lets him know what’s happening around him. 
 
    Something inside Valx compelled him to march toward the battle. I have to know. Is he really greatborn? 
 
    Valx pulled a spear from the stiff fingers of a dead Northerner. He ran toward the man in the red mask and hurled the spear like his mother had taught him when she took him spear-fishing. The spear flew toward the masked man as he stabbed his blade into a cook’s heart. 
 
    Before the spear hit, the masked man spun around and threw the cook into the projectile’s path. The masked man set his eyes on Valx as his group overtook the Western soldiers, pushing Xulthen and the rest closer toward the West-Gate. 
 
    “You’re greatborn!” Valx yelled. 
 
    The masked man’s gait quickened, and fear rose in Valx’s chest. For a moment, he considered running away, but he knew the swift foe would catch him with those slender blades. Valx flexed his fingers and then squeezed them into fists. Why can’t I summon my power? 
 
    Someone in Western armor stepped between them, and the Northerner swiped with one blade and stabbed with the other. The Westerner deflected the first blade with a longsword, twisted sideways to avoid the second, and then head-butted the masked man in the upper chest with enough strength to stagger him. 
 
    The Westerner’s helmet flew off, revealing the face of the same gray-eyed woman Valx had seen the previous day. She slashed her blade before the masked man could counterattack. 
 
    The Northerner blocked and stabbed at the same time, but the woman’s head moved sideways away from the blade. He followed her head with a diagonal swipe, but the gray-eyed soldier’s blade leaped in front of her head and deflected her opponent’s blade. Her elbow caught his ribcage, and the masked man slashed with his other blade. Her right hand released her longsword and struck his wrist, pushing the blade away. 
 
    The woman swung her free arm into the masked man’s neck, and she shoved forward, knocking him back several steps. She followed him with a one-handed swing of her longsword that was so fast that it could’ve matched the power of most men’s two-handed attacks. 
 
    The masked man caught his steps, stabled himself, and blocked the longsword with both his blades. He stepped away with the blow and put distance between himself and the woman as he readied for another attack. 
 
    I can barely follow their attacks and movements, Valx thought in awe, but I can’t just stand here being useless. That woman is fighting for me. He felt courage rising inside him, and a blue light emanated from his hands. He looked at the light and then ran toward the two combatants. 
 
    The woman charged the masked man and brought her longsword down with a powerful swing, but the Northerner slipped around her and unexpectedly dove toward the young man. 
 
    Valx raised his hand as aether extended from his palm, and he swung at the masked man. The Northerner stopped short and blocked the ethereal blade, which had grown to the length of a short-sword. Valx snarled and slashed across the masked man’s blades. His blue saber cut an inch into one blade, and then the Northerner tumbled out of the path of the woman’s longsword and jolted to his feet several yards from the two Westerners. 
 
    “Retreat,” the woman told Valx. “You’re going to get yourself killed. He possesses an extrasensory ability. He can feel people around him and know when he’s being attacked. You were lucky your blade caught him off guard or you would’ve died there.” 
 
    The masked man circled around them with cautious steps. 
 
    “You can’t beat him alone,” Valx said. 
 
    “I’m familiar with his fighting style,” the woman replied, “and I’ve fought people with far more dangerous abilities.” 
 
    The masked man’s attention focused on the woman, and Valx glanced at his ally. Her calm face gave no hints of emotion, not even excitement or fear as the Northerner continued to circle around toward Valx’s side. 
 
    “Stay behind me and pay attention, child,” the woman told Valx. “He’s trying to put himself in a position to attack you first because you’re the weaker target.” 
 
    “What color is your hair?” a hoarse voice called from behind the red mask. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Valx stomped forward, anger overcoming his nerves. 
 
    The woman pulled Valx behind her. “Stay back!” 
 
    “Is it white perhaps?” the man asked Valx. 
 
    The woman darted forward and attacked with a flurry of heavy slashes. The masked man danced around the attacks, but she pressed closer and forced him to block. The blade that Valx’s aether had cut halfway through broke in two, and the masked man retreated from the woman. 
 
    “You’ve already realized you can’t win,” she said. Her face still held calm with not even a drop of sweat. “I’m as fast as you. Stronger than you. I know your clan’s fighting styles, and I’m more skilled than you would be in a thousand years. Even with your power, you can’t touch me.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the masked man asked. 
 
    “I’m not anyone,” she answered, her voice dull. 
 
    The masked man’s hand pulled into his sleeve and returned with a thin whistle. He slipped the mouthpiece under his mask and blew. Valx heard no sound from the whistle, but the woman in front of him raised her head. 
 
    Roars called from the sky, and Valx remembered the North’s flying beasts. The shapes in the sky circled ahead and then dove toward the battlefield. Six snakelike monstrosities landed around the masked man. The slithering pillars of brown, green, and black scales roared and hissed at the Westerners. 
 
    Valx felt crushed under the weight of fear, and his aether blade vanished in a hazy wisp. 
 
    “Dragons,” the woman noted with an apathetic tone. 
 
    Valx took his eyes off the six dragons for a second to stare at the woman who stood with her sword held over her shoulder in a relaxed pose. His own body shook and felt so tense as to snap and run the moment the beasts even eyed him. 
 
    “Relax, Wight,” the woman told him. “They’re retreating. The Northern general never planned on putting his dragons or himself in danger.” 
 
    She knows my nickname. His attention then turned to the man riding atop the large dragon with charred-black scales. The enemy general, a man in black armor shaped with spikes as to imitate his vicious steed, held his gaze on Valx and the woman. 
 
    Valx felt anger rising inside him and ripped his helmet from his head, revealing his white hair to the enemy that had ordered his mother’s death. The general’s faceplate pointed toward him. “I’m going to kill you for what you’ve done!” Valx screamed, spit flying from his mouth. “And your lord too!” 
 
    Western soldiers near the gate had overwhelmed the remainder of the Northerners without the masked man to lead the fight. They turned their attentions on the dragons in the middle of the battlefield. Many felt too afraid to approach, but several men grouped together once they realized the enemy general rode among the beasts. The Westerners raced toward the dragons with swords and spears raised high. 
 
    The masked man, his hands shaky, climbed atop one of the smaller dragons, a green one that stood about his height when it was hunched over. 
 
    The beasts turned to the group of Westerners with long, open mouths, showing rows of dagger-like teeth. Gas sprayed from their throats, and a roaring fire rose in their stomachs before exploding outward across the field. A dozen soldiers at the front of the group screamed and burned. Another two dozen fell away from the licking flames and waves of choking heat. 
 
    Archers shot at the beasts, and a few glancing blows nicked their scales. The dragons hissed and growled, but then they raised their heads at once as if an invisible force had taken hold of them. They leaped from the ground and took to the skies. 
 
    Valx watched the dragons circle above and wondered if the general would continue his attack on Direlight with his dragons. He watched them dance around the sky before shooting off toward the horizon. 
 
    I’m exhausted, Valx thought, trying to stay on his feet. His body drooped, and he almost thought he would faint. Even the cooked armor seemed too heavy to wear. He looked around and couldn’t find the gray-eyed woman who had saved his life. Who is she? And where’s Xulthen? 
 
    He saw small fights still spread across the fields as the Westerners rallied together to slay the few remaining Northerners. Many of the Northerners tried to surrender and found themselves at the cutting end of Western steel. Commander Naemen’s men showed no compassion and mourned their fallen leader with blood and fury. 
 
    Valx’s eyes scanned the battlefield and found the last battle of the day far away from the West-Gate. Captain Geliard fought against a shorter and rounder Northern captain in plated armor. Valx recognized him as Captain Feltmer, the man who had sentenced Valx’s execution in Bailrom. 
 
    A hundred bodies were strewn around the two captains. Only they stood alive on that side of the battlefield, aside from Feltmer’s lithe assistant Yute who cowered behind his captain. 
 
    Geliard’s sword and Feltmer’s axe pushed and fought against one another. As fast and strong as Geliard looked, Feltmer moved with grace and cunning that Valx wouldn’t have expected from the stocky man. Both men’s armor was covered in dents, and both gasped for air, struggling to be the last standing. 
 
    Valx, who stood closer than the rest of the Western soldiers, contemplated helping Captain Geliard, but he didn’t have the strength to keep fighting. So many people lay dead that Valx wondered if it even mattered who won and who died anymore. 
 
    The two captains fought with tired, sloppy attacks. They moved around with sluggish but still calculated steps. The flat side of Geliard’s sword hit the metal plates at the side of Feltmer’s left knee. Feltmer fell to his knees but held up his axe to defend from a killing strike. 
 
    “Captain, no!” Yute gave a desperate yell and jumped forward with his short-sword. Geliard cut him down with one heavy strike, and Feltmer dropped his axe to catch Yute in his arms. 
 
    “No, Yute!” Feltmer cried. “Poor boy. I told you to stay back.” He stared at the young man’s body and sobbed. “I told him he couldn’t fight. My good opponent, could you not have taken him prisoner? He’s not a warrior like us.” 
 
    Tears fell on Feltmer’s cheeks, and he stared around at the field of dead men. “Oh, sorry lad. I failed you and the rest of my men. If I were only in my prime again.” 
 
    “That was a good fight,” Geliard said, giving his enemy a sad stare. “You almost had me a time or two.” 
 
    “Go on with it, friend. I won’t make a good captive. I have no useful information. This boy knew more than I did. I’m of no worth without my men. It would be the honorable thing to die here.” Feltmer unlatched his helm and pulled it from his head. He lowered his head over Yute and exposed his neck. 
 
    “Thank you for the challenge,” Geliard said, raising his longsword. “You’ll surely sit with Hephar’s favorite few.” He brought the sword down, and Feltmer’s head rolled into the grass. 
 
    Valx pulled his attention away and looked across the field for Xulthen. The Western soldiers cheered and shouted in victory, even as many of their own men still lay bleeding to death in the fields. A group of men went around looking for injured Northerners and cut their throats while they begged for mercy or prayed to the gods. 
 
    The young man lumbered past the dead and dying toward the West-Gate. He thought about the invasion of Tunra when he had felt terrified seeing the corpses of all his neighbors. This time, I just feel tired and empty. I just want to find Xulthen and go back to The Rotten Apple. 
 
    “Brother!” Xulthen’s voice called. He ran from a group of celebrating soldiers to his friend and gave Valx a long hug. Xulthen looked at Valx with sad eyes. “It’s been a rough day, my friend. Let’s take our equipment back to the barracks.” 
 
    Valx nodded, and they walked toward the gate. 
 
    They passed by members of the Medical Guild who ran from the West-Gate to help the injured. Near the gate, Valx and Xulthen found Barthlomex with his plague mask pulled down as he sat with a Northern soldier. 
 
    The Northerner, whose intestines hung free from his sliced open stomach, screamed and cried and begged the gods to help him. 
 
    Barthlomex sat over the man, staring in horror, and then looked across the battlefield at the thousands of dead and dying. “There’s so many,” he said to Mil, who stood next to him without her plague mask. “I didn’t think it would be like this. I’ve never seen anything so horrible. Oh gods, have mercy on these men’s souls.” 
 
    “Oh, father,” Mil said. “If the gods were real, then I don’t think they would’ve allowed this to happen.” She smiled at Valx and then pulled a white mask over her mouth and nose. “I’m happy to see that you two survived. I’ll talk to you later at The Rotten Apple. I have work to do now.” She followed the Medical Guildsmen into the battlefield. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you boys went through this,” Barthlomex said, crying. He looked down at the Northerner, now quiet and still. 
 
    Valx could still see the pain on the dead man’s face. I kinda feel sorry for him. Northerner or not. 
 
    Valx and Xulthen walked through the West-Gate and stood aside as General Tungosk rode by on his horse. 
 
    “Excellent work, boys,” the general told them as he passed. “I bet you enjoyed killing those demon Northerners. You made your kingdom proud.” Tungosk rode out into the field, singing praise to all the soldiers he saw with a smile on his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Valx and Xulthen returned their equipment to the barracks. A captain that Valx didn’t recognize greeted them on their arrival. “We’re here to give back our equipment and get paid,” Valx said. 
 
    The captain stood wide-eyed. “You two are temporaries? Gods be damned. I can’t believe any of you survived. It looks like you don’t have your helmet, shield, or weapon, so you won’t get much.” 
 
    “Don’t bother paying us,” Xulthen said. “We just wanted to help our kingdom. We don’t deserve coins for what we did out there.” 
 
    “You two must have seen a lot of craziness,” the captain said. “I was overseeing the reports between the field and General Tungosk, and we heard some interesting things. Several of my runners said there was a guy fighting with a glowing blue sword, like something the gods would forge out of aether, and then the North brought a bunch of dragons. You see any of that?” 
 
    “I saw the dragons from a distance,” Xulthen said. “I also got a peak of the guy with the blue sword.” He glanced at Valx. “More importantly, though, Commander Naemen was killed in battle.” 
 
    “We already know. Some guy with a red mask did him in. The soldiers say he was completely untouchable till the blue-sword man and another soldier fought him off. I heard it was a woman too. Ha! Of everything I’ve heard, that might the craziest.” 
 
    Valx and Xulthen returned their equipment and then walked the empty streets of Direlight. Most people had taken refuge in their homes, waiting to hear the results of the battle. Other than messengers flying past on horses, the two friends had the shimmering streets to themselves. 
 
    “So, you saw?” Valx asked. 
 
    “You with the blue sword?” Xulthen responded. “I didn’t know it was you at first. I was too busy fighting, but I looked back later when the dragons showed and saw you without your helmet. Is this why the North was after you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Valx answered. 
 
    They continued down the streets, and Valx told Xulthen all the things that had happened to him, starting with Tunra’s invasion. Xulthen stayed quiet for most the story, listening with wide eyes. 
 
    “What sort of sorry friend am I?” Xulthen asked when Valx finished his story. “I thought you were delirious after the invasion. I should’ve listened to what you had to say. I can’t believe I let you go through all that alone.” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” Valx said. “You’re a great friend. I wouldn’t have made it to this point without you. There have been so many times where I felt like I should just give up and die, but you and Roz kept me going. I’m thankful for you two.” 
 
    “I should’ve been with you fighting that red mask guy,” Xulthen said with tears in his eyes. “At least that soldier woman kept you safe. Who do you think she is and how does she know you?” 
 
    “She must’ve known my mom somehow,” Valx said. “I wish I could find that woman and speak to her. Maybe she can explain why my mother gave me those maps and where they go.” 
 
    “How would you even find her?” Xulthen asked. “It sounds like she came to the barracks just to see if you were going to fight. I wonder how she knew you were in the city.” 
 
    “Everything about her is strange,” Valx said. “She looked so calm in battle, and I don’t just mean brave. She was as relaxed as if she were sitting at home and talking to friends. Even the dragons didn’t worry or surprise her. And her sword skills were unbelievable. The man with the red mask seemed unstoppable until she faced him.” 
 
    “Well, here we are,” Xulthen said as they approached the door to The Rotten Apple. 
 
    They entered and found Roz, Lorkle, and Pailim sitting at a table with a crowd of others sitting around them. 
 
    “Boys!” Pailim shouted, jumping to her feet. She ran to them, wrapped an arm around each of their necks, and squeezed the two. 
 
    The room exploded with cheering and shouts of victory. 
 
    “You two!” Lorkle called, following his wife. “It makes me so happy to see that you two are alright. Pailim, my love, give them some space. These young men were just in battle. I hope neither of you were injured.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Pailim said pushing Valx’s white hair from his forehead, revealing dried blood. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Valx said. “My head got a little banged up but nothing grave.” 
 
    He turned to Roz, who approached with tears on her cheeks. She kissed him and then buried her face into his chest. “I was so afraid you wouldn’t come back,” Roz cried. 
 
    Valx held her in his arms, and then Roz grabbed Xulthen and pulled him into their hug. “You idiots,” she said. “Don’t ever do something like this again.” 
 
    “I sure as hell won’t,” Xulthen said. He forced a smile, but Valx could see in his friend’s eyes that he felt just as hollow despite their victory. 
 
    “I really need to lay down,” Valx said with droopy eyes. “I’m so tired.” Roz walked with him upstairs to the room but stopped at the doorway. 
 
    “I’ll leave you alone to rest,” she said. “I’m sure you want some peace after everything you’ve been through.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Valx smiled and closed the door. He collapsed into the bed, buried his face in the pillow, and cried until he fell asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    General Cydon landed his dragon at a clearing next to a river deep in Grimwood Forest. Coughing neveravens watched from the trees as the other five dragons followed. “We’ll make camp here,” Cydon said, climbing from his vicious steed. 
 
    His dark dragon snapped at the others in a show of dominance. Cydon glanced at the dragon, and it lowered its head and shut its gaping, dagger-toothed mouth. 
 
    The masked man climbed off his dragon with slow, nervous movements. Once off the dragon, he stepped away from large beasts. 
 
    “There is no reason to fear them,” Cydon told the man. “My pets know loyalty that no soldier would ever know. More loyal than you even.” 
 
    The masked man’s body tensed when Cydon’s gaze fell on him. “I tried my best to kill the white-haired boy,” he explained. “He shouldn’t have even still been alive. Kirisa said she would have him and the king assassinated.” 
 
    “Koto Ville,” the general said, and the masked man trembled. “My apologizes, Vile. Sometimes, I forget you prefer your marked name. Though, I’ll never understand why you’d rather be called Vile. Koto Ville is a respectable sounding name. I suppose it’s a difference between clans. The Ororus Clan never cared for marked names. We honor the greatest of our ancestors by taking their names as our family names. I’ve always dreamed that my descendants would proudly don Cydon as their family name. However, that dream has all but drowned under the wave of defeat. You cannot blame an old woman for your failure. You should’ve defeated him in battle. Were his abilities so powerful?” 
 
    “No,” Vile answered. “His power looked underdeveloped. His mother likely never trained him as Lord Wyvern feared. That woman that was with him, however, was the greatest swordsman I’ve ever faced. She was also familiar with Gara Ky. I tried to fight defensively by switching to Pas’se Ky, but she broke my ky points with every step and never gave me an opening.” 
 
    “She must’ve fought in the Clan Wars against the Sularen before your clan was annihilated.” 
 
    Vile’s face and limbs twitched. “She was too young.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think you’re making excuses for your failure.” 
 
    “My failure?” Vile’s voice lowered. “Where were you and your dragons? A leader should fight alongside his men. Where’s the honor in watching the battle from the sky?” 
 
    “A leader leads. How could I lead if a hundred Westerners attacked me at once and slew me and our dragons? You only shame your clan worse by blaming this failure on someone else.” 
 
    Vile ripped his mask off, revealing a pale, bald head and a grotesque face covered in scars. He turned a mechanism in his sleeve and extended one of his blades. Vile held the blade to the side of his own throat with a wild look in his reddish-brown eyes. 
 
    “Stop,” Cydon’s voice boomed. 
 
    Vile’s body seized as the general’s voice ran through him. The dragons sat upright, and all the neveravens in the area scattered at once. 
 
    “I hope you haven’t forgotten that I have the power to bend will?” Cydon said. 
 
    Vile’s blade inched closer to his own neck. “I have dishonored my clan with my failures,” he said. “Let me free from your power, so that I may bring an end to myself and the Sularen Clan.” 
 
    “You don’t want to die.” Cydon smiled, and Vile’s muscles relaxed. “We have both failed in our duties to Lord Wyvern, but we still may redeem ourselves. That boy is a threat to our lord and must die. If we bring his head to Lord Wyvern, I suspect he’ll pardon us. The other lords never expected our army to even make it to Direlight before King Thod’s armies gathered. This failure, while still an embarrassment, was an outcome that was accounted for. It won’t change the fate of this kingdom. Our armies far outnumber the Western forces, and the clans keep hidden a number of greatborn. The people of the West have weak blood. The greatborn are only rumors and legends here, but that boy might become a danger if he’s anything like his father.” 
 
    Vile moved his blade away from his neck. “His power caught me off guard, but I wouldn’t consider him a serious threat.” 
 
    “Not now, but you’ve heard the stories about his parents. His mother dragged several dozen soldiers with her to meet Zundr even though she was missing an arm and had spent years living an idle life in that smelly, trading town.” 
 
    “He’ll be no match for me as long as that woman isn’t with him.” 
 
    “Did you at least maintain a feel for his presence?” 
 
    Vile lowered his head a moment and then looked toward the direction of Direlight, although he couldn’t see it through the forest. “I feel him in the direction of the city.” 
 
    “You’re going to sneak back into the city and kill him,” Cydon commanded. “Then we’ll bring his head back north. Wyvern was worried about his power, so we can blame our loss on the boy.” 
 
    Vile nodded and picked his red mask off the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    The citizens of Direlight celebrated the victory for several days after the battle. People feasted and mourned the dead. King Thod gave speeches and held banquets at the castle. Valx heard from Lorkle that General Tungosk had promoted Captain Geliard to commander of the West-Gate. Most the people in Direlight hailed General Tungosk as a tactical genius who saved the Western Kingdom. Rumors of glowing swords, the man in the red mask, and dragons filled the streets and The Rotten Apple. The other guests bombarded Valx and Xulthen with questions, but they refused to discuss their experiences. 
 
    The first night after the battle, Valx awoke from a nightmare, screaming, and Roz held him until he fell back asleep. The next few nights, he dreamed about the violence he had seen and committed. When he walked the streets of Direlight, Valx saw the faces of the three men he had slain. He used his little time to himself to study his mother’s maps. 
 
    Xulthen only slept three or four hours every night before waking and leaving The Rotten Apple to walk the streets alone, and Barthlomex drank away the days, barely noticing his daughter was spending most of her time at Skyspire Castle. 
 
    “The Medical Guild has invited me to join their ranks,” Mil told Barthlomex one afternoon. “Isn’t that wonderful, father? They’ll pay for my room here at the Apple while I study at the castle for the next few years. They asked if you would join, too.” 
 
    “No, my daughter,” Barthlomex said. “I was thinking we should leave Direlight and become traveling physicians. We can sell medical supplies and help those with easily treatable conditions.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” Mil said, tossing her plague mask on the table. “I’m joining the Medical Guild.” 
 
    Barthlomex held the mask and stared into the empty eye lens. “I see.” He lowered his head. “You’re growing so quickly. Your mother would be proud. I suppose it would be best for you to stay here in Direlight and study with the Medical Guild. But I can’t join. If I don’t get away from this city, I’m afraid I’ll go mad. Will you be okay without me?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Mil answered. 
 
    “I’ll visit you whenever I can.” 
 
    “And I’ll look forward to your visits, father.” 
 
    “Mil’uuniqus,” Barthlomex said, pausing. “I know I don’t say this enough, but I love you. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “I know.” Mil walked upstairs, and Barthlomex quickly finished his drink. 
 
    *** 
 
    The city’s celebrations came to an end when reports arrived of Island Nation warships pushing into Western waters. 
 
    “They’re working with the Northern Republic,” Lorkle told Valx one morning. “General Iiruff is leading the navy to push them back. Word from up north has arrived saying Northern armies are gathering at our border. General Gallaton sent messengers to try and reason with the North, but none of them came back. It looks like the failed attack on Direlight hasn’t changed the North’s intentions. The next few years are going to be terrible times for our kingdom, but I think we’ll survive.” 
 
    It all meant nothing, Valx reflected later that night as he lay in bed with Roz sleeping beside him. All of us out there fought and killed and died to save Direlight. To save our kingdom. But this war has only started. 
 
    He crawled out of bed and grabbed his traveling pack. Valx dug out the maps and looked over them in candlelight. The instructions on the maps led to a mountain toward the center of the Eastern Kingdom. 
 
    Valx found Direlight on the left side of the map of the Western Kingdom. It will take me several times as long to get to the No-King’s Land between the two kingdoms as it did to go from Tunra to Direlight. Then the No-King’s Land is almost twice the distance I’ve already traveled. And from the No-King’s Land to this mountain here is almost as far as from Direlight to the No-King’s Land. Altogether, this trip should take me two or three months. And then there’re these instructions for when you reach the mountain. A black path? A cliff face? A secret passage? 
 
    “You’re awake?” Roz spoke just above a whisper from the bed. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep,” Valx replied. 
 
    “Are you looking at the maps again? I thought you already decided to go with me.” 
 
    “I was only looking. There’s a list of instructions at the end for when you reach the mountain. I don’t think they’ll make any sense unless I go.” 
 
    “But you’re not going.” 
 
    “Maybe one day we can travel there together. I want to know why my mom wanted me to reach this mountain.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that now. Come get some sleep. We need to get supplies tomorrow and prepare for our trip to Tatterscrape.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The gray-eyed woman leaned against an alley wall across from The Rotten Apple, hidden from the morning light and wearing common clothes. She watched as Valx, Roz, and Xulthen left the inn and walked down the street. 
 
    She took one step out from the alley when a hand reached from behind her and covered her mouth. A thin blade pressed against her throat. Her eyes stayed calm even as the hand pulled her back into the darkness. 
 
    “I need to ask you some questions,” the harsh voice of the red-masked man told her. “If you scream, I’ll slit your throat. Do you understand?” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “Who are you?” He moved his hand away from her mouth. 
 
    “I already told you that I’m not anyone,” she replied with no hint of emotion. 
 
    “Who are you to that boy?” 
 
    “I knew his mother.” 
 
    “Why are you watching him?” 
 
    “I followed him after the battle to keep an eye on him. I expected you to return for him.” She paused and then added, “I wondered if you could feel my presence. I should’ve been more alert.” 
 
    “I tracked you first. I want to know how you’re familiar with my clan’s Kys.” 
 
    “Because I’m the one who destroyed the Sularens,” she answered, her voice sincere and plain. 
 
    The masked man’s breathing grew heavy. He trembled, and then he cut the woman’s throat. Her body crumpled to the ground, face calm as ever, and the masked man slipped around the corner. 
 
    The woman’s body laid in the shadows of the alley for the next two hours. Then her sliced neck closed itself. Her skin darkened, her hair turned bronze, and her clothes became ash. She opened her eyes, still a brilliant gray, and stood naked in the alley. Fine hairs grew from her skin and weaved themselves into new clothes after a minute. 
 
    I’ll need to forge a weapon, she thought. She tightened the muscles in one arm, concentrated for a couple of minutes, and then the arm snapped, revealing a small iron blade protruding from her forearm. Her bone formed into a handle for the knife and she took the weapon into her other hand and hid it under her clothes. She twisted the broken arm back into place, and the flesh merged back together. 
 
    I’m certain they were going to the market. She ran out from the alley and down the street. I can only hope I’m not too late. Valx isn’t powerful enough yet to fight that man on his own. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx handed a couple of silver coins to the shopkeeper while Roz and Xulthen placed clothes in their packs. The white-haired young man slipped his new cherrybark sandals onto his feet and tossed his old ones to a shoeless beggar across the street. 
 
    “I think we have everything we need,” Xulthen said. “Thanks for buying us new clothes and supplies. It’s nice having a rich friend to leech from. How about you get us lunch, too?” The wyrgen flashed a toothy smile. 
 
    “Let’s get fish,” Valx said. “I’m tired of bread and pork from The Rotten Apple. I miss good old Tunra seafood.” 
 
    “Most the fish in Direlight came from Tunra,” Roz said. “It would be like having a meal from home again.” 
 
    “Not really,” Xulthen said. “All the fish I’ve seen here is smoked and preserved.” 
 
    “I don’t care much for spiced fish,” Valx said. “I’d pay anything for fried tipperfish or raw snow-tuna.” 
 
    “I’ll eat anything smoked as long as it’s been preserved in berylsalt,” Xulthen said. 
 
    “I want to try that famed Solifey redsalt,” Roz said. “It’s popular here in Direlight.” 
 
    “There’s a shop Mil showed me that keeps a big stock of smoked fish in redsalt,” Valx said. “Let’s go try it.” 
 
    “Fish preserved in redsalt sounds good,” Xulthen said. “So long as we get honeybeer to wash it down.” 
 
    “You drink?” Roz asked. “I thought Goruuk didn’t allow it?” 
 
    “Just don’t let him know,” Xulthen said, smirking. “I rarely drink, but I’ve always had a taste for honeybeer.” 
 
    “Remember when we stole that bottle of honeybeer from Teller’s Tavern?” Valx asked. 
 
    “One of my favorite childhood memories,” Xulthen said. “We hadn’t been friends too long. I thought you were a bit annoying back then, to be honest, but you showed a lot of promise.” Xulthen laughed. “So, I thought I would toughen you up by having a little adventure.” 
 
    “Little adventure?” Valx shook his head. “Kinje Teller chased us down the street swinging around a fire log.” 
 
    “Good thing you know Tunra’s marketplace as well as I know Grimwood,” Xulthen said. “Roz, you should’ve seen him. Little Valx was practically barking orders at me to follow him down this alley, over this wall, and on top this roof. He was like a different person. Kinje started yelling at us as we ran on top the buildings: ‘You little wolf bastard! You white-haired thug! You’re a wight! That’s what you are!’ That’s how Valx got his nickname. Then the two of us sat on a rooftop and drank the whole bottle. Most fun I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “It was great until my mom caught us,” Valx said. 
 
    “One second we’re drunk and laughing,” Xulthen said. “The next, Amikah is on the rooftop yelling and dragging Valx away.” 
 
    “Your mom climbed on top the roof?” Roz’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “That’s when I knew never to upset her,” Xulthen said. “If I ever met a human who had all the great qualities of a pack leader, it was Amikah.” 
 
    “Did you get in any trouble with Goruuk?” Roz asked. 
 
    “Endless scolding,” Xulthen said, “but it was worth it for that honeybeer. It was the sweetest thing I ever tasted in my life.” 
 
    As Xulthen finished his story, A baldheaded man with a scar covered faced stepped from an alley and toward the three friends. He slipped a red mask from his cloak and placed it over his face. Two thin blades, one newer than the other, extended from the man’s sleeves. 
 
    “Run!” Xulthen screamed at his friends. 
 
    Valx grabbed a shocked Roz and pulled her in the other direction as the man neared them. 
 
    “Stay away from them!” Xulthen roared, tackling the masked man to the ground. 
 
    The assassin’s thin blades plunged through the wyrgen’s chest. Xulthen screamed and clawed the sides of the man’s head, but his strength soon gave away. The masked man rolled on top of Xulthen and jumped to his feet, ripping his blades from the wyrgen’s chest. 
 
    “Run,” Xulthen repeated, and then he became limp. 
 
    Valx and Roz screamed, and the white-haired young man released his grip on his friend. An ethereal blade the length of his mother’s sword formed in his hands. A waterfall of anger and sadness washed over him, and silvery-blue light exploded around him. He felt his body ripped apart, squeezed, and twisted. The world shifted around him, and Valx reappeared beside the masked man. 
 
    The man in the red mask swung to his side before he even saw Valx, but the white-haired Westerner struck first, bringing his blue saber down. The aether blade cut through the masked man’s right arm, and the severed limb flew through the air with its blade still attached. 
 
    The assassin screamed and dove away from Valx as the Westerner slashed at the air, snarling like a beast. After his first few attacks, Valx’s swings slowed, and his steps turned sluggish. The masked man vanished into the alley. 
 
    Valx tried to follow but fell to the ground and vomited. His blade vanished, and his muscles felt weak and burning hot. “Xulthen,” he cried, crawling toward his silent friend. “Wake up, brother!” 
 
    He collapsed and lost consciousness to the sound of Roz’s screams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Vile ran from alley to alley, clutching his severed limb. He struggled to tie a torn piece of his cloak around the stump to stop the bleeding, but the red still poured. He screamed, cried, and grunted through the backstreets. Vile ripped his mask off and tucked it in his cloak. He kept both arms hidden beneath his cloak as he pushed his way through a crowded street. 
 
    Someone had followed him after the boy had fainted. He looked back and saw a dark-skinned woman following his trail. Who is she? She looks halfway like that other woman. A relative, perhaps? 
 
    Vile focused on her, feeling her with his power, and his mouth opened agape. “But I killed you!” he shouted, his pace quickening as people turned and stared at him. He sprinted down another alley, dropped from a ledge, and ran for a metal door under a bridge. 
 
    “Halt!” a guard standing in front of the door commanded. 
 
    Vile freed his arm from his cloak and sliced the guard’s throat with a swipe of his blade. He entered the tunnel and locked a latch from inside. 
 
    Pounding sounded on the other side of the door. 
 
    Vile ran down the dark tunnels, his hand touching the wall to guide him. He focused his power on Kirisa, feeling her presence underground. He used her to get a sense of the direction he needed to follow. Several times he hit a dead end and had to backtrack. 
 
    Why did I run? I had my chance to die in battle like a warrior. Instead, I fled like a coward. It’s like I was a child again, running from the slaughter of my people. I should’ve done the honorable thing and died that day. My entire life since then has disgraced my clan. And yet, I swore my fealty to young Lord Wyvern. To be his blade. To slay his enemies. The least I can do is lead that disgraceful Cydon and his dragons to the boy. Maybe then, I’ll have the courage to throw myself on his blue sword and die with honor. Or even let that demon woman finish the genocide she started when I was only a child. If I don’t bleed out in these damned tunnels first. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx awoke in a well-decorated prison cell. Moonlight caught his eye from a tiny, barred window. He looked out into the night to the view of a garden and a large shimmering wall past it. 
 
    They have me in the castle dungeon, Valx realized. 
 
    He sat against the cell wall and memories came storming back to him. Xulthen is gone. He’s gone. My oldest friend. My brother. I killed him. It’s my fault. I should’ve thrown myself on Northern swords back in Tunra. I should have died in Bailrom or Grimwood or on the battlefield. 
 
    Valx screamed and smashed the bottom of his fist against the wall. 
 
    “Stay quiet,” a guard in shimmering armor with a long red cape said, approaching the cell gate. “It’s almost midnight, boy.” 
 
    “Why am I in this cell?” Valx raised his furious eyes to the guardsman. 
 
    “You have the whole city scared. About twenty witnesses saw your confrontation with Red Mask. You’re not in any trouble, though. Some people are even calling you a sort of hero. But everyone is worried about that magic crap you was doing, so they brought you here. The king says he’ll speak with you tomorrow, but he told me if you woke up to tell you that you weren’t in danger.” 
 
    “Did they find the masked man?” 
 
    “He evaded capture.” 
 
    Valx slammed his fist against the wall again. “Let me out.” 
 
    “Boy, just wait till morning. Why you even complaining? You got a cozy cell in the castle dungeon. This is nicer than my room in the tower.” 
 
    “What’s to stop me from using my power and escaping?” 
 
    “You see this shiny armor I’m wearing? This is the armor of the Highguard. We protect Castle Skyspire and the Oduj Royal Family. There’s three more of my guys down the hall, but I don’t think you’d get past me if you tried. Besides, as I said, you aren’t in danger. The king just wants to talk to you. Your friend with the red hair already told us everything that happened, and everyone knows that Red Mask was a Northerner, but King Thod said he wanted to speak to you personally. So, relax and get back to bed.” 
 
    Valx sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the wooden floor tiles. 
 
    “My condolences or you friend,” the Highguardsman said. 
 
    “What will they do with his body?” 
 
    “I think they took him to the mass grave where they buried all the bodies from the battle. I hear your lady friend went to watch his burial.” 
 
    “Is she safe?” 
 
    “The city guards questioned her for a couple of hours and then let her go. They just asked her about you and your magic. She says she doesn’t know how you did those things. I heard you summoned a blue sword, and then you vanished and reappeared next to Red Mask in a flash of blue light. You some kind of wizard?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know where my power comes from.” 
 
    “Weird. Maybe the gods blessed you or something.” 
 
    “I’m far from blessed.” 
 
    “Cursed then? Seems a lot of strange things have been happening since the invasion. I saw the assassin that tried to kill the king. He sunk straight through the floor. Most bizarre thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Valx raised his head. 
 
    “You always hear stories growing up about the things up north that the clans try to keep secret,” the guard said. “Magic. Dragons. Strangemen. Then again, there’re stories like that everywhere. Servants around here say Queen Silvina has premonitions. And some claim the royal children are bewitched. Especially Prince Mulcir. The older servants say when he was younger, they’d approach the boy’s room to find mist billowing from under the door. I’ve never seen anything too strange, but then again, the royals tend to keep to themselves. I’ve only seen Mulcir a couple times since being chosen for Highguard. He rarely stays in Direlight and instead travels the kingdom with the Highguard’s two best members: Odestrog the Cragslayer and Myamere the Godblade.” 
 
    “Cragslayer?” Valx mused, half listening. “How does one slay a crag?”
“That’s just what he’s known as. All the Highguard have names like that. Otherwise, you probably aren’t well known enough to join us.” 
 
    “And yours is?” 
 
    “Nevin the Veilknight.” He flicked his red cape out in front of himself. By the time the fabric had moved out of Valx’s line of site, Nevin had drawn and readied his sword. “I know what you’re thinking: Too flashy, right? Well, I don’t want to hear that from a guy who summons a blade of aether. Besides, I make the cape work in battle. It’s made of a special fabric and heavier than it looks. To be allowed into the Highguard, I had to defeat the weakest member in a best of five sparring match. The other Highguard laughed when they saw me with my cape. We went two for two, and then the fifth match lasted for ten minutes. We were both tired, and he was pushing me back toward a corner, but with one well-timed flick, I wrapped my cape around his sword and tore it away from his hands. That day, I—” 
 
    “Wait,” Valx interrupted. “You said your name was Nevin? Are you from Tunra by chance?” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Nevin nodded and sheathed his sword. “I grew up there. You wouldn’t believe how badly I wanted to fight in the battle the other day to avenge my hometown. But my duty is to the royal family now. So, you’ve heard of me? I was quite the scoundrel when I was around your age. Must’ve been ten years ago.” 
 
    “I made it to the tree,” Valx said. “With your name. Me and my friends went through the forest to escape the invasion. The roads were too dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh!” Nevin’s eyes widened. “The tree. I had almost forgotten. It’s funny, really. I told my friends I was going to venture some lost grounds and maybe see if I could find any strangemen. Ha! That was as far as I made it before I got too scared. I don’t even know why I marked my name on that tree. I guess I thought it stood out and that others could find it. Then I told everyone I knew and dared them to surpass me. So how far did you get?” 
 
    “Almost to Bailrom,” Valx said, “but we had a good guide.” He lowered his head again. 
 
    “Oh, your friend. Gods be damned, it’s unfair for such a thing to happen to someone so young. It seems our kingdom has befallen with far too much tragedy lately. Why was Red Mask even in the market?” 
 
    “He was there to kill me.” 
 
    “Figured so, but why? Was he angry that you defeated him on the battlefield?” 
 
    “I didn’t defeat him. There was a woman protecting me. Don’t bother asking who she is because I don’t know that either. But she knows me, and I think she knew my mother. We got captured in Bailrom by some Northerners who had been told by their general to kill people with white hair. My mom died in Tunra, so that left only me. I guess the guy in the mask was trying to fulfill that order.” 
 
    “So, why the hate for your unusual hair?” 
 
    “One of the Northerners claimed that Lord Wyvern’s parents had been assassinated by someone with white hair.” 
 
    “They put you through hell for that? It’s not like you and your mom are the only ones in Ter’al with white hair. I’ve heard there was a clan that went extinct a long time ago that possessed that hair color. It’s not surprising that there’re a few of you left with that trait. It was probably another Northerner who did it.” 
 
    “It was my mother.” Valx surprised himself with his own words. “I think she did it anyways. Before she died, I saw her power. She killed dozens of Northern soldiers. As she bled out, my mom told me she had many enemies.” 
 
    “Did they know she was in Tunra?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Perhaps, Red Mask tracked her. Or maybe they’ve known she was there for years and targeted Tunra for the invasion for that reason. Vinron is closer north, less defended, and has a road that goes more directly to the capital. The only advantage to invading at Tunra is that the harbor is larger and they can gather more supplies from the market.” 
 
    “Vinron is too close to Alkin’s tower. They would’ve arrived at Direlight with General Iiruff’s forces on their rear.” 
 
    “I was looking at a map the other day and saw the road from Vinron to Direlight curves around several lost grounds. The dragons could have taken them straight through it just as they did coming from Tunra. General Iiruff’s men would still have been a week behind.” 
 
    “Only there would’ve been fewer refugees to warn of the invasion and to bolster our army.” Nevin paused in contemplation. “You’re right. Vinron was a better option. The only other reason I could think for why they would attack Tunra is because of the historical relevance. Vinron has only been around a hundred years and the road from there to Direlight was cut about thirty years ago. Tunra has always been the city invaders assailed on their way to Direlight. It’s a tradition older than the kingdom itself.” 
 
    “I doubt the North would attack Tunra out of tradition. They wanted to vanquish all their enemies with one strike. Almost everyone I know is dead because of me.” 
 
    “Don’t tell yourself such nonsense! You’re not the one to blame for the horrible doings of others. You’ve done everything that you can to help. You fought for your kingdom. You tried to protect your friends. You even dismembered one of the North’s most dangerous assassins. You’re a hero. Don’t tell yourself otherwise. You have an incredible power and could change the world for better or worse. And I don’t just mean your magic. You’re obviously a thoughtful and courageous young man. Use the pain you feel to fuel the fire of your heart. Use your power to protect others and find the power within yourself to move forward and accomplish great things.” 
 
    Nevin shrugged and added, “But really, who am I to tell you these things? I’m just a silly man with a cape.” 
 
    Valx’s eyes turned back toward the floor tiles. 
 
    “I’ll leave you alone to sleep,” Nevin said, “but I have one last question. Did you know someone named Su who worked at the orphanage in Tunra?” 
 
    “That redheaded girl you mentioned earlier, Roz, works for Su. She told me Su knew you.” 
 
    “Do you know if she made it out of the city?” 
 
    “Roz says Su and the orphans were some of the first people to leave Tunra when the attack started. They left for Tatterscrape. There’s another orphanage there they could stay at. From what I’ve heard, the North didn’t send anyone to Tatterscrape, so they should’ve arrived safely.” 
 
    “Oh, wonderful! I’ll leave you then. Try to get plenty of sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    Valx laid in bed thinking about Xulthen’s death for the rest of the night. He thought about what he could’ve done differently to save his friend. If only I had thrown myself on the assassin’s blades, he told himself over and over. 
 
    As his eyes caught the light of daybreak shimmering off the castle walls through his cell’s window, Valx sat upright on the bed. “Roz!” he gasped. 
 
    I have to protect her. Red Mask will go back to his general and lead him and his dragons to me and Roz. I have to get away from her. I need to get out of this city and go far, far away. The maps! Maybe I can reach the safe haven in the Eastern Kingdom that my mom wanted me to go to. I should’ve obeyed her last wish from the beginning. 
 
    Valx thought over plans in his head for the next several hours. More Highguard in sparkling armor came by to watch and question him, but he never answered. 
 
    After they gave him breakfast, Nevin returned. “Valx,” he said. “Come with me. The king wants to speak with you.” 
 
    The other Highguard unlocked the cell and approached Valx with handcuffs and chains. 
 
    “Put those away,” Nevin told them. “The king doesn’t want him chained like a prisoner. The boy is no danger to anyone except for those Northern bastards. Gods be damned, he’s a war hero.” 
 
    Nevin led Valx out of the dungeon and through Castle Skyspire. They walked through marvelous hallways full of paintings of royalty and statues of the gods. Glistenstone statues of Orgundr and Eyle’oera stood at the entrance of the feast hall. The two men walked past rows of dining tables where well-dressed people sat and ate. 
 
    Pale children watched as the two men passed through, and a middle-aged woman gasped and asked why Valx wasn’t chained. One of the Highguard following behind them whispered something to her. With a huff, the woman grabbed two children and led them away from the hall. 
 
    Valx and the men walked up steep steps at the end of the hall. The steps climbed higher and higher, reaching a point that Valx felt too high and even dangerous if someone slipped. 
 
    They continued to climb several rows to a tall throne made entirely of glistenstone. The back of the throne reached another story high with symbols and glyphs carved all over it. 
 
    The young man looked up and saw a vast emptiness above. He realized the largest spire of the castle had been built from rooms that circled around a hollow center above the throne. Light beamed down from a glass plane at the top of the spire and through smaller windows between the floors of the spire. The light bounced off the glistenstone that made up the hall, giving the massive room an otherworldly glow. 
 
    He stood and awed at the sight and didn’t even notice the king sitting before him. 
 
    “Ahem,” coughed a tall man sitting on the throne. The older man wore plain clothes aside from a large fur coat over his shoulders. Valx stared at the man for several seconds before realizing the man was King Thod. 
 
    “Sir, uh, your highness.” Valx paused and then bowed. 
 
    The king showed a bemused expression and then smiled at his wife in the chair beside him. 
 
    “Where are his chains?” an angry voice called from across the room. The man approached and took a seat at one of the chairs to the left of the throne. Valx almost hadn’t recognized General Tungosk in his sleek and elegant clothes. “He might cast a spell on the king!” 
 
    “The child is no danger,” the queen said with a yawn. 
 
    “My queen,” pleaded General Tungosk. “They say he can shape a sword from the very aether of his soul and disappear and reappear in an instance. He could stab the king and vanish.” 
 
    “Hush, Tungosk,” the king commanded. Thod stood from his seat and approached Valx. The king looked down at Valx and held out a hand. 
 
    Valx froze with nervousness but then gathered his courage and took the king’s hand. The king’s powerful grip surprised him as they shook. 
 
    “Nevin came to me earlier and told me everything that you had discussed with him,” the king told him. “I’ve heard everything I need to hear about this terrible incident. I only wanted a brief chat with you. Your name is Valx, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Valx said with a nod. 
 
    “But one of my men who talked to that young lady, Roz, says she called you Wight. Like the angry spirit?” 
 
    “It’s a nickname.” 
 
    “Two fine names for a fine young man. Wight would make a fearsome marked name, but Valx is a strong name, too. An old wyrgen one. I like that name, but most of my men were calling you another name this morning.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    “Aetherblade,” the king said with a chuckle. “Wight the Aetherblade. That’s a great title to earn at such a young age. Perhaps, you’d be interested in training with the Highguard?” 
 
    Everyone gaped at the king. 
 
    “My king,” Tungosk said. “His magic is dangerous. You should ban him from the capital. Send him back to where he came from.” 
 
    “He has nowhere to go,” the king said, his voice cracking. “He came from Tunra, and I was told your mother is no longer of this world, correct?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Valx answered, lowering his head. 
 
    The king lurched forward and hugged Valx with his powerful arms, lifting the white-haired young man off the ground to the surprise of everyone in the room. “Lord Wyvern will face justice for what’s he’s done,” the king said, his eyes solemn. King Thod released Valx and backed away to his throne, choking back tears. “So, will accept my offer, Aetherblade?” 
 
    I’ll be safe in the castle. But what about Roz? She won’t leave Direlight if I’m here. I have to leave her and get away. I have to find out what’s on that mountain. 
 
    “I can’t,” Valx answered. “My mom told me to go somewhere in the Eastern Kingdom.” 
 
    “Did she?” the king asked with a curious tone. “If you’d like, I could send Nevin with you as a guardian.” 
 
    “Sire,” Tungosk said. “Can we afford to send a member of the Highguard away at a time like this? You never know when that wolfman assassin might come creeping back through your floors.” 
 
    “I don’t need anyone to guard me,” Valx replied. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Nevin asked. “That general and his dragons are still out there somewhere. I wouldn’t mind traveling with you until you find someplace safe.” 
 
    “I’m tired of other people protecting me,” Valx said. He turned and walked toward the steps. “I’m leaving Direlight and going east.” 
 
    “Travel safe, Aetherblade,” the king called, motioning for Nevin to follow. 
 
    Nevin chased Valx down the steps. “I’ll show you out,” he said. 
 
    Valx followed Nevin through the feast hall with dozens of eyes on them. 
 
    “I’ve never seen the king get emotional that way,” Nevin told him. “He was quite upset over the invasion. I’ve heard he stayed in Tunra a while in his younger days. He was quite like his son Mulcir, always traveling about.” 
 
    Nevin led Valx out of the castle and toward the gates while talking about the king, his children, and the Highgaurd, but Valx didn’t listen to most of it. Nevin told the guards to open the gate. “This is as far as I go, Valx. I hope in a few years you’ll change your mind and consider training with the Highguard. Your magic would be a lot more effective than my cape.” Nevin chuckled. “Till then, keep your head high and use your power to help people. I hope to hear great stories about you one day, my new friend.” 
 
    Valx nodded and stepped through the gate toward a crowd of people. They hushed and parted as he approached. Valx walked by as the people whispered about “white hair” and “Aetherblade”. Several people called out “hero” while others ran away in fear. Valx crossed Direlight back to The Rotten Apple with people eyeing him the entire way. Several soldiers stopped and thanked him for fighting alongside them during the battle. 
 
    When Valx arrived at The Rotten Apple, Pailim jumped from behind the counter and hugged him. “Poor Xulthen,” she cried. “It’s not fair.” 
 
    The anger left Valx’s face, and he felt tears on his cheeks. 
 
    Lorkle came from the backroom and rushed over to hug them both. “I’m so sorry,” the old man said. “Is there anything we can do for you? You and Roz can stay here as long as you like. No charge. Free food and drinks, too.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Valx said, “but I can’t stay in Direlight. I need to leave. Is Roz here?” 
 
    “She’s been in the room all day,” Pailim said. 
 
    Valx hurried upstairs to their room. He entered to find Roz sitting at the table looking over the maps and drawing on a parchment. 
 
    “Wight!” she yelled. Roz jumped from the table and ran into Valx’s arms and cried. 
 
    “You’re not safe with me,” Valx sobbed. “The North will keep sending assassins after me. I’m going to follow my mother’s maps. If I had done that in the first place this wouldn’t have happened. I need to tell you everything about me and my powers.” 
 
    “Mil already told me everything,” Roz said. “About your powers and being greatborn. You should’ve told me all this in the first place.” 
 
    “I didn’t know how to explain,” Valx said. “You thought I was delirious about my mother’s death, and I couldn’t figure out how my powers worked to show you. I was eventually going to tell you, but I was worried what you would think.” 
 
    “Wight—” Roz paused. “Valx, I love you. Your powers don’t change that. I want to go with you. I’ve been looking over your mother’s maps. I knew you’d want to go there after all this.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Valx told her. “I won’t allow it.  You’re in danger just being near me. You should go find Su and the orphans.” He grabbed his coin pouch from his traveling pack and dumped half of it onto the table. “Take this and go to Tatterscrape. You could live off this money for a couple years. It’s yours.” 
 
    “But Valx,” she cried. “Don’t you want me to be with you? I said that I love you. Don’t you love me, too?” 
 
    Valx held back his answer and turned to the door. “I’m going to see Barthlomex,” he said with a cold voice. “He was leaving Direlight soon. I’ll see if I can travel with him for a while.” 
 
    Roz cried as he left the room, and Valx shut the door behind him and leaned against the wall with tears rolling down his face. He regained his composure, wiped his tears on his sleeve, and knocked on Barthlomex’s door. 
 
    Mil opened the door and greeted him with a blank expression. “Oh, Valx,” she said. “I’m glad they let you free. I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon. How are you feeling? Do you need a hug?” 
 
    “Is your father here?” Valx asked, ignoring her questions. 
 
    “Father is feeding the horses and putting supplies in the wagon. He plans to leave tomorrow morning. Why did you want to speak with him?” 
 
    “I want to know where he’s going. If he goes east, I’d like to travel with him. I’m going to follow my mom’s maps to the Eastern Kingdom.” 
 
    “But I thought Roz wanted to find those orphans?” 
 
    “I’m not letting her go with me. I don’t want to put her in danger.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. She can’t be with me. I’m going to find your father.” Valx turned away. 
 
    “Valx, wait,” Mil said. “Will you send me letters from time to time? Address the letters to the Medical Guild, and they’ll get them to me.” 
 
    “Sure,” he told her as he left the room. He hurried around the building, and found Barthlomex in a stall. 
 
    “Valx!” Barthlomex said. He gave Valx an awkward hug. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Not really,” Valx answered. “Are you going east? I need to go to the Eastern Kingdom.” 
 
    “I was planning to go to Solifey and then east to Helmrow. Helmrow is close to the border, but I’m not crossing the No-King’s Land. I’ll take you that far if you like, but I’m leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll leave with you then. I’m sure I can find a caravan to travel with across the No-King’s Land.” 
 
    “Just be careful, Valx. The No-King’s Land is full of bandits. Even the Dair Ro’duge has problems dealing with them out there. But I guess that aether blade of yours might frighten away any threats. I actually have a lot of questions to ask about that.” 
 
    “We’ll have time to talk about it on the road, but there’s something I have to do today before I leave Direlight.” 
 
    Valx left The Rotten Apple and walked to the bridge in the middle of the city. He saw six guards standing in front of the doorway below the bridge. 
 
    There have never been that many guards there before. Do they work for the Dair Ro’duge? I better not risk it. 
 
    Valx traveled to the West-Gate, exited Direlight, and circled around to the sewer entrance. “Hey!” he shouted through the bars and into the darkness. “Hello? Velumis? Is there an associate of the Dair Ro’duge in there?” 
 
    What did Barthlomex say the first time we were here? 
 
    “I summon thee!” Valx called. 
 
    A muscular man with a dagger sheathed at his side stepped from the darkness. “Who comes to the Rat Market?” he asked. 
 
    “Associates,” Valx paused, thinking. “Of Nim’uun.” 
 
    “You got the right goddess but started off wrong,” the man said. “Anyways, I don’t think you’re an associate. Who are you?” 
 
    “Is Velumis there somewhere? He can vouch for me. I need in to see Kirisa.” 
 
    “Kirisa is gone,” the man said. “She left this morning with some man. The old hag wouldn’t sell me any rocks even when I offered double the usual price. Damn, I need my rocks. Do you have any? I’ll tell you the correct password if you give me one.” 
 
    “Never mind,” Valx said. “Do you at least know what the man looked like?” 
 
    “He was bald and had a scarred face. Gods be damned if I have ever seen anyone so ugly in my life. He was hiding one arm in his cloak too. Looked like he might’ve been hurt.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Valx said, walking back toward the West-Gate. 
 
    Damn her. Velumis was right. Kirisa is working for the North. She almost had Mil and I killed. She helped that assassin find us and then escape. If I ever see her again, I’ll kill her. 
 
    As he marched uphill, sparks of aether ran through his clenched fists. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Valx woke with daybreak and stared at Roz curled at the edge of the mattress. She had spoken little the previous night and had fallen asleep sobbing. 
 
    The young man quietly gathered his belongings and opened the door to the hall. He stood in the doorway for a few seconds and watched Roz sleep. I need to do this. If I stay with her, she’ll die too. 
 
    He gently shut the door behind him and continued down the stairs. Valx stepped through the empty dining hall, eying the vacant counter on his way out. Lorkle and Pailim should be getting up soon to make breakfast. I wonder if Pailim will make egg stew? That’s the best thing I’ve eaten in Direlight, and for once, I’m awake before Lorkle can eat most of it. 
 
    Valx walked around to the barn stalls behind The Rotten Apple. He found Barthlomex organizing crates of tools in the back of his wagon. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you so early,” Barthlomex said as he straightened a box. “But that’s good. We can get an early start to our trip.” 
 
    “Where’s Mil?” Valx asked. 
 
    “She awoke when I did and went to the castle. She’s officially going to start a full-time studentship with the Medical Guild today. Mil’uuniqus told me to tell you goodbye and to remind you to send her letters. I think she would’ve waited if she had known you would be up this early.” 
 
    “I haven’t been sleeping much lately.” 
 
    “Me either.” Barthlomex realigned the boxes. “Did you want to leave now or wait for breakfast? I’m sure everyone wants to eat with you and say goodbye.” 
 
    Valx stared at The Rotten Apple. “I’m not hungry. We can leave now.” 
 
    He climbed into the cart, and Barthlomex took them to the West-Gate. They rode around the city to the gate over the ravine. 
 
    “I summon thee!” Barthlomex shouted into the darkness. 
 
    “Who comes to the Rat Market?” the voice of Velumis called back. 
 
    “Friends of Nim’uun,” Barthlomex replied. 
 
    “This is a happy surprise,” Velumis said, stepping out of the shadows. “The morning shift is always so boring. Especially without my rocks.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you’re not using anymore,” Barthlomex said. 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t quit,” he answered. “My supplier abruptly left the city.” 
 
    “I came here the other day, and someone told me she left with a man,” Valx said. “That man murdered my friend Xulthen.” 
 
    “I heard about the murder,” Velumis said. “I knew right away who the victim was when I heard a young man with white hair fended off a Northern assassin. I’m sorrowed by your loss. Angered too. As soon as I heard, I looked for Kirisa and discovered that she had fled. I feel somewhat responsible. I had guessed Kirisa might’ve hired the assassins at the temple, but I didn’t do anything to prevent a second attempt.” 
 
    “You’re not to blame,” Valx said. “I drew the North’s attention and put my friend in danger. That’s why I’m leaving Direlight.” 
 
    “I’ll send for someone to retrieve both of your items from the coffers,” Velumis said, disappearing into the dark. 
 
    “They tried to assassinate you at the temple?” Barthlomex asked. “I remember you two looked shaken. My poor daughter. I should’ve known something was wrong. I’m an awful father.” 
 
    “I’m responsible for that,” Valx said. “I put everyone around me in danger. I understand if you want to go separate ways. You don’t have to travel with me.” 
 
    “Now, I’m determined to get you as far from here as quickly as we can,” Barthlomex said. “Valx, I won’t abandon you. I’ll keep my promise to take you to the edge of the kingdom. I’m sure we’ll be safe if we get away from Direlight before they can find us. Let’s forget Solifey and go straight to Helmrow.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Valx said, choking back tears. “I don’t think that assassin will come for me again since I took his arm. And if he does, well, I’ll take his head.” 
 
    After several minutes, Velumis returned with Valx’s sword in his hands, and two other men followed with boxes. The men loaded the boxes onto Barthlomex’s wagon. 
 
    Valx took the sword from Velumis and unsheathed the blade. His eyes followed the familiar scrapes and stains. 
 
    “Did they not take good care of it?” Velumis asked. 
 
    “The blade is just as I left it,” Valx replied. With his mother’s sword back in his hands, Valx felt himself feeling more relaxed. 
 
    “Goodbye, you two,” Velumis said, slinking off into the dark. “And stay safe, Aetherblade.” The two associates followed and closed the gate. 
 
    Barthlomex and Valx rode around to the East-Gate where they found groups of caravans and tents. They followed the main road and went east. 
 
    *** 
 
    Barthlomex and Valx journeyed through villages, woods, valleys, and farmland. Three weeks after leaving Direlight, they arrived at Helmrow. 
 
    The cramped trading city had been built around the west side of the Gallow, a massive bridge hanging over Beieo River. The river ran through much of Ter’al, starting from the northernmost shore of the Northern Republic. It separated the Western Kingdom from the No-King’s Land and then ran down into the Wetlands before splitting into several smaller rivers. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Barthlomex said, stopping at an inn. “That I took you this far, I might as well take you the rest of the way. The No-King’s Land is quite dangerous, but if we find a caravan in Helmrow to travel alongside, then we’ll be safe enough.” 
 
    “You’ve already done too much for me,” Valx replied. “I have plenty enough gold to find a caravan and travel the rest of the way. I know you don’t want to cross the No-King’s Land. Besides, I don’t want you to be gone from Mil for too long. I have a letter for you to take to her whenever you get back to Direlight.” 
 
    Valx handed Barthlomex the letter, and the two said their goodbyes. The white-haired young man walked alone with his pack over his shoulder and his sword at his side to an outpost of caravans close to the bridge. He asked around for a group he could travel with across the No-King’s Land. Most people shook their heads or ignored him. 
 
    “You won’t find many caravans willing to take strangers right now,” a middle-aged woman at the head of a small caravan told Valx. “Duke Yarlow has doubled the number of his Riverguard in recent weeks, and they’re interrogating and searching everyone trying to cross the Gallow. In recent years, thieves have been hitting all the cities near the border before escaping to the No-King’s Land. The duke didn’t take the thieves seriously until a week ago when two intruders were spotted in Castle Tenarock. Witnesses say they fit the description of the Twin Thieves: Wild Pyre and Radu the Demon. It’s fortunate that the duke has kept more guards at the castle ever since the attempted assassination of his older brother, King Thod. Those two thieves have been terrorizing all the cities around here for the last couple years with their dark magic.” 
 
    Valx turned and walked away without a word, leaving the woman bewildered. 
 
    Velumis mentioned those twin thieves were greatborn in the Dair Ro’duge. An impulse raced through Valx’s mind. Castle Tenerock is in the city of Eraterth, which is only a little Northwest of here. It’s one of the biggest cities in the kingdom. The Dair Ro’duge should have a place like the Rat Market there. Maybe I can find those two and ask them how to control my power better. Then if Red Mask, that general, and Kirisa find me again, I could kill them all for certain. 
 
    Valx passed the inn where Barthlomex said he would stay and considered going to the physician for help. He’s already done too much for me. Besides, he wouldn’t approve of this plan. He asked around until he found a caravan going to Eraterth and paid them to let him ride along. 
 
    *** 
 
    General Cydon stood from the ground and placed his helmet over his head at the sound of rustling grass and branches. 
 
    Kirisa and Vile stepped into the clearing where Cydon had made a camp next to a small river cutting through Grimwood. The dragons raised their heads, and hundreds of neveravens sitting in branches around the clearing eyed the approaching people. 
 
    “There’re so many of those disgusting birds,” Kirisa barked. “Shoo!” 
 
    “They’re under my control,” Cydon said. He raised his hand out and several flew to his arm. “They became quite tolerable once I got them to quit that horrid coughing around me. On the subject of tolerable, I’ve been trying to decide when I should give up on waiting and come to the Rat Market myself. Why have you wasted so much of my time?” 
 
    Kirisa pulled up Vile’s cloak to reveal the bandaged remains of his right arm. “That white-haired little bastard proved to be more of a threat than you claimed,” she told Cydon. “Do you know how hard it was to get Vile back here? The entire countryside is looking for an assassin with a missing arm. We had to stay at one of the Dair Ro’duge’s smaller hideouts because we kept getting spotted. Then his arm got infected, and he was bed-ridden for two weeks. Gods be damned, I don’t know how we made it here.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Cydon said. “You failed again, Vile?” 
 
    “He’s growing stronger,” Vile said, staring at the ground. 
 
    Cydon focused his power on Vile, burning his influence into the man’s head until Vile’s eyes rose to meet his. 
 
    “I can still feel him, though it’s faint,” Vile told the general. “He’s gone east a long way, but we can catch him with your dragons.” 
 
    Cydon relaxed his power, and Vile’s head lolled back down. The general turned his attention to his spiked pets. The dragons bowed, and Cydon and Vile climbed onto their steeds. 
 
    “I won’t ride on those snakelike monsters,” Kirisa said, her one eye wide and jittery. “Have Vile escort me back before you leave.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Cydon asked. “You failure.” He cast his will over the dragons, and the winged beasts took to the skies. Once they were above the trees, the general sent a pulse of his influence toward the clearing, and the neveravens went berserk. 
 
    The birds circled around Kirisa in a frenzy and then dove at her, slashing their claws and beaks at her hair and skin. The coughs and caws drowned the sound of her screaming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    The caravan arrived at Eraterth after two days of travel. Valx departed from the group of traders and searched the city for hours. The square-shaped city had been built around the tall and pyramidlike Castle Tenarock in an orderly and coordinated manner, with wide open roads and a complex aqueduct system weaved throughout the city. He saw no sewer or underground entrances for thieves to hide a black market. 
 
    Halfway through the day, Valx found a tour guide close to the castle. The guide took him around Eraterth in a carriage, pointing out the city’s famed fountains, sculptures, theatres, schools, and the Eraterth Art Hall that the duke himself sponsored. 
 
    “As you can see,” the tour guide concluded, “Eraterth is a proud city of artists and scholars.” 
 
    “How’s the crime here?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Almost nonexistent,” the tour guide said, smiling. “You won’t find slums here like in the capital or Solifey. The city’s layout, culture, and industry gives the lower class too many opportunities for growth and equality. I myself was a lowly beggar from Helmrow before the good duke started his work program to give people like me a job.” 
 
    “What about those thieves I’ve heard about that broke into the castle recently?” 
 
    “You mean those awful twins?” the tour guide huffed. “They were likely after Duke Yarlow’s rare art collection. Those aren’t the kind of people you’d have to worry about mugging you on the streets. This city’s open layout and watchful Riverguard prevents the more dangerous sort of criminals.” 
 
    “Is there any place you’d expect to see those kinds of people?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Maybe in the firedroll dens. Eraterth is known to be overrun with droll. The duke was always a vocal opponent of his father’s ban of the herb, and his Riverguard ignores the use of it so long as it’s private. Some of the firedroll dens are known to carry other more dangerous medicines too. I hope that’s not what you’re here for.” The tour guide laughed and then shifted in his seat. “But if you are, I happen to know some places.” 
 
    “Have you heard of vanishing rocks?” Valx asked. 
 
    The guide nodded and turned directions. He took Valx to a small building with a sign marked The Onion Tavern. “Buy one of their infamous onion beers and then ask them to see their selection in the basement. They have a rock den down there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Valx said, handing the guide a silver coin. He entered the dark tavern to find every table full of loud, drunken patrons. He made his way to the counter and called for the bartender, a clean-shaven young man who was flirting with a woman twenty-years his senior. The bartender continued to chat, and Valx called again but louder. 
 
    The young man turned an irritated gaze to Valx. “Excuse me?” the young man grunted. 
 
    “I was wanting to check out your selection of beer downstairs,” Valx said. 
 
    “Scurry off,” the bartender replied, turning his attention back to the woman. 
 
    Valx sighed. “I’ll take an onion beer,” he half yelled. 
 
    The bartender smiled. “Oh, right then,” he said, pouring a drink from a large barrel. 
 
    “Why would you want to drink one of those?” the older woman asked. “They’re expensive and taste like onion flavored piss.” 
 
    “When in Eraterth!” said the bartender as he handed Valx the mug. 
 
    “Now can I see your selection downstairs?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Come right with me, good sir,” the bartender replied. He glanced at the older woman. “I’ll be back in a few, lovely.” He led Valx downstairs with a grin on his face. “I’m definitely taking her back to my room tonight.” 
 
    “Great,” Valx muttered. “So, do you work for the Dair Ro’duge?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Be honest, I’ve had a lot of dealings with them. I’ve been to the Rat Market in Direlight a few times.” 
 
    “Rat Market? Is that a tavern?” 
 
    “Don’t you get your rocks from the Dair Ro’duge?” 
 
    “We get our rocks from the North Beieo Trading Company. They occasionally sneak us a case. You’re in luck, friend. We just got a new shipment today, so there’s plenty to buy. You’ll have to talk to Fiddles, though. He works the den.” 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs sat a large, dimly lit room full of people. Some of them sat in chairs, others on mats, and a few were sprawled together on the dirty floor. They all chewed on vanishing rocks and stared blank-eyed at the walls and floors. A large man in the back of the room sat behind a counter and played a fiddle. They approached the man, and he placed his instrument down on the counter. 
 
    “Hey Fiddles, I got another one,” the bartender said. 
 
    Fiddles stood, towering over Valx and the young bartender. He slurped on a rock and stared at Valx with livid eyes. “Why haven’t you drank your onion beer?” Fiddles asked. “You don’t like my onion beer, kid?” 
 
    The young man took a sip of the beer and choked a little on the strong onion taste. 
 
    “Finish it, kid,” Fiddles told him. “Don’t waste my beer.” 
 
    Valx forced himself to choke down the rest of the drink. That’s a lot stronger than honeybeer, he thought, already feeling light-headed. 
 
    “Be honest,” Fiddles grunted. “What do you think of my onion beer?” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Valx replied, forcing a smile. 
 
    Fiddles’s wide face twisted into a childish smirk. “Get this kid another on me,” he told the bartender. Fiddles reached over the counter and patted the white-haired man on the shoulder with a large hand that almost knocked Valx backward. “You got good taste, kid. Good taste. How many vanishing rocks you looking for. We got special deals for orders over five rocks.” 
 
    “Just one.” 
 
    “One?” Fiddles raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ve never tried it before, but my friend told me it was life-changing.” 
 
    “Alright, kid. I promise you’ll be back for more.” After Valx paid for the rock, Fiddles used a key to open a chamber behind him and soon came back with one small gray-white rock. The bartender returned and handed Valx an onion beer and then drifted back upstairs. Fiddles placed the rock in Valx’s other hand. “Drink the beer first. Wouldn’t want you choking on the rock cause you tried to gulp your beer at the same time.” 
 
    Valx forced down the onion beer while Fiddles watched. “So, who brings you these things?” he asked, his head spinning. 
 
    “Two guys from the North Beieo Trading Company,” Fiddles said, pointing at two men in the far corner of the room. “They’re over there if you have any questions about the vanishing rocks. Those bums bring the stuff from the company and then buy a tenth of the shipment for themselves. I wouldn’t mind so much if they weren’t always smoking firedroll and getting drunk down here.” 
 
    Valx took a few steps away from the counter when Fiddles called, “I can’t let you go unless I see you chew that rock,” he said. “We can’t have people running off with rocks and getting us in trouble with the Riverguard. I keep watch and make sure everyone uses all their rocks. While providing entertainment of course.” 
 
    Valx put the rock in his mouth and imitated the way Velumis would roll the rocks between his teeth. 
 
    “Enjoy, kid!” Fiddles told him. He picked up his instrument and started a happy tune that made a few of the more attentive patrons smile and clap. 
 
    Valx walked to the corner where two men, both looking around thirty-five years old, sat against the wall surrounded by half-empty glasses of beer. The shorter, stockier of the two looked at Valx with dead eyes and chuckled. “Robert,” he said with a slurred voice. “Who’s this guy with the white hair?” 
 
    The taller, scrawnier man rose from his slump and squinted at Valx as though he stood very far away. “I believe that to be Zundr, the god of death. Well, Eddie, my wonderful friend, it looks like our time on this world is done.” 
 
    “Well,” Eddie grunted. “Damn. Had a good one, we did.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Robert said. “My only regret is that I didn’t sleep with more prostitutes.” 
 
    Eddie laughed. “Damn right,” he said, falling over onto the floor. 
 
    “Why’d you have to take my friend first?” Robert asked, his eyes full of sadness. “That’s too cruel, Mr. Zundr. Too cruel indeed.” 
 
    Valx felt his mouth growing numb and his body becoming lighter. “Do you two work for the Dair Ro’duge?” he asked. 
 
    “We did before you killed us,” Robert said. “Can you kill my rocks too so that I may take them with me to the underworld?” 
 
    “You’re not dead,” Valx said, feeling more relaxed as the darkness of the room nestled around him. He sat down but couldn’t feel the floor. 
 
    “I ain’t dead?” Eddie grunted, sitting upright. 
 
    “Thank you, merciful Zundr,” Robert said with a bow. “I shall worship you till the end of my days.” 
 
    “Praise be the god o’ death,” Eddie mumbled. 
 
    “Can you tell me how I can find the thieves Wild Pyre and Radu the Demon?” Valx asked. He struggled to collect his thoughts but could still remember his purpose in Eraterth. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Robert replied, shrugging. “We’re a couple of nobodies, even as far as the Dair Ro’duge is concerned. But those two, they’re legends. I’ve heard so many stories about Pyre and Radu. We really want to meet them. I’d love to see their dark magic.” 
 
    “Yeah, magic!” Eddie cheered. “Zundr, show us some magic.” 
 
    “I’m not Zundr,” Valx said with a lazy tone. He laid down and stared at the ceiling which looked as though it stretched endlessly into the darkness. He felt his body hovering over the floor, and the two associates of the Dair Ro’duge floated from his peripheral vision. “How can I find them? You two must know something. I need their help.” 
 
    “We thought about waiting at one of the nearby hideouts to see if they would come by after their next big raid.” 
 
    “Big raid?” Valx asked. He felt as if all the people in the room were drifting away. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Robert said. “They have something big planned for Castle Tenarock. They’re going to steal the Apple of the Gods.” 
 
    “Apple?” Valx asked the faraway voice. “What apple?” 
 
    “It’s a painting,” Robert said. “The most famous painting in Eraterth. Painted by the artist Delund Orcvel a hundred years ago. He was the one who made Eraterth famous for art.” 
 
     “No way they’d take it,” Eddie said. “That’s in the duke’s vault.” 
 
    “That’s what they told Gnovin when they bought the castle plans from him,” Robert said, turning to Valx. “Gnovin is the head of the thief nest here in town, but he used to work as a Riverguard in Castle Tenarock. Boss had him map out the castle before he quit the guard. He made a backup copy for himself to sell, but no one in the Dair Ro’duge has dared. The twins realized they can’t get into the vault, but they can scare the duke into moving the painting by making him think that they can break into the vault with their magic. Then, he’ll be forced to move it somewhere else, and that’s when they’ll snatch it.” 
 
    “And this is happening tomorrow?” Valx asked, only half following Robert’s words. 
 
    “That’s what Gnovin told me. Our spies in the Riverguard told the twins that Duke Yarlow was terrified because they keep appearing every night around the vault like they’re figuring out how to get in. Tomorrow, he’s going to rush it away in secret during the day.” 
 
    “How will they get past the Riverguard?” Valx asked. 
 
    “I hope to ask them myself,” Robert said. “Oh, the exciting tales those two must have. Eddie, why don’t we go steal something expensive? We never do anything exciting.” 
 
    “Too much work,” Eddie grunted. “And dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh right,” Robert said, nodding. “Though, there was the one time we got drunk and stole a box of jewelry from a wealthy family a few towns from here. That’s why Boss asked us to join in the first place. Let me tell you this tale, Mr. Zundr. It was quite the adventure!” 
 
    Robert continued to talk, but Valx felt himself drifting farther away. The last of the rock vanished in his teeth, and he swam through darkness to his dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Valx awoke to a gentle kick to his ribs. 
 
    Fiddles stood over him and grinned. “Hope you enjoyed your first vanishing rock,” the fiddler said, “but I have to throw everyone out. It’s morning time. Come back tonight if you want more.” 
 
    The white-haired young man rose from the cold, stone floor and threw his pack over his shoulder with a groan. He looked around the almost empty room and then slouched to the stairway. The stairs creaked with each step he took, racking his groggy head. Harsh daylight greeted him outside The Onion Tavern. He squinted his eyes and continued toward Castle Tenarock. 
 
    Valx found a crowded tea shop called Oakfire Teas sitting at the intersection across the street from the castle gates. He ordered spiced tea and bread and sat at a table outside the shop and watched the castle while listening to street musicians play their instruments. 
 
    Has the duke already moved the painting? Valx wondered. No, everyone here would be gossiping about the theft if it had happened already. 
 
    He sat for two hours, slowly picking crumbs from the bread. After two more glasses of spiced tea, his grogginess started to lessen. Once or twice an hour, a group of Riverguard came to or from the gate, but he never saw them carrying anything that might be a painting. 
 
    Valx’s eyes scanned the crowd and the surrounding buildings. He looked for pairs of twins lingering around the tea shop or the nearby buildings. No one aside from Valx stayed for longer than half an hour, and no two-people looked alike. 
 
    Down the street, the Eraterth Art Hall held an open exhibit that day, so many would-be artists came and went carrying paintings. A string of luxury townhomes sat opposite of Oakfire Teas. At least a dozen balconies hung in sight of the castle gates. He saw a young woman and man arguing on one balcony. On another, an older man painted and watched the tea shop. He waved at Valx when they caught each other’s eyes. One balcony over from the painter sat a younger man with sleek, black hair who read a book and sipped on tea. 
 
    Two blond-haired men sat at the table across from Valx. Is that them? He thought. One looked more grizzled, but the other had a smooth face, and Valx couldn’t decide if he was twenty or thirty. He watched them from the corner of his eye and tried not to draw their attention. They drank tea, talked, and laughed. 
 
    Should I approach them? What do I say? I might scare them off. They might kill me with whatever powers they have if they feel threatened. This was a stupid idea. Why am I doing this? I should’ve just followed those damn maps. Why do I keep making the wrong choices? 
 
    “It was nice seeing you again, cousin,” the man whose age Valx couldn’t guess told the other. “I really must hurry to the gallery, however. My beloved is showing one of his greatest pieces there today.” They hugged, and then the smooth-faced man left for the hall while the other resumed drinking his tea. 
 
    Valx turned his view back to the balcony, and the sleek-haired man raised his eyes from his book toward Castle Tenarock. The man closed his book, placed it on the table, and stood. The painter glanced at the young man and then at the castle. 
 
    As Valx turned to the castle, the gate opened, and a group of Riverguard stepped through with a horse and carriage behind them. Do they have the painting? Valx wondered. He looked at the crowd around him. No one even looked at the Riverguard. Even the painter had resumed painting, but the sleek-haired young man had vanished. 
 
    Valx watched the townhomes, looking for any sign of the thieves. The entrance to the townhomes faced away from the tea shop, and he wondered how the infamous thieves would approach the guards. Valx waited with his pack over his shoulder, ready to make a move. 
 
    A shadow flickered from around the corner of the building and raced across the ground toward the convoy. Valx glanced at the sky to see if a bird had cast the shadow. 
 
    The Riverguard screamed and charged the carriage, which had caught on fire by the time Valx’s gaze returned to it. A shadow shot from the carriage, across the street, and back around the corner of the townhomes almost too fast for Valx’s eyes to track. 
 
    “Where is it?” the leader of the guards yelled. “Where’s the Apple of the Gods? How did they take it? Find them!” 
 
    The guardsmen scattered in every direction. As the crowd at Oakfire Teas stood from their seats with looks of confusion, the head guardsman approached the tea shop and screamed, “Did any of you see the thieves?” 
 
    “What thieves?” the blond man one table over from Valx asked. 
 
    “It’s those damn twins, Pyre and Radu. They just stole the Apple of the Gods!” Several of the tea patrons gasped. “Did anyone see anything? Or anyone?” The crowd shook their heads. 
 
    “I have to go warn my cousin at the gallery if those fiends are stealing artwork,” the blond man said. 
 
    “All of you, sit!” the guard commanded. “The duke’s most prized painting was just stolen. No one is leaving this tea shop until we’ve questioned all of you.” 
 
    Within minutes of the theft, a man in colorful clothes came running from the castle. Valx guessed the man, who looked like the king but younger and scrawnier, was Duke Yarlow. The duke held a hand over his eyes and choked back tears. 
 
    “You must find my painting,” the duke begged the Riverguard. “It’s a priceless work. The most brilliant work painted by the most genius of artists. It must be recovered.” 
 
    Valx waited at Oakfire Teas while the Riverguard questioned the patrons. When they approached Valx, he told them he had seen nothing peculiar, and they allowed him to leave. He crossed the street, went to the front of the building, and approached the door of the sleek-haired man’s townhouse. He knocked with a gentle rap and waited, but no one answered. He knocked harder, and still no one answered. 
 
    Fine then. He held his hand to the keyhole and concentrated. I must get inside. Let me in! He sighed and stepped away from the door. Maybe if I’m angrier? 
 
    He imagined his mother lying dead, riddled with arrow holes, and Xulthen howling as the blades went through his chest. Then he imagined Kirisa, the northern general, and the man in the red mask. A small blue spark leaped from his fingertips and into the keyhole with a crackle. 
 
    The bronze handle fell off the door, and Valx entered a lavish room full of books and paintings but no visible occupants. One side of the room had a stairway leading to the second floor, and the other held a hallway leading to more rooms. 
 
    “Hello?” he called. “I’m not part of the Riverguard. I’m only here because I need your help.” Valx crept down the hallway. “I’ve worked with the Dair Ro’duge before. I’m greatborn like you and need help learning to use my power.” 
 
    Valx continued through the hall, listening for any voices or footsteps, but then the blade of a longsword slipped in front of his throat. 
 
    “Stand still,” a voice behind him demanded. “Be silent.” The man’s hand grabbed Valx by the collar and shoved him into a small room full of boxes. 
 
    Valx fell and stared up at the sleek-haired young man. He looked a year older than Valx and a couple inches taller. The thief’s stern, green eyes looked the stranger up and down, reading even the slightest of Valx’s movements. 
 
    “Brother, he broke the door handle,” a voice called from the hallway. Another man, pale and handsome like his brother but with messier hair, stepped into the room. The second brother’s excited amber eyes bounced from Valx to his brother. “He said he’s greatborn, Radu. That’s splendid! Show us your power.” A childlike smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Radu said, pointing his longsword at Valx. “How did you find us?” 
 
    “Two members of the Dair Ro’duge heard you were stealing the painting today, so I waited at the tea shop,” Valx answered. “I saw you disappear from the balcony and saw that shadow running across the ground. Was that your power?” 
 
    “He has the power of darkness,” the second brother said. “Which is alright, but I can create and control fire. Now that’s amazing, right?” 
 
    “Pyre, be quiet.” Radu rolled his eyes. “Based on what you were yelling moments ago, it sounds like you broke into our townhome because you need help to control your greatborn power?” 
 
    “Yes,” Valx said. “I can even pay you. I have plenty of gold.” 
 
    “You’re a reckless idiot,” Radu said. “You broke into the lair of two infamous and powerful thieves to bribe us to train you? I should slash your throat, take your gold, and feed you to my shadow.” 
 
    “He’s only kidding,” Pyre said with a laugh. “His shadow doesn’t even eat people. That’s just a myth people tell, but he can hold stuff in his shadow. Like us, so we can break in and out of places.” 
 
    “Gods be damned, Pyre. Could you try not to undermine my intimidation tactics?” 
 
    “We’re just going to let him go,” Pyre said. “It’s not like we ever killed anyone who didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    Radu lowered his sword and glared at his brother. “Why would you tell him that? I just wanted to scare him away. Why do you always have to ruin my plans?” 
 
    “I didn’t ruin anything,” Pyre said. “You’re the one who got spotted sitting on the balcony so obvious like. And he saw your shadow. Why didn’t you take a detour so it wouldn’t look like we came straight from this townhome?” 
 
    “I was conserving my strength for our escape,” Radu said. “It’s difficult to carry both of us in my shadow for so long. Especially since you’ve put on a few pounds in the last couple months.” 
 
    Pyre threw his arms into the air. “You bastard!” he yelled. “I haven’t put on weight. Every woman in Eraterth wants this body. While you were planning the theft of that painting, I was having dinner with a different beauty every day and stealing something else.” 
 
    “All those dinners are probably why you gained weight.” Radu gave his brother a smug look. 
 
    “Gods damn you,” Pyre said, shaking a fist at his brother. He turned to Valx. “Does my stomach look flat to you?” 
 
    Valx shrugged, somewhat baffled by the twins. “I guess.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Pyre said with triumph. “My brother is full of horseshit. He’s always been jealous because I’m the more attractive twin.” 
 
    “My posture is better,” Radu said. “My face is more symmetrical. My hair is better kept. Mother always loved my green eyes. You look like a street beggar, brother.” 
 
    “I look like a real man,” Pyre replied. 
 
    “Please ignore my dimwitted brother,” Radu told Valx. “Mother dropped him on the head when he was an infant.” 
 
    “I’m not dimwitted,” Pyre huffed, “and mother never dropped me. Stop telling people that.” 
 
    “My brother’s not actually a dimwit,” Radu admitted, “but he lacks in finer intellect and sophistication.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m smart,” Pyre said. “It was my idea to scare the duke into moving his painting because we couldn’t get into the vault.” 
 
    “And I worked out the details to make that happen,” Radu said. 
 
    “And you got us followed,” Pyre added. 
 
    “No plan is ever perfect,” Radu said. “There’s always unaccounted for variables. That’s why we were supposed to make our getaway rather quickly. Speaking of which, you.” Radu pointed the sword at Valx once more. “Thanks to you, I’ll have to abandon this townhome. I was really thinking of retiring here, too. I love this city. So many great writers, artists, and intellectuals.” 
 
    “And the women here don’t beg you to marry them after you take their virginity,” Pyre added. “I try to wake up before them to leave, but half the time, these Eraterth ladies are already gone! It’s kind of rude, actually.” 
 
    Radu rolled his eyes. “Anyways, I suspect you’ll run straight to the Riverguard and tell them we were staying here.” 
 
    “I already told you I only wanted help,” Valx groaned. “What if I paid to travel with you two, so you could teach me to use my powers? Then once we’re done, I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “That’s not happening,” Radu said. “You’re lucky that you’re struggling to use your power. Being greatborn is a curse. These are not gifts. Those of us whose power manifested at an early age were destined to become outcasts and miscreants. Is that the life you wish for?” 
 
    “I come from Tunra,” Valx said. “The North killed almost everyone I know. One of their generals had their soldiers hunt down people with white hair because they somehow knew my mother was greatborn. They killed her. Then they sent a greatborn assassin after me that killed my closest friend. I don’t know how they found me last time, but they might find me again one day. Please help me. I need to be able to defend myself.” 
 
    Pyre pouted and looked at Radu. “Brother, his story is so sad. Why don’t we help him?” 
 
    “This is probably a trick,” Radu replied. “He might work for the Riverguard. There’s a larger reward if we’re captured alive.” 
 
    “If I worked for the Riverguard, then I would’ve led them right here,” Valx said. “I told you I’ve had dealings with the Dair Ro’duge before. I’ve even been to the Rat Market in Direlight. Would the Riverguard know about that?” 
 
    “Perhaps, you’re telling the truth,” Radu said, “but we have no reason to help you.” 
 
    “Brother,” Pyre said. “You really are an ass. Sorry, my new friend, but Radu here is stubborn. If he’s already decided, not even Kolus can change his mind.” 
 
    The sound of a door flying open echoed throughout the townhouse. “We know you’re in here, thieves!” a voice screamed from down the hall. “Your neighbor saw you acting suspicious and gave us your description, Radu the Demon. Surrender or die.” The heavy footsteps of a dozen Riverguard rushed down the hall. 
 
    Valx jumped forward and slammed the door in the face of the first soldier to reach the room. Pyre and Radu pushed against the door with Valx, and the soldier pounded on the other side. 
 
    “If you give us the painting, the duke will only have you two imprisoned for life,” the soldier shouted. 
 
    “You know what must be done, brother,” Radu said. 
 
    “Damn,” Pyre moaned. “This was a nice townhome.” He pointed his hand at the stack of crates on the other side of the room. Heat rushed from his hand, and Valx leaned away from him. The air crackled around his fingers, and then a small flame lit in Pyre’s palm. 
 
    The amber-eyed thief flexed his arm muscles and focused, and the fire grew five times in size. Then he flicked his hand toward the boxes, and the flame leaped across the room. A fire washed over the crates, spreading to the bookshelves and the walls within seconds. 
 
    “Listen closely,” Radu said, grabbing Valx’s collar. The thief’s shadow turned pitch black and bent toward the middle of the room. His shadow spread into a circle that grew darker and darker until it looked like a hole into an infinite abyss. “I need you to stay perfectly still. The more you struggle, the harder it is to hold people in my shadow. Do you understand?” 
 
    Valx nodded, and Radu shoved him into the shadow. The white-haired young man looked up and saw the room flying away from him. Pyre and Radu disappeared, and the opening became a speck and vanished. After several seconds, the feeling of falling went away, and Valx felt like he was floating in darkness. He flailed his arms and legs, feeling for the ground and trying to upright himself. 
 
    “I told you to stay still,” Radu’s voice rang from all directions. 
 
    Valx tightened his grip around his pack and the handle of his mother’s sword and held in a scream. A panicked shiver moved through his body. He gasped and prayed for light while the seconds ticked past him. 
 
    “How much longer?” Valx screamed, holding his body tight and still. His breath felt shallow, and a lightheadedness overcame him. 
 
    “Stay calm,” Radu’s voice strained. “Only a little air comes through the shadow, so you have to control your breathing. We’re almost there.” 
 
    Valx floated in the darkness for several more seconds, and then light exploded in his face. Gravity reasserted itself, and Valx found himself lying in the back of a wagon full of crates. He gasped for air and relaxed his body. The wagon lurched forward, and Valx set upright. 
 
    Pyre and Radu sat at the front of the wagon and steered horses. The wagon pulled from a caravan stall on the outskirts of Eraterth. 
 
    Radu took us this far so quickly? Valx awed at the realization. I see why they’re so infamous. 
 
    Radu looked tired, but his face remained serious and focused on the road. “You can travel with us for now,” he said, glancing back at Valx, “but only because they probably saw your white hair when you slammed the door. You have too much information about us and the Dair Ro’duge to leave you for the Riverguard. We’ll drop you somewhere once we’re away from Eraterth.” 
 
    “Then it’s off to the No-King’s Land for us,” Pyre commented. 
 
    “I was going to the Eastern Kingdom,” Valx said. “Could I ride with you across the Beieo at least?” 
 
    “Then what will you do?” Radu said. “Die alone in the desolation of the No-King’s Land?” 
 
    “Brother,” Pyre interrupted. “You’ve been saying there was a target in the Eastern Kingdom that you wanted to rob. Couldn’t he travel with us to the East’s border? He’s clearly not an associate, but he’s at least familiar with the Dair Ro’duge. It wouldn’t be any harm to bring him with us to Central.” 
 
    “Central?” Valx asked. 
 
    “The headquarters of the Dair Ro’udge,” Pyre said. “A hidden city in the No-King’s Land and the biggest black market in Ter’al. It’s spectacular! You can buy and sell anything there. We have a buyer waiting for the painting in Central. Oh brother, let me see the painting. I didn’t get a good look at it in the carriage.” 
 
    “Boss would be furious if we brought some outsider to Central,” Radu said, pulling a painting from his shadow. “We’re dropping him somewhere outside Eraterth. This isn’t debatable, brother.” 
 
    Pyre grabbed the famous work of art and looked over it. “What’s so amazing about this?” he asked. 
 
    “You just don’t understand art,” Radu said. “That painting is a masterpiece. The painter, Delund Orcvel, was an innovator, and this is his most famous piece.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Pyre held the painting for Valx to see. 
 
    The Apple of the Gods displayed a scarlet square with a thin stem painted over an eggshell-colored background. 
 
    “I guess it’s simple and nice to look at,” Valx answered, shrugging. 
 
    “You see, brother?” Radu said. “He gets it.” 
 
    “It’s boring,” Pyre said. “Just like my brother here. I like paintings of nude women and violent battles.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Radu replied, snidely. 
 
    “So, new friend,” Pyre said, turning his attention to Valx. “What should I call you? And I don’t mean your real name. If you want to travel with us, you need a new identity. I’d hate for you to be associated with the infamous Wild Pyre and Radu the Demon.” 
 
    “He’s not traveling with us,” Radu groaned. 
 
    “Ignore him,” Pyre said, waving his brother out of the conversation. “We chose Pyre and Radu as marked names, but the titles were added by other people when we became more renown. I like them, though. People of greatness need great names. Life is all about your image. I want people to tell stories about me when I’m gone. The fantastic Pyre! The thief of fire! Roaring flames you’d ire, and a fine face you’d admire!” 
 
    “Please, brother,” Radu said, sighing. “I thought you’d given up on poetry for the lute. At least you’re halfway decent at that. And stop talking for one second. You asked his name and then never let him answer.” 
 
    “I guess you can call me Wight,” Valx said. “That was my nickname back home.” 
 
    “The color or vengeful ghost?” Pyre asked, his eyes vibrant. 
 
    “Like the angry spirit,” Valx answered. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful!” Pyre’s face lit with excitement. “That would make a good thief name. Then there’s your hair. The tone of the name. Wight, the vengeful spirit, stealing gold in the night. And you’re greatborn, too? You should become an associate of the Dair Ro’duge. If you worked with us, we could make that name infamous.” 
 
    “I already said he’s not traveling with us,” Radu said. “And you claimed I was the stubborn one?” 
 
    “He has to travel with us now,” Pyre said. “Just think how good it will look for our image to have the fearsome Wight, evil spirit of the night, with us. What else rhythms with Wight? Fight? Blight? Oh, I could use that.” 
 
    “Someone strangle me,” Radu moaned. “No more poetry, brother. Please, I beg you.” 
 
    “I’ll quit poetry for good if you let our new friend travel with us to the Eastern Kingdom,” Pyre said. “I’ll help him learn to use his powers, and then we can leave him at the border.” 
 
    “Maybe if he pays us like he offered earlier,” Radu replied. 
 
    “You’re so cruel,” Pyre said. “We’re already rich. Can’t you do something nice for another person for once in your life? Not everything is about personal gain.” 
 
    “It seems I was correct earlier.” Radu glared at his brother. “You really are dimwitted.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Radu led the horses off the main road, and the wagon turned east past a series of fields and farmland. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Valx asked. “Is this a detour to Helmrow?” 
 
    “We’re not crossing the Gallow,” Radu explained. “The Dair Ro’duge has a secret way of crossing Beieo River. You’ll see soon.” 
 
    Pyre turned around to face Valx and folded his arms over the back of his seat. “So, tell me your story,” he said. 
 
    “My story?” Valx wondered. 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve had a rough time,” Pyre said. “Obviously, if you’re coming to a couple of thieves for help. I just want to know what kind of danger you’re in. You at least owe us that if you’re going to travel with us.” 
 
    Over the next hour, Valx told them his story, starting with the morning of the invasion. His voice cracked at the parts where his mom died, when he killed Nuface, and when the masked man murdered Xulthen. 
 
    Pyre sat wide-eyed through the tale, interrupting sometimes to ask an onslaught of questions. “That’s amazing! How big were the dragons? Do you think they ever caught the assassin and that hag? Do you think the general returned north? How did they find you in Direlight so easily? Do you really think your mother killed Lord Wyvern’s father? Your mom must’ve been a ferocious warrior! That woman soldier you met in Direlight was too. How attractive was she? I can’t believe those two idiots at The Onion Tavern told someone our plans, but I’m not surprised we have admirers. My brother and I are remarkable thieves. Just wait till I tell you all our stories.” 
 
    Radu remained quiet until Valx ended his story. “It sounds like you can use your power when you really need it,” the sleek-haired thief said, “and I doubt the Northern Republic will bother you again. That general has likely fled home with his assassin and the old woman. So, why travel with us? Unless part of you hopes to see them again. Do you want revenge?” 
 
    “I’m worried they’ll find me,” Valx said. “That assassin tracked me to the middle of a crowded city, and the woman who saved me on the battlefield said he possessed an extrasensory power.” 
 
    “And you’re sure you want him traveling with us?” Radu asked his brother. “The more I hear, the more I think he’s a danger to us.” 
 
    “I hope that Northern general finds us,” Pyre said. “I’ve always wanted to see a dragon. Mother used to tell us all sorts of stories about dragons and demons. My brother’s thief name comes from a story she would tell us about a demon called Radu that would trick children and eat them. He was so terrified of that story. I remember he woke me one night and cried because he thought he saw Radu creeping through our house.” Pyre laughed, and his brother sighed. 
 
    “I’m warning you now,” Radu told Valx. “My brother and I are thieves. We run. We hide. If those Northerners find us, we’ll disappear in an instant.” 
 
    “Then tell me how to control my power,” Valx said. “Then no one will have to protect me.” 
 
    “These powers seem to manifest in different ways,” Radu said. “Personally, I need focus to channel my power. If my thoughts are scattered, or I become too emotional, then I’ll lose control over my abilities. You’ve only seen the most basic ways my power manifests. The more advanced skills take even more of my attention and drain my strength faster.” 
 
    “My power actually comes from emotion,” Pyre said. “I don’t think about it like my brother. I just let everything out. All my anger, sadness, happiness, excitement!” He smiled, and his hands crackled with heat. 
 
    “Your power is part of who you are,” Radu said. “It’s an extension of yourself. You must find a way to trigger it, and then it’s just a matter of practice and learning. How did you feel the first time you used your power when that Northern soldier was about to kill you?” 
 
    “I was afraid,” Valx said. “At first. Then I became angry. I wanted to kill him. I remember instinctively reaching for my mother’s sword. I had never wanted to hurt another person so badly until that moment.” 
 
    Pyre shifted in his seat with a look of unease. “We might be able to help you with practice and control if you can manifest your power,” Pyre said, “but I don’t know how to get you to trigger it unless-” He leaned forward and slapped Valx across the face. 
 
    The white-haired young man fell backward into the floor of the wagon with a look of shock. “Gods be damned,” Valx said. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “Do you want to kill me?” Pyre asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “No,” Valx answered, rubbing his cheek. “But I’m tempted to punch you in the face.” 
 
    “I know that feeling all too well,” Radu chimed. 
 
    “I was only trying to draw out your power,” Pyre said. “Maybe if we put you in danger?” 
 
    “I have a book on meditation that helped me release my power,” Radu said. “It’s in one of those crates. That might be more effective than slapping him, brother.” 
 
    “That book put me to sleep,” Pyre said. “We should throw him into the wilds of the No-King’s Land and see if that doesn’t draw out his power.” 
 
    “So long as you dig his grave,” Radu said. “He wouldn’t last half a day out there alone with the valebeasts and kingvultures.” 
 
    “What if we take him to the Family in Central?” Pyre said. “Every one of their members is greatborn, after all.” 
 
    “Gods be damned if that isn’t the dumbest idea you’ve ever had,” Radu said. “We’re not letting Wight anywhere near that cult. Besides, we know firsthand they know nothing we don’t already know about these powers.” 
 
    “Well, maybe Boss-” Pyre started. 
 
    “No,” Rad interrupted. “Absolutely not. Wight, if you meet Boss, don’t you utter a word about your power to him. Unless you want to find yourself manipulated into becoming a lifelong associate, heavily in debt to the Dair Ro’duge.” 
 
    Valx nodded. What have I gotten myself into? he thought. These two can’t help me. They’re just thieves born with more power than they know what to do with. But now I can’t cross the Gallow because the Riverguard might be looking for someone with white hair. I’ll have to travel with these two to the Eastern Kingdom, but then I’ll leave them. 
 
    “Maybe you two will think of something while we travel,” Valx told them. “Any advice at all will help me.” 
 
    “Let me tell you about the first time I used my power,” Pyre said. “Or rather, the story of when I almost burned our house down when I was twelve. Oh, mother was so angry. Just not at me because I blamed it on Radu.” His brother grumbled, and Pyre began his story. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx and the Twin Thieves traveled past farms and then down the hillside toward Beieo River. 
 
    “How are we going to cross?” Valx asked after Pyre finished his story with an overdramatic rendition of his mother running to their wellspring and back with buckets of water. “The Beieo is the largest river in Ter’al, and the rapids are treacherous in this area. The Riverguard patrols Beieo River the length of the Western Kingdom, and trade ships constantly pass through here to the Wetlands. Surely, not even the Dair Ro’duge can cross without getting spotted.” 
 
    “The Dair Ro’duge controls this river,” Radu said. “The Riverguard only watch a small portion. We have posts and ships from the northernmost shore and all the way down to the Wetlands. But we don’t have to cross over. We’re going under.” 
 
    “Under the whole river?” Valx said, his voice full of doubt. “As impressive as the Rat Market was, it would be impossible for the Dair Ro’duge to build a tunnel like that.” 
 
    “We didn’t build it,” Radu said. “Boss established Central two decades ago in the ruins of an ancient city hidden in the No-King’s Land. He discovered maps carved in the stone walls that showed ruins in other parts of Ter’al. Whoever the builders were, they had a preference for secret cities. The original site included a bridge that went over the river, but that was dismantled millennia ago. Boss discovered the underground portion remained intact, and the Dair Ro’duge claimed it. We call it Bonevalley now.” 
 
    Several ruined pillars lay ahead with an ancient structure sitting in front of Beieo River. A wooden outpost stood on top the old structure with a half-dozen Riverguard on watch. 
 
    “Who goes there?” one guardsman asked as the wagon approached. 
 
    “Friends of Nim’uun,” Radu replied. 
 
    The guardsman nodded and led them to a wooden floor beneath the outpost. Two men pulled a rope, ringing the bell at the top of the outpost. They continued to pull the rope until the wooden floor raised, revealing a large passageway that ran parallel with the river. 
 
    “Do you have a lantern?” the guard asked. 
 
    Pyre snapped his fingers, creating a tiny flame between his thumb and index finger. He spread his fingers out, growing the flame until a little fireball sat in the palm of his hand. 
 
    The guards awed. “You’re Wild Pyre! We’ve heard stories about you two.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” Pyre said with a smile. 
 
    Radu steered the horses into the dark passage, and the guards dropped the floor behind them. Their wagon delved underground, and the air turned cold. They rode into the dark until Valx felt disorientated and unsure of how far they had traveled. The dim light of the fire revealed ancient stone walls with bizarre carvings of inhuman beings. 
 
    “How long are we going to be underground?” Valx asked, shivering. 
 
    “We haven’t even reached Bonevalley yet,” Radu said. “Try not to stress yourself too much. You won’t see the light of day until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Do you come here often?” Valx asked. 
 
    “A time or two a year to visit a friend,” Pyre said. “To be honest, I prefer to take the Gallow to Central. I don’t care much for this eerie place.” 
 
    “I think it has a nice atmosphere,” Radu said. “Quite peaceful.” 
 
    “There’s nothing peaceful about a place called the Bonevalley,” Pyre replied, “and those drawings don’t help.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” Valx said. He glanced at the wall at a drawing of a slender, dark figure that was skinning an open-mouthed woman. 
 
    “They say this place is older than human civilization,” Radu said. “That it was built by something before humans came to Ter’al.” 
 
    “Ah, hell no,” Pyre said. “Don’t start with those stories, brother. At least wait till we’re in the No-King’s Land.” 
 
    “Some people think the strangemen built it,” Radu said, his serious face revealing a slight grin. 
 
    “They aren’t real,” Pyre whimpered. “Those are just stories.” 
 
    “Associates have seen them hiding in the caverns and caves of the No-King’s Land,” Radu said. “Even your friend Lorrick claimed he saw them.” 
 
    “Lorrick imagined that,” Pyre said. “If I spent as much time alone in caves and canyons like he does, I’m sure I’d also see weird things.” 
 
    “My friend Xulthen told me his pack elder saw strangemen deep within Grimwood,” Valx said. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Pyre said. “You two, be quiet. I don’t want to hear anything else about strangemen.” 
 
    “You know why they call this place Bonevalley?” Radu asked. 
 
    “Because when Boss found this place, he found bones everywhere,” Pyre groaned. “Lots of human and animal bones.” 
 
    “But under the dirt, they also found the bones of something else,” Radu said. “Something humanoid, but it wasn’t human or wyrgen.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Pyre said. “Please strike my brother mute.” 
 
    The passage turned left into a large opening, revealing a massive cavern aglow with hundreds of lanterns that extended as far as Valx could see. Structures of temples and half-pyramids ran along both sides of the cavern. The architecture had been built uneven, tight, and with many sharp angles. Valx got a suffocating feeling as he stared into the tall, narrow tunnels. Dark clothed associates and wooden shacks covered Bonevalley just like the Rat Market. 
 
    “Where do those tunnels lead?” Valx asked as they rode by a series of lanky corridors that branched from the main cavern. 
 
    “The Dair Ro’duge has yet to map all the passages,” Radu said. “There’s too many that branch off from one another. Many lead to small rooms and secret temples. Some go deeper and deeper until no one would dare venture farther. Some are so tight that grown men can hardly fit, but the passages are always very tall. We’ve had a few teams of associates get lost down there. A few years ago, someone found some skin. Freshly peeled, I heard.” 
 
    “I despise you,” Pyre said, closing his hand and smothering his fireball. “Brother, you are a true demon.” 
 
    They ventured across Bonevalley until they reached an upward climb that Radu said lay on the other side of the river. They stopped at a building built halfway in a dirt wall called Bonemellow. “This is where we’ll stay tonight,” Radu said, climbing from the wagon. 
 
    Valx followed the brothers into Bonemellow where dozens of associates ate and drank. The twins went to the counter where a tall, muscular woman in her early thirties worked. “Hey, Grenfei,” Pyre said, smiling. “How’s it been?” 
 
    “Oh, business has been great,” Grenfei said, smiling back. “Love life even better. Expanding to Bonevalley was the best decision I ever made. There’s no good competition for rooms and drinks in this place, and there’s hardly any competition for handsome young thieves like yourself. Ah, you going to introduce me to your friend with the white hair?” 
 
    “He’s called Wight,” Pyre said, turning to Valx. “This is Grenfei. She used to run a small thief’s den in Trinivale, which is where my brother and I got our start as associates. We have a lot of history.” 
 
    “That we do,” Grenfei said. “Let’s just say Pyre here was terrified of women before I got my hands on him.” She reached across the counter and punched Pyre in the arm. Pyre winced, and they both laughed. “You two bastards. Why haven’t you seen me in so long?” 
 
    “We don’t have much of a reason to come to Bonevalley,” Radu said. “We hardly ever go to Central.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear your well-thought excuses,” Grenfei said. “You’re such a snake, Radu. Always scheming and slithering away. It’s no surprise I could never bed you.” She leaned over the counter and threw a punch at his arm, but Radu leaned out of her reach. 
 
    Grenfei jumped halfway over the counter in pursuit, slugged him in the shoulder, and then fell to the floor and laughed. “Got you!” She jumped to her feet and leaned against the counter. “So, boys. You looking for a room? Sorry to say there ain’t any available. Except mine, of course.” She winked at them. 
 
    “Come on, Gren,” Pyre said. “Quit playing. We need a room, and a stall for our horses if you got one.” 
 
    “Ok, ok,” she said, “but you gotta fight me for it, Pyre.” She raised her fists in front of her face. 
 
    A shorter woman with blonde hair came from the back room with drinks on a platter. “Oh, gods be damned,” she said. “You fighting again, Grenfei?” 
 
    “Shut it, Daylin,” Grenfei replied. “Complaining too much is what got your brother fired. We won’t be long.” 
 
    Daylin rolled her eyes and carried the drinks across the room to a table of associates. 
 
    “I’ve gotten better,” Pyre said. “I don’t know if you can beat me now.” He raised his fists, and everyone in the room turned to watch them. 
 
    “Boy, I taught you everything you know about hand to hand combat,” she said throwing a couple right-handed jabs that Pyre ducked around. “Even your master struggled against me in a fist fight, as good as he was.” She followed with a powerful left-handed swing that grazed Pyre’s jawline. 
 
    Pyre stepped away from her and moved back and forth on his feet, never standing still. “I’ve actually been out there defending myself against Riverguard and bounty hunters while you’ve been running this place,” Pyre said, jumping forward with a quick punch that Grenfei backhanded away. He distanced himself again. “And I’ve gotten lots of brawling practice with Lorrick since the last time we fought, and not even you can beat him.” 
 
    “I still teach Ten Ky and Onim Ky classes every other day,” Grenfei said, circling around Pyre. “So, I’m still in good practice. And of course, I can’t beat Lorrick the Giant in a brawl. How is he by the way?” 
 
    “He went back to working at Central about a year ago,” Pyre said, keeping his distance. “So, I plan to visit him there.” He jumped forward with a flurry of punches. 
 
    Grenfei danced around his attacks with quick steps and then struck Pyre in the stomach with an uppercut. The thief recoiled away from her with a pained expression on his face. 
 
    “You gotta be careful not to open up your ky points like that,” Grenfei said. “Ten Ky’s other name is The Ten Steps for a reason. What if I had been a Riverguard with a sword? You’d be dead. I thought I taught you better.” 
 
    “I’m more cautious against swords and daggers,” Pyre replied. “I don’t mind taking a few punches. Wears my opponent down more than me to be honest. You think you got me good? A grazing blow from Lorrick hurts worse than that.” 
 
    Grenfei leaped at Pyre with several long-reached punches that glanced the thief’s arms and sides. She stepped back after each punch and then forward with the next, and her longer reach kept her just outside Pyre’s attempted counterstrikes. 
 
    One of her punches connected with Pyre’s cheek and the next with his side. Pyre hurled himself forward and slammed his forehead against her jaw. The sound of her teeth banging against each other rang through the room, and Pyre followed with a series of gut punches. 
 
    With blood dripping from her lips, Grenfei wrapped her arms around Pyre’s neck. She swung him through the air and slammed the thief into the wooden floor. 
 
    Pyre coughed, red-faced. “I think you broke my back,” he wheezed. 
 
    Grenfei grabbed Pyre’s right arm and pulled him to his feet. “You’re fine,” she said, smiling. “I know you can handle it rough.” She wiped blood away from her mouth. 
 
    “I almost had you,” Pyre groaned. Everyone in the bar returned to their drinks and private conversations. “You only beat me by switching to Onim Ky.” 
 
    “What have I done,” Grenfei said, shaking her head. “Now you’re gonna think you’re some kind of Ten Ky master. You’re just too good a punching dummy is all.” 
 
    Pyre grinned and told her, “All I heard you say just now was: Pyre you’re the best. You and your servants may have my room for the night. I’ll just sleep on the floor because I’m unworthy.” 
 
    “Nah, boy. I’m not sleeping on the floor. I guess I do have one room you three can stay in. I’m feeling a bit generous now that I’ve burned off some aggression.” 
 
    “You always were sweet the morning after,” Pyre teased. 
 
    “Don’t be telling people that,” Grenfei said, glaring. “Daylin! Take over for the night. I’m going to drink with my boys here.” She wrapped her arms around the twins as Daylin sighed and took position behind the counter. 
 
    Grenfei gave Radu the key to a stall for the wagon and horses, and the sleek-haired thief stepped outside. “Take a seat,” she told Pyre and Valx. “Daylin! Drinks!” 
 
    Daylin muttered something and went to the back room. 
 
    “Now, if you boys feel a little pinch at night, that’s just the rat vipers coming up from the floors,” Grenei told them. “Don’t worry though. Their venom is only made for stunning rats. Worst scenario, you’ll be limping for a few hours.” 
 
    “H-hello,” a voice stuttered. The two men Valx had met in Eraterth, Robert and Eddie, approached the table. “W-we’re b-big admirers of yours, Mr. Wild Pyre.” Robert’s trembling hand reached out to greet Pyre. 
 
    Pyre took his hand with a grin and shook the man’s arm with enthusiasm. “Well, why wouldn’t you be?” he said. “Take a seat and drink with us.” 
 
    Robert and Eddie looked at each other with wide eyes and jumped into seats near Pyre. 
 
    “Oh,” Eddie said, staring at Valx. “It’s you, Zundr!” 
 
    “I’m not-” Valx started. “Just call me Wight. And thanks for leading me to Pyre and Radu.” 
 
    “So, you were the two rats?” Pyre said. “Well, thanks for introducing me to my new pal.” He patted Robert and Eddie on their shoulders. 
 
    “Could ya show us some fire magic?” Eddie begged. 
 
    Pyre rubbed his palms together, and heat rippled out in waves. He opened his hands, and a tiny red orb ignited between his palms. Pyre pulled his hands farther apart, and the fire sphere grew and split. The two orbs grew and split again, and then Pyre juggled the four fireballs while Robert and Eddie stared and awed. 
 
    Pyre threw his hands together, and the orbs smashed into one spiraling inferno. He twisted the fire like a dancing snake, circling the flame over the table. All the patrons of Bonemellow watched and cheered. Pyre brought the fire toward himself and then roared. The flame exploded through the air like miniature dragon-fire. 
 
    Robert applauded, and Eddie gave a childish squeal. 
 
    “Now men,” Pyre said, “do you want to hear my epic tale of how we stole The Apple of the Gods!” 
 
    “Oh boy!” Robert’s eyes lit with excitement. “Yes, we would, Mr. Pyre.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Halfway through Pyre’s overenthusiastic and exaggerated retelling of the theft, Radu returned. He looked around at the table, shook his head, and walked away. A cloaked figure approached him at the other side of the barroom and grabbed his arm. The figure pointed at their table, whispering to Radu. 
 
    “Who is Radu talking to?” Valx asked Grenfei. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Grenfei said. “It’s Boss. He looks peeved too. I better get back to work.” She hurried back to the counter and told Daylin to check on the customers. 
 
    “Well,” Robert said, glancing at Boss. “It was beyond a pleasure to meet you Mr. Pyre, but Eddie and I ought to return to our caravan. The North Beieo Trading Company has been irate with us lately, and we sort of ran off to look for you here.” 
 
    “It was great meeting you two,” Pyre said. “Safe travels, friends.” 
 
    Eddie and Robert waved on their way out the door. 
 
    Radu and the leader of the Dair Ro’duge approached the table. Boss, a muscular wyrgen with white stripes across his gray fur, looked down at Valx. “What’s your name, boy?” Boss’s voice rumbled. 
 
    “I go by Wight,” Valx answered. 
 
    “You a friend of the twins?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How do you know them?” 
 
    “I came across them by chance, and we quickly became friends.” 
 
    “You just happened upon them?” Boss smiled. “Funny that.” He grabbed the top of Valx’s head and tilted his face to the side to look at him. Valx’s muscles tensed, but then Boss pulled his claw away. “That hair color. You don’t see that too often.” 
 
    “It’s more common in the south,” Valx lied. “The very deep south.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t make a good thief,” Boss mused. “Too easy to recognize. And you look weak. Although, white’s a strong color.” He ran a claw across the white streak on his cheek. “You ever hear about the great-hunters?” 
 
    “My friend once told me about them.” 
 
    “Oh, a wyrgen? Which pack?” 
 
    “Fenros,” Valx answered. “He passed away not too long ago.” 
 
    “Sad to hear. Fenros is a respectable pack. Very old.” He stared at Valx with stark eyes. “I have somewhere I need to be. Enjoy your evening.” Boss stepped past the counter to the back room. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” Valx asked. 
 
    “He kind of does that,” Pyre said. “He vanishes, and a couple days later, he appears halfway across the kingdom.” 
 
    Daylin looked into the back room and turned back with a shrug. “He disappeared,” she announced. 
 
    “Phew,” Grenfei said, dropping the tray in her hands onto the counter. “Daylin, take over again. Get us something to eat, too.” 
 
    Grenfei and Radu joined the table. “That could have gone worse,” Pyre said. “If anything, I’d say Boss likes you.” 
 
    “He’s not as scary as he seems,” Grenfei said. “He just takes matters of the Dair Ro’duge very seriously. I’m surprised he didn’t punish the twins for bringing an outsider to Bonevalley.” 
 
    Daylin placed a plate of sliced meat on their table and then returned to serving drinks around the room. 
 
    Pyre grabbed a hunk of meat and bit into it. “What is this?” he asked, his face twisting in disgust. 
 
    “Deer meat,” Grenfei said. “I think.” 
 
    “This isn’t deer meat,” Pyre said, coughing. 
 
    “Valebeast meat?” she guessed. 
 
    “Too stringy,” he replied. 
 
    “Then I don’t know what it is,” Grenfei said. “Just eat it, Pyre. Why you gotta complain all the time?” 
 
    “I often wonder that myself,” Radu chimed, taking a smaller piece of meat from the plate. 
 
    “So, you guys are going to Central?” she asked. “Cause I’ve been meaning to head that way and look for a new place to buy. I’m always looking to expand, you know. And Central has vast fortunes. If you guys wanted to invest, I bet we could control the trade in Central within twenty years.” 
 
    “You never change,” Pyre said. “Always trying to get money from us. Don’t you still owe us for this place?” 
 
    “Nah,” Grenfei said. “You kept betting part of my debt in fights against you. I’m fully paid on that.” 
 
    “And that’s why I don’t let my brother handle our finances anymore,” Radu said. “But yes, we might be interested in investing with you. You’ve proven yourself a formidable entrepreneur over the years, and my brother and I don’t want to stay thieves for much longer. I’d like to retire soon and focus on business and trading.” 
 
    Grenfei grabbed Radu’s hand with a strong shake. “Future partners it is,” she said with a nod. She leaned back over the chair and shouted, “Daylin! I’m leaving for Central tomorrow. You’ll have to run this place till I get back. Tell your brother he’s unfired.” 
 
    Daylin replied with an eyeroll. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    After a few days of traveling through the arid No-King’s Land, Valx yearned for the green forests and rolling hills of the Western Kingdom. They passed endless valleys, caves, and plateaus as they journeyed across the barren land. Everything looked the same to Valx, and even Pyre and Radu argued over which path to follow. Valx sat in the back of the wagon and looked at his mother’s maps. 
 
    “So where are you going?” Grenfei asked. 
 
    “Someplace safe I hope,” Valx replied. “My mother told me to follow these maps before she passed away, but these instructions are confusing. They lead to a mountain in the Eastern Kingdom, and she wrote something about a black path and a secret passage.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s like a thief den,” Grenfei said. “There’re a few Dair Ro’duge hideouts in the Eastern Kingdom.” 
 
    “I doubt my mother had anything to do with the Dair Ro’duge,” Valx said, “but she was greatborn.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s like a secret greatborn sanctuary,” Grenfei remarked. 
 
    “That would be interesting,” Valx said. “Or I might have relatives there. I just don’t know. I’m hoping that when I get there, I’ll finally get answers for everything that’s happened.” 
 
    “This is the easiest path to Central,” Radu grumbled at his brother, “and the least likely to get us killed by bandits.” 
 
    “Have you been listening to me?” Pyre groaned. “Lorrick’s path is faster. It cuts through some of those valleys.” 
 
    “I don’t think Lorrick the Giant has to worry about bandits,” Radu said. “I’m not going to get killed just to save half a day of traveling.” 
 
    “We could head by Mycorth,” Grenfei said. 
 
    “Mycorth?” Radu asked. 
 
    “A little village further north,” Grenfei explained. “It’s nestled at the foot of the Empty Mountains. Even bandits rarely go that way. It’s about the same distance to Central as taking this path, only you have a place to stop and rest. And the locals are pretty nice if you pretend to worship their living god.” 
 
    “What do you mean by living god?” Radu asked. 
 
    “It’s a guy that calls himself the son of one of the gods,” Grenfei explained. “I think he’s some nobody greatborn who used to work in the Dair Ro’duge that realized he could con a bunch of backwards people into servitude with his power. Great business strategy actually.” 
 
    They traveled north until a chain of mountains appeared and covered the horizon. “I’ve never seen anything like that,” Valx said. His eyes ran along the length of the peaks, all rolling into one another like waves of earth. 
 
    “Those are the Empty Mountains,” Grenfei said. “Thought to be totally uninhabited and too treacherous to explore. There are secrets in those mountains, though. Mycorth being just one.” 
 
    Their wagon swerved between hills, toward the mountain range, and then down into a valley between two mountainsides. The city of Mycorth sat in the back of the canyon. Rows of ancient stone and dried mud structures stacked on top one another lined the walls and caves of the cliff sides. 
 
    The path dipped downward into the center of the city that grew taller around their group the farther they rode, and emaciated people watched as they passed. The rooftops of the buildings curved down into drain holes that dropped into pots. 
 
    “They must rely on rainwater to survive,” Radu said, his eyes scanning the buildings and people. “And it looks like it hasn’t rained in quite a while.” 
 
    The malnourished citizens watched them with awe. “I’m thankful to he who delivered you travelers here,” an elder woman said. “Do you have water to share?” 
 
    “No,” Radu answered. Pyre jumped into the back of the wagon, found their half-empty jug of water, and handed it to the woman. 
 
    “May he bless you,” she said with tears in her eyes. She drank and handed the jug to the next person. The jug went from person to person until it disappeared into a writhing group of children. 
 
    “Where’s your market?” Radu asked. 
 
    “We only have a trading post near the temple,” the woman answered. 
 
    “I know the way,” Grenfei said. She led them to a large and ancient temple built into the very back of the canyon. The tall, suffocating architecture almost reminded Valx of Bonevalley. In front of the temple stood several small stands. 
 
    “I’ll take care of the trading,” Grenfei said, approaching one of the merchants. 
 
    “Blessed is he,” the merchant said with excited eyes. 
 
    “Blessed be him who bring the rain,” Grenfei replied, smiling. 
 
    The merchant frowned and lowered his head. 
 
    Grenfei came back minutes later with a bag of mushrooms grown from nearby caves and two bottles of liquor. “These mushrooms taste better than they look,” she said. “You three gotta try them.” 
 
    “What was that?” Radu asked. “You only took one nickel piece from your coin pouch to pay for all this. Just one of these bottles should cost two or three times that.” 
 
    “I only paid the tax for his lord,” Grenfei said. “Their living god makes them share what they have with their fellow worshippers.” 
 
    “Why the hell would you do that?” Radu questioned. 
 
    “They charge outsiders too much,” Grenfei said. “It’s good business sense to lie to them.” 
 
    Radu reached into his shadow and took something into his hand. He walked over to the merchant and dropped three silver coins on the mat where the man kept his goods.  “That’s a gift.  Your lord doesn’t tax those, does he?” 
 
    The merchant’s eyes widened.  “We’re expected to offer our lord half of all monetary gifts,” the man replied. 
 
    Radu’s shadow moved onto the mat, and three more silver coins appeared. “Take these then.” 
 
    The man gasped and staggered backward. “Are you also a living god?”  The merchant dropped to his knees and lowered his head. The crowd of citizens that had been watching them whispered amongst themselves. 
 
    “We should leave,” Radu told his brother. 
 
    “Wait!” A boy approached from the crowd. “Please, if you are a living god, you should go speak with our lord. He might be pleased to see more of his own kind.” 
 
    An elderly man stepped to the boy’s side. “I saw you give that merchant coins from your shadow,” the man said. “You must be a generous demigod. If you would, please talk with our lord and ask that he lower our taxes. We only get a few traders a week, and our lord expects so much from us.” 
 
    “Grandfather,” the boy said, stomping the ground. “It’s blasphemous to doubt the lord’s will.” 
 
    “We shall speak to your lord!” Pyre’s voice boomed. He held his hands in the air, and fire spread from his fingertips. “We’ll ask him for this small favor so that his people may prosper.” The crowd bowed before him, and Pyre smirked at his brother. 
 
    “Follow me if you will it,” the old man said, leading them to the entrance of the temple. 
 
    Valx, Pyre, and Radu walked up the temple steps. “Are you coming?” Pyre called back to Grenfei. 
 
    “Nah,” she replied. “This don’t sit right with me. I’ll wait here.” 
 
    “Servant wench!” Pyre’s voice thundered with dramatic flair. “Allow no mortals near the Wagon of Destiny and the Horses of Hell.” 
 
    A frightened mother ripped her daughter away just before the child could pet one of the horses. An emaciated young man leaning against the wagon backed away only to find the rest of the crowd distancing themselves from him. 
 
    Valx followed the group into the temple, and a crowd trailed behind. Like Bonevalley, the main chamber stood high, and cramped tunnels branched every other way. Torches lined the walls and pillars of the inner chamber that cut deep into the mountain. Two small channels of water poured from the sides of the chamber and flowed toward the back. The channels met and carved a circular pattern around a throne-like slab of stone. 
 
    Around the stone sat beautiful women in bright colored clothes who drank water from the stream and ate fruits and vegetables from gold plates. On the throne sat a mountain-like man, tall and pale with a round gut, wearing elegant blue clothes and many gold chains. A woman in red sat in his lap and poured wine from a golden goblet into his mouth. 
 
    The man spat the wine onto the woman as the group approached. “Who are these strangers that you’ve brought to my most holy place?” the man shouted. 
 
    “My lord,” the old man spoke. “These men are living gods as you are. They have come to speak with you.” 
 
    The man rose from his slab, knocking the woman in red halfway into the water channel. He stood tall and looked down on them with narrowed eyes. “I am Lord Uesis, son of ocean goddess, Aque’il.  You come into my city and claim to be of my kind?  Prove your claim then.” 
 
    Radu held his hands out and then drew them toward himself. The darkness of the chamber pulled to the sleek-haired thief until no one could see him. 
 
    “He draws the darkness to him!” a villager said as Radu cast the darkness away with a wave of his hand. 
 
    Pyre held one hand toward a nearby torch, and the flame jumped to his palm. He split the fire between his hands and danced with trails of flame streaking through the dark chamber. When his quick dance ended, he raised his hands to his mouth and roared, and the fire shot toward the roof of the chamber and scattered against the stone. 
 
    “He dances with fire and isn’t burned!” a woman screamed. 
 
    Uesis stood in silence and glared at the Twin Thieves. 
 
    “Now prove to us that you’re a living god,” Radu said. 
 
    Uesis smirked. He raised his arms, and the water rose from the channel in pillars. His hands went higher, and the entire channel emptied as a wall of water encircled him and the women. 
 
    Pyre shrugged at the display of Uesis’s power. “Now then cousin,” he said, stepping closer. “We’re here to talk to you about the taxes you raised against these poor mortals. I think it would be for the best if you let this city be.” 
 
    The man in blue eyed the twins and Valx. “Liars!” Uesis screamed. “These three are not living gods. They are demons sent to destroy this city!” 
 
    The crowd screamed in fear, and some people ran the other way. Uesis motioned his hands forward, and a wave of water slammed against Pyre, throwing him into the crowd and knocking a dozen people to the stone floor. 
 
    Radu pulled a sword from his shadow and charged the slab throne, but Uesis whipped his fingers in Radu’s direction, and a stream of water circled around the slick-haired thief. The ruler of Mycorth clenched his hand into a fist, and the water squeezed around Radu, encircling him in a sphere that pulled him off the ground. Uesis held both hands toward the sphere as it spun with powerful currents that pulled Radu near the center. 
 
    Valx’s heart raced, but he forced himself to step forward and draw his mother’s sword. 
 
    “Stop him!” Uesis screamed at the crowd while he focused his power on Radu. 
 
    Men circled around Valx. They yelled threats at him and grabbed any plates or goblets or broken stones they could use as weapons. 
 
    “Away you mortals!” Pyre screamed, bursting from the crowd with fire around his fists. “Or I’ll drag the whole lot of you back to hell with me.” 
 
    The men shrieked and scattered as Pyre sprayed fire overhead. 
 
    Valx ran toward Uesis with his sword held high, and the ruler in blue pointed two fingers at Valx. The sphere of water broke away from Radu and rushed toward the white-haired young man. The wave struck Valx, knocked him off his feet, and slammed him against the stone floor. All the breath left Valx in an instant, and his sword was thrown halfway across the chamber. 
 
    He raised his eyes, expecting to see another wave smash him against the floor, but instead, Uesis’s attention returned to Radu as the sleek-haired thief charged once more with his longsword. Valx thought Radu’s movements looked strange, almost as if the thief was repeating the same motion over and over. When Uesis’s water crashed once again into Radu, it passed right through him, and the thief turned into a shadow and vanished. 
 
    “A fake?” Uesis questioned, and then a blade stabbed through his back. 
 
    Radu appeared from the darkness behind him and pushed the sword until it exited through Uesis’s chest. All the water fell from the air, flooding the chamber floor. The women around the slab screamed and ran from Uesis and Radu. 
 
    “It was an illusion made from darkness,” Radu explained. “Not too realistic if you know what you’re looking at, but who can ever tell what’s really lurking in the dark?” He pulled his sword from Uesis’s back, and the man in blue and gold tumbled into the half-empty channel. 
 
    The citizens shrieked and cried. Some dropped to their knees and begged for their lives. The old man that had led them through the temple looked at the three strangers and gave a sad nod. 
 
    Valx grabbed his sword, and the three greatborn hurried out of the temple. The crowd parted and fled from the three as they passed. Valx and the twins found Grenfei laying in the back of the wagon with her feet propped on a crate. 
 
    “That wasn’t long,” she said. “What happened? Why are you wet?” 
 
    “Radu killed their god,” Pyre said. 
 
    They jumped onto the wagon, and Radu steered the horses away from the temple. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Grenfei said, sitting upright. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    “Pretending to be a living god was fun,” Pyre said as he prodded and flicked the campfire with his power, sending sparks into the air. “It was nice not having to hide my power. Did you two see the looks of awe from the villagers? We should do that more often.” He formed a little red ball from the blazing fire and hurled it off into the gorge near their campsite. 
 
    “Showing off our power is not a good idea,” Radu said. “We don’t need more attention than we already get. Especially if the Northern Republic is targeting greatborn not under their control.” 
 
    “I wonder how the war is going,” Valx said. “Maybe the North gave up and never invaded.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’d give up so quickly,” Radu said. “After the failed attack on the Capital, the Dair Ro’duge acquired information that the North was preparing for more invasions. It’s probably just starting.” 
 
    “So right now, there are other cities like Tunra being destroyed by the North?” Valx clenched his fists. “The people of our kingdom are being slaughtered, and we’re running to the east.” 
 
    “Better to run than die,” Radu said. “We can’t make a difference anyways.” 
 
    “We made a difference in Mycorth,” Valx noted. 
 
    “That’s only one small village,” Radu replied, “and what we did there was foolish. We shouldn’t have gotten involved. Besides, we may have made their situation worse. I’ve been thinking since we left that Uesis was probably the one person standing between that city and the gangs of bandits that roam the No-King’s Land. They might all be slaughtered by the end of the year.” 
 
    “You’re so pessimistic, brother,” Pyre said. “That city looked centuries old. They’ve survived bandit raids before Uesis, and they’ll survive without him. Besides, Gren said the bandits don’t go that far north.” 
 
    “Well, they usually don’t,” Grenfei commented. “But I’ll see if the Dair Ro’duge can put an outpost there. I have connections in Central that might help. If we get more trade going through Mycorth, then the Dair Ro’duge will protect them from bandits. And there’s more than enough water from Central to share with them if we can get more people traveling that way.” 
 
    “If they survive long enough for that to happen,” Radu said. “We should’ve let those people work out their problems on their own. Just like the North and West.” 
 
    “But we’re from the Western Kingdom.” Valx’s voice grew angry. “And the North has taken everything from me. I wish I had the power to do something about it.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t,” Radu said. “You didn’t even use your power against Uesis though you were in danger. It would be foolish to throw your life away fighting the North.” 
 
    “It was amazing how you slew Uesis.” Valx’s face turned calm and sad. “I’m just not as incredible as you and Pyre.” 
 
    “My brother’s power isn’t that great once you’ve seen him do the shadow-illusion-sneak-attack twenty times,” Pyre stated. 
 
    “My powers are more sophisticated than burning things at least,” Radu sneered. 
 
    “Burnings things is an art,” Pyre countered. “I’m like a sculpture of flames.” 
 
    “Anyways.” Radu turned to Valx. “You should learn to use your abilities when you need them.” 
 
    “That was the whole point of traveling with you two,” Valx said. 
 
    “And here I figured it was because we were friends,” Pyre joked, “but yeah, it would’ve helped if you used your powers at Mycorth.  Uesis was pretty skilled with his, and that glutton looked like he hadn’t climbed off his throne in a decade.” 
 
    “Pretty skilled?” Radu said with a raised eyebrow. “He took you down easily and almost drowned me.” 
 
    “I was caught off guard,” Pyre defended. “Besides, what good is fire against water? He was the worst person for me to fight.  At least I held off that crowd.” 
 
    “You mean the unarmed people that were afraid we were demons?” Radu said, snidely. 
 
    “You two are going off subject again,” Valx chimed. 
 
    Both twins glared at Valx.  “We should just throw you into dangerous situations until you learn how to use your abilities,” Pyre said. 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Radu remarked. “Have you tried visualizing the experiences you were going through when you used your powers before?” 
 
    “I actually did that once,” Valx said. “That’s how I broke into your townhouse.” 
 
    “Try it again,” Radu said. 
 
    Valx closed his eyes. He thought about all the bodies he had seen in Tunra. His neighbors. His friends. His mother. He thought about Xulthen’s lying dead in the street, and his chest sank in despair. He thought of losing Roz. I’ll never see her again, he thought, lowering his head. Valx’s thoughts shifted to the man in the red mask. I’ll kill him. I swear it. He clenched his fists, and his hands trembled with anger. 
 
    “I’ll kill him,” Valx whispered. 
 
    “Wight,” Radu said. 
 
    Valx opened his eyes and looked at his hands. A blade of blue aether the length of a long dagger sat in his right fist. He relaxed, and a slight smile crossed his face. 
 
    “What an interesting power,” Pyre said, looking close. 
 
    “Wow,” Grenfei said. 
 
    “It’s like you described,” Radu commented. “I’ve never seen a greatborn with such a power. Is the aether hot?” 
 
    “It’s warm,” Valx said. 
 
    “How heavy does it feel?” Radu asked. 
 
    “Very light,” Valx answered. “The blade was longer last time, but it still weighed little. Almost like an extension of my arm.” 
 
    “Can I hold it?” Grenfei asked, reaching out. Valx placed the blade in her palm, and it evaporated in seconds. Grenfei opened her hand, revealing a thin line of blood where the blade had rested. 
 
    “Sorry,” Valx said. 
 
    “Doesn’t even hurt,” Grenfei said, staring at her palm. “Such a fine cut, and it took so little effort to break the skin. That’s a dangerous power you possess.” 
 
    “But why do I have this power?” Valx asked, looking at Radu. “Where does the power of greatborn come from?” 
 
    “I’ve yet to figure that out,” Radu said. “The Family claim their eye-god gives us this power. Some greatborn I’ve met claim that it’s an innate magical power that awakens in certain people. Boss says we’re just a higher breed of people. A few say we’re gifted, others cursed. I think there’s some natural cause behind this power, but I couldn’t guess what. Your aether may be a purer representation of this power. Maybe other people’s abilities are powered by aether but manifest through different means.” 
 
    “If that’s true,” Valx replied, “then where does this aether come from? Does it come from within ourselves or an outside source?” 
 
    “Maybe our power comes from the Great Aether that the father and mother gods birthed themselves from?” Pyre said. 
 
    “You know I don’t care much for folklore,” Radu replied. “I base my views on what I can see and know is true.” 
 
    “You’re such a bore,” Pyre said. “We have all this power, and you sit around analyzing it. Remember what Master always said about ‘feeling the world around you’ and not thinking about everything?” 
 
    “Master was always a bit too poetic,” Radu said. “I think he made up half of what he told us as he went along, but we were young and gullible.” 
 
    “Master?” Valx asked. 
 
    “The thief that trained them,” Grenfei explained. “You ever hear of Touisho the Fencing Thief?” 
 
    “Never,” Valx said. 
 
    “Ah.” Grenfei shrugged. “Well, he’s plenty infamous in the eastern and northern parts of the Western Kingdom.” 
 
    “And in the Northern Republic,” Pyre added. “Parts of the Eastern Kingdom, too.” 
 
    “And the Wetlands,” Radu said. 
 
    “Oh, I heard they really hated him there,” Grenfei said. “Touisho was an exceptional thief, Wight. And one hell of a swordsman. Master of Low Ky, Rin Ky, and Veillen Ky. Great at Dai Ky, which is a northern style of dagger combat. Damned good at Ten Ky and Onim Ky, but not a master at those like I am. He trained with my old master, and we would spar here and there. The man was a hopeless romantic, too. Damn near swooped even me off my feet at one point.” 
 
    “He was the closest thing me and Radu had to a father,” Pyre said. “We started stealing because our mom was very sick. She thought we were just working odd jobs in Trinivale, but two young boys can’t make much money. Touisho caught us trying to nab apples from a cart and showed us how to pickpocket and defend ourselves. When our mother’s sickness finally took her, Touisho took us in and raised us to become associates of the Dair Ro’duge. He taught us to fight and steal but also to have honor. Touisho always told us to have respect for those we stole from. Don’t take more than a person can afford to lose and give back to the kingdom when you can.” 
 
    “That gods-damned romantic,” Grenfei said. “He was the best thief to have ever died poor. He could’ve saved his money and retired years ago, but no. The bastard had to keep giving away his wealth and force himself back into stealing. I really hope you boys retire before you end up like him. It doesn’t matter how great you are at stealing and fighting. One unlucky step can end it all. Just like Touisho.” 
 
    Grenfei and Pyre lowered their heads. 
 
    “We won’t walk that path,” Radu said. “I’m not a romantic like our master. I won’t give away my wealth, and I don’t overestimate Pyre or my own abilities. I know there’s always unaccounted for variables in everything we do. All my planning can be unturned by a single out of place guard. I understand this. I have a goal set in mind for how much of a fortune I’d like to attain. Once Pyre and I reach that point, we’ll never steal again.” 
 
    “A great many thieves have made that claim,” Grenfei said. “Most take one too many chances and end up dead or imprisoned for life. Be careful, you two. Especially you, Pyre.” She punched the messy-haired thief in the arm. 
 
    “Ow,” Pyre groaned, rubbing his arm. “Hey, I’m careful. I’m more worried about Wight than us. As infamous as we are, we’ve never had a greatborn assassin try to hunt us down. Maybe I should teach Wight how to fight? Did your mother ever show you how to use that sword?” 
 
    “No,” Valx answered. “I think she wanted me to live a peaceful life.” 
 
    “I’ll show Wight how to handle a sword,” Radu said. “I’m the better swordsman after all.” 
 
    “Only because you focused more on sword training,” Pyre replied. “My brother here thinks he can solve all his problems if he has a sword in his hands. I’ll admit, Radu surpasses me at Low Ky, but in Rin Ky, we’re about even. And honestly, Veillen Ky just confused me, so that’s when I left him and Master alone to train more with Grenfei. I took the time to become a well-rounded fighter. I can beat my brother decisively in hand to hand combat, and I’m better at Dai Ky.” 
 
    “Well, I can solve all my problems with a sword,” Radu said. “I always have a sword on me.” He drew two wooden longswords from his shadow. Radu rose from the ground and composed himself. “Wight, ready yourself.” 
 
    The sleek-haired thief handed Valx a practice sword and then moved several paces away. “I’ll teach you the basics of Low Ky while we’re traveling together. It’s a fast and graceful sword style. Watch my steps. It gives away your opponent’s movements.” 
 
    Radu charged forward and tapped his stick against Valx’s, knocking his aside. He placed his free hand on Valx’s chest and pushed him to the dirt. 
 
    “You’re fast!” Valx gasped. 
 
    “Low Ky is about speed and finding weak points in your opponent’s defense,” Radu explained. “You see how I pushed your blade away and knocked you down? I broke your defenses with little effort. This is something we’re going to have to work on. You’re too rigid. You must learn to be light with your steps. Once you learn more, then I’ll teach you about ky points and how to defend and expose them.” 
 
    “Wight would probably feel more comfortable with Rin Ky,” Pyre commented. “Why don’t you start with that?” 
 
    “Low Ky would be more valuable to learn and keep him safer,” Radu explained. “The fact that he would be more of a natural at Rin Ky is exactly why I’m starting with Low Ky.” 
 
    “What’s Rin Ky?” Valx asked. 
 
    “A more aggressive sword style,” Radu replied. “Honestly, with your power and the aggression you’ve shown in times of danger, I think you’d be exceptional at Rin Ky. However, it’s also dangerous and likely to get you killed if not used properly. Maybe once you learn the basics of Low Ky, I’ll teach you a little Rin Ky.” 
 
    Valx nodded, jumped to his feet, and raised his blade. “Come at me again,” he said. “With Rin Ky this time. I’d like to see it.” 
 
    Radu stared with a blank expression, and then he kicked off the ground toward Valx with a two-handed sideswipe. Valx raised his wooden blade just in time to block, and the force of Radu’s whole body knocked him back. The thief’s muscles jolted, and he brought the blade up and then back down before Valx could move an inch. 
 
    Radu stopped the wooden blade short of Valx’s neck. 
 
    Valx gazed with fear at Radu’s now wild eyes, but then the sleek-haired thief backed away. “Let’s focus on Low Ky for now,” he said. Radu took a deep breath, and his muscles relaxed. 
 
    They continued to clash until the campfire died, and Valx finally collapsed from exhaustion to the cold dirt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Their group traveled through a maze of canyons for several days. Valx started to worry if they were lost, but Grenfei assured him multiple times that they were on the right path. 
 
    “I see now why associates normally don’t take the route through Mycorth,” Radu said, breaking a long hour of bored silence. “The terrain around Central is already confusing and barren enough, but at least the Dair Ro’duge has the other paths mapped. One wrong turn here, and we’ll be lost in these canyons until we die of dehydration.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Grenfei said, but Valx noticed a hint of worry in her voice. “I recognize that rock formation over there. I think.” She motioned to a series of square stones standing over the horizon. 
 
    They rode all day through the choking heat and dry air of the No-King’s Land. At nights, they made a campfire to stave off cold airstreams that rushed through the valleys and caves. Radu and Valx would eat, rest, and then practice sword fighting for two or three hours. 
 
    Valx accumulated several bruises and scratches from Radu’s rigorous training. After the first few days, he learned to react faster, dodging out of fear of more injuries. 
 
    “I feel like you’re teaching me more how to run than to fight,” Valx said one evening as he laid down to rest. Pyre and Grenfei were already asleep near the now dim campfire. 
 
    “Low Ky is all about keeping yourself alive until you have an opportunity to strike,” Radu explained. “It’s better to live without striking down your opponent than for both of you to fall. The Western Kingdom teaches its soldiers High Ky in their basic training. It was once considered the sister style to Low Ky until the Western Kingdom simplified it to use for the mass training of soldiers. It’s a well-rounded but basic style designed to keep soldiers fighting in line. Wave after wave, they’ll crash into one another, killing and dying. You saw it on the battlefield, did you not? So many of them will strike down their enemy only to fall right after. Then the next man takes his place to do the same.” 
 
    Radu sighed and then continued, “Armies don’t care if they lose a few hundred men or even thousands if those men can each take one person to hell with them. They’ll trade unit for unit and look to win with advantages in numbers or tactics. Soldiers looking for a promotion or to stay alive will learn other Kys. Stone Ky is a popular defensive style in the Western Kingdom and was developed by the same sword master that created High Ky. It became popular because of its perceived toughness for a defensive style and because of the fame of that sword master. That same man’s sister developed Low Ky while he was developing High Ky, which is why some swordsmen see Low Ky as a more feminine style. There are those who think that makes Low Ky weaker, but I’d argue that whichever style keeps you alive the longest is the most superior.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Valx replied, though he was too tired to follow everything Radu had explained. 
 
    “You’re starting to understand the most basic elements of Low Ky,” Radu said. “It helps that you have a natural gift for combat. From what I know of your mother, it’s not hard to guess that it runs in your blood. Maybe once we reach the Eastern Kingdom, I’ll show you the basics of Rin Ky so you’ll have a better balance of fighting styles.” 
 
    “I thought you were only going to take me as far as the Eastern Kingdom’s border?” Valx questioned. 
 
    “I’ve seen those maps of yours,” Radu said. “There’s a target in the Eastern Kingdom that I’ve thought about stealing from. It’s located in the region between the border and that mountain you’re going to. Perhaps, you can travel with us that far. If you’re willing to assist us that is.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t feel comfortable helping you steal,” Valx said. “I don’t mean to say that you guys are bad people. You gave that poor merchant silver in Mycorth, and you were quick to free those people from Uesis. And it looks like you steal from those who have plenty to give. But I personally can’t do something like that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to do the actual stealing or put yourself in danger,” Radu explained. “I simply think we could use an extra set of eyes and ears. I think this is a very fair exchange for taking you so far and training you to defend yourself. You won’t be in any danger, I promise.” 
 
    Valx shifted with unease. “I’m not sure,” he said. “It depends on your plan.” 
 
    “There’s a guy in Central who will give me information on this place,” Radu said. “Weak points. Layouts. Guard routines. This is the true strength of the Dair Ro’duge. We share information to make these thefts easier. I’ll look over the information I get and make a plan that you’ll be comfortable with. I won’t expect you to follow through with anything you don’t agree to. Though, I’m sure you’ll help us like we’ve helped you when the time comes.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Valx replied with hesitance. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day, they rode down steep canyons for hours. Valx had started to fall asleep in the back of the wagon when Grenfei said, “This is definitely the right path. This canyon goes all the way to Central.” 
 
    “I think I recognize this canyon from Central’s maps,” Radu said. “Pyre, that path Lorrick told you about actually merges with this canyon through one of the caves to the side there. And the Dair Ro’duge’s main path is a few miles southeast from here. They all merge on Central.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve told Wight why they called it Central,” Pyre said, looking at Valx. “Well, my friend, it’s because the people who discovered this place called it the heart of Ter’al. You’ll see why soon.” 
 
    The canyon continued deeper, but then far ahead, a colossal hole a thousand feet across appeared on the horizon. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Valx said as they came closer to the cliff. The hole descended several hundred feet downward into a gargantuan cave system. 
 
    Valx stared down at the cave system in awe. A massive stone city with architecture like Bonevalley stood in the center of the cave with hundreds of newer wooden and brick buildings built onto it by the Dair Ro’duge. A waterfall sat in the back of the visible cave, and a large river rushed from it and then disappeared deeper into the cave system. A series of walkways towered alongside the walls of the hole, and platforms with pulley systems had been built on the sides. 
 
    “This cave is named Grandheart,” Radu told Valx. “It’s the largest cave system in Ter’al. Early members of the Dair Ro’duge, who hid out in these canyons, discovered it a little over two decades ago, and Boss had them build over the existing ruins. That river, the Vein, pours into a series of underground lakes and smaller streams that go so deep into the earth that the Dair Ro’duge can’t even begin to map them. The cave is so large that it possesses its own unique ecosystem. There are birds and lizards and fish that are found in this cave system and nowhere else in Ter’al. The river is thought to split from an underground portion of the Beieo, and it’s theorized that the underground currents go all the way to the Wetlands.” 
 
    They rode their wagon to one of the platforms built over the side of the massive hole, and Radu pulled a rope hanging at the side. A faint bell rang below, and after a minute, the platform lowered their group into the cavern. When they reached the bottom, Radu steered the horses off the platform. 
 
    The two associates that worked the pulleys began turning wheels and raised the platform back to the top. Radu tipped the men three silver pieces each and then steered the horses toward the ancient city. 
 
    “Welcome to the largest black market in Ter’al,” Grenfei told Valx. “Anything of great value stolen from any corner of Ter’al will find its way here. You can buy banned goods, stolen treasure, lost knowledge, slaves, and even death contracts.” Valx grimaced at her. “The Dair Ro’duge does a lot of dark work, but there’s good that can come from it. Most of the slaves come from savage places and are groomed for more sophisticated customers. They’re honestly better off after they get sold.” 
 
    “They would be best off free,” Valx objected. 
 
    “I didn’t say I agreed with it,” Grenfei said, shrugging. “Just the way the world is.” 
 
    “It’s mainly the Family that sells death contracts and slaves,” Radu said. “Before they expanded their power in Central, it was mostly a banned goods and luxury market. Master rarely brought us here because he hated how this place became after the Family joined the Dair Ro’duge. He asked Boss to put a stop to it, but Boss was adamant that associates be allowed the freedom to do whatever they like here so long as other associates weren’t harmed. Boss only visits Central occasionally, so the Family practically runs it.” 
 
    “And this Family are the same ones you called a cult?” Valx asked. 
 
    “They’re all greatborn,” Pyre said, “and all crazy. They turned the temple at the center of Grandheart into their monastery where they all live and worship some bizarre god. Not like the real gods, the Great Gods and their forty children, but an eyeball god whose image was found carved into the ruins of the monastery.” 
 
    Valx raised an eyebrow at Pyre, and the amber-eyed thief continued, “They think that greatborn powers are a sign that you’re chosen by their so-called Eye-Father to become an angel when you die. Therefore, you’re perfect, incapable of doing wrong, and a higher order of person than non-greatborn. That’s why they think it’s okay to sell death contracts and trade slaves because they see themselves as above everyone else. Even though Boss isn’t part of the Family, their cult acts like all greatborn are innately their brothers and sisters. They call non-greatborn members of the Dair Ro’duge their acolytes. Some of the dumber associates buy into it and work as their servants or as their eyes and ears in Central. So basically, this place is fucked, and that’s why we don’t come here often.” 
 
    “So why are we here again?” Valx asked. 
 
    “We’re selling the Apple,” Radu replied. “Then we’ll get the information we need for our target in the East and leave before the Family bothers us. Just don’t let them know you’re greatborn, Wight.” 
 
    “So, we have a new brother then?” A high-pitched voice rang around them. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Radu groaned. “How did you figure out we were here so soon, Orphilm?” 
 
    “My powers have grown since you last visited us, Brother Radu,” the voice called. “I hear everything within Grandheart. I recognized your voice among the echoes of our acolytes and listened in closer. I’m saddened by your cruel words toward us, brother. I’ll tell our other brothers and sisters to leave you alone during your visit if that’s your wish.” 
 
    “That’s exactly my wish,” Radu replied. “I’ve dealt with you all enough for a lifetime.” 
 
    “But one day, we’ll sing our heavenly chorus together, brother,” Orphilm’s boyish voice rang with joy. “And eat the flesh of the sinners who’ve tainted the Eye-Father’s world.” 
 
    “There are only forty-two gods,” Pyre said. “Your Eye-Father is an abomination.” 
 
    “Oh, brother,” Orphilm cried. “I’m so sorry this world has tainted your true purpose, but it’s okay. The Eye-Father will restore you in the afterworld. You and I will play together in the heavens and rejoice as the blood flows between our teeth.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Pyre said. “Just shut up. Gods be damned. I think I hate you more than anyone I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “It’s okay my beautiful brother,” the voice chimed. “I still love you, and I love our new brother too. I believe they called you Wight? Please see us if you want to learn the truth of all things.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Valx grumbled. 
 
    “That’s alright,” Orphilm whimpered. “You’ll see the truth in the afterworld. That’s when the light of the Eye-Father opens your true-eyes once more.” 
 
    “Maybe I’d reconsider if you and the Family stopped your slave trading and death contracts,” Valx said. 
 
    The voice giggled. “You’re a funny angel,” Orphilm replied. “The lower people are but flesh. They have no light or true-eyes like you and me. They are no different from chickens or deer. There is nothing wrong with hurting and using them. You poor lost angel. I’ll cut my wrist once for you tonight when I pray. Perhaps my blood offering will shake the Eye-Father from his slumber long enough to light your path back to us.” 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll find you and cut your throat,” Valx threatened. 
 
    The twins gaped at him. 
 
    “That would be splendid,” Orphilm cheered. “I’ve hoped to die before I turn sixteen next spring. I’ve been on this sad world for too long and yearn to open my true-eyes. Maybe I’ll even take my own life. Just don’t tell my other brothers and sisters I said that. They tell me it would be selfish to leave them here while we have work to do.” 
 
    “You should definitely do that,” Radu said. “Go see the Eye-Father and leave us alone.” 
 
    “Oh, my angry brother,” Orphilm said with glee. “I cannot wait for the day your true-eyes awaken and your hate turns toward this doomed world. It will be so lovely. However, for now, I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    The wagon crossed a bridge hanging over a dark cavern, and Valx looked off the side. Lanterns deep below showed the flickers of emaciated shacks and people. Associates in the buildings above the crevice tossed their trash out the window and down into the dark. 
 
    “Orphilm, are you still listening?” Radu asked. 
 
    No one replied. 
 
    “I assume you’re still spying on us,” Radu said. “Just stay out of our conversations.” 
 
    “His powers sure have grown,” Pyre said. “That little imp used to only hear everything around and within the temple.” 
 
    “Are we in danger?” Valx asked. 
 
    “No,” Radu answered. “The Family doesn’t like infighting between greatborn, but they’ll have all their spies watching us while we’re here. Don’t leave sight of us, or they’ll surely come looking for you.” 
 
    “How does Lorrick deal with this?” Grenfei asked. “The Family must bother him constantly.” 
 
    “Oh, we do,” Ophilm’s voice called, “but Brother Lorrick doesn’t like us for some reason. I think he secretly enjoys the attention, though. He gets lonely here. Sometimes I hear our poor brother crying in his bed at night. So sad. Yet he still refuses to join his brothers and sisters in the monastery.” 
 
    “You little shit,” Pyre said. “Quit spying already. Gods be damned.” 
 
    “Your gods are damned,” Orphilm said with a delighted tone. “All but the Eye-Father’s angels are damned. But don’t worry, Grenfei. His faithful acolytes will have their bodies restored in the next world to be our servants and pets. Only the sinners will have their flesh consumed by us angels for all of eternity. You’re doing good work for the Dair Ro’duge. I’ve heard wonderful recommendations about Bonemellow. Maybe I’ll visit sometime to spread the word of the Eye-Father to our ignorant acolytes in Bonevalley.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Grenfei said. “So long as you pay and don’t cause trouble.” 
 
    “I would never think of causing trouble,” Orphilm replied. “I treat all my acolytes like the good pets that they are. I love my pets, ignorant though they may be.” 
 
    “Be honest with me,” Radu said. “Are you going to spy on us the entire time we’re in Central?” 
 
    “Most certainly,” Orphilm said. “Unless you come and kill me. Oh, that would be marvelous.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” Radu said with a sigh. “Dair Ro’duge associates shouldn’t hurt one another. Even if everything about you disgusts me. If you’re going to bother us, at least be useful. Tell me what you know about a man named Uesis.” 
 
    “I’ve heard he was a brother of ours with the power to control water,” Orphilm said. “He was here when the Family began, but he didn’t like the truth and left. Brother Galeyark said he went and became the ruler of a village in the Empty Mountains.” 
 
    “Well, he’s dead now,” Radu said. “I killed him.” 
 
    “What joy,” Orphilm cried. “Brother Uesis has opened his true-eyes. How unfair that you would wake him but not me.” 
 
    “You aren’t worth the trouble,” Radu said, “and Boss would be furious if I killed a member of the Family.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell,” Orphilm said, giggling. “I’ll leave a note that says a friend is escorting me to one of the underground lakes, and you can drown me and leave my body for our brothers and sisters to find.” 
 
    “Next question,” Radu said. “Do you know any buildings available for sale? Grenfei is looking to expand to Central.” 
 
    “I’m starting to rethink that,” she grumbled. 
 
    “The Family owns many buildings I could sell to her,” Orphilm said. “You could sell them yourself if you would officially join us, brothers.” 
 
    “Anything outside your hearing range?” Grenfei asked. “I’m sure that would make a popular place.” 
 
    “The range of my power is ever-growing,” Orphilm replied, “but there are a few buildings in Central that are too closed off for me to hear inside them. The Family owns one such place that’s quite large and would make a fine establishment for you, dear pet. The entrance is even near the Coffer, but it descends through a series of chambers built deeper underground. I can hear into the main hall when the door is open but not beyond that.” 
 
    “What’s your price?” Grenfei asked. 
 
    “The blood and flesh of a newborn sinner,” Orphilm chimed. 
 
    “Stop joking around,” Grenfei said. 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Orphilm replied, “but if that’s too steep a cost, I’d be willing to trade the building for the Apple of the Gods. I’m an admirer of Delund Orcvel and have collected a dozen of his works.” 
 
    “That’s ours,” Pyre said, “and we already have a seller for it.” 
 
    “Your seller was one of our loyal acolytes,” Orphilm explained. “Brother Galeyark was trying to bring you two home to us. It was my idea to get you two to steal the Apple.” 
 
    “You bastard,” Pyre grunted. “I should burn you alive.” 
 
    “I’ll sign the building over to Grenfei if you burn me to death afterward,” Orphilm said. 
 
    “We’re not going to kill you, Orphilm,” Radu protested. “Grenfei, I’ll give you the Apple to trade with them if you split ownership with us.” 
 
    “I’ll give you thirty percent,” Grenfei responded. 
 
    “Each,” Radu added. 
 
    “Twenty percent each,” Grenfei countered. 
 
    “Agreed,” Radu said, shaking Grenfei’s hand. He pulled the Apple from his shadow and handed it to her. “You can take this to the monastery. I’m not going back to that place.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you would,” Orphilm said. “Our brothers and sisters will be saddened by this news, but I’m thankful you brought me the Apple.” 
 
    “Last question,” Radu said. “Is Lorrick in Central now? My brother wants to visit him.” 
 
    “He only returned this morning after a long hunt,” Orphilm said. “I overheard that he tracked a twelve-foot-tall valebeast for four days before he killed it with one arrow from his mighty bow.” 
 
    “Where’s he staying?” Radu asked. “The Coffer hall? Heartwater Inn?” 
 
    “Brother Lorrick has fallen on hard times,” Orphilm replied. “He’s staying in Dustblood Alley.” 
 
    “I’m not stepping one foot down there,” Radu said. “Tell him to meet us at the Coffer.” 
 
    “I shall not,” Orphilm said. “You’ve been so rude today, brother. You won’t even end my pitiful existence on this world. If you come to the monastery, I’ll tell Lorrick to meet you here.” 
 
    “I’d rather visit Dustblood Alley,” Radu scoffed, “and stop calling me your brother. I have one brother and that’s enough.” 
 
    “Aw,” Pyre said. “I love you too, brother.” 
 
    Radu replied with an angry look. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Their group rode through the dense market of Central, only stopping to purchase supplies and food. Pyre bought a bottle of Blue Demon, a sapphire colored wine from the Island Nation that was banned in the rest of Ter’al. 
 
    “The wine is made from a poisonous fruit that grows on Shar’del,” Radu explained. “Depending on how the fruit is processed, it either becomes a safe and delectable drink or a dangerous poison. The two look and taste similarly, and it was banned a hundred and fifty years ago when the poisonous variation was accidentally shipped all over Ter’al. It’s still popular with Islanders, and they can tell the difference from the smell. I’ve heard the wine has the tiniest aftertaste of bitterness where the poison does not.” 
 
    Pyre gulped down a mouthful. “Damn, this is delicious,” he said with an impressed nod. “Sweet too. I wouldn’t even care if this was poison. It’s too good.” 
 
    They bought jars of honey-preserved starcarp, illegally caught and smuggled from the famed glaciers pools of Ogitar in the northeast. Valx purchased brickbread carried from the far south. “In Tunra, we called this traveler’s bread,” he said. “Ships often carry it for long journeys. Traders would toss what they had left to children. It never molds, but it’s always stale and bland. It will keep your belly full for a long journey, though.” 
 
    Next, they went to the Coffer, a large building sitting opposite of the Vein from the Family’s monastery. Dozens of caravans from all corners of Ter’al sat around the Coffer. Radu talked to an associate working the stalls and found one for their wagon, and a horse handler took the reins from him. Grenfei took the Apple and left for the Monastery, promising to meet them at the Coffer later. Valx and the twins walked north along the Vein. 
 
    “Will my belongings be safe there?” Valx asked.  
 
    “You still don’t trust associates of the Dair Ro’udge?” Radu said. “No one would dare steal from the caravans or the Coffer.” 
 
    “But they’re thieves and smugglers,” Valx replied. 
 
    “We’re thieves too,” Pyre said, frowning. 
 
    “You two are different,” Valx said. “Your master trained you to be honorable. Besides, we’re friends.” 
 
    Radu led them west, away from the Vein and toward the back of Grandheart’s main cavern. The light dimmed as they moved farther from the gaping hole over Central. Valx admired the waterfall in the very back of Grandheart and the trees and undergrowth that made their home in the vast cavern. 
 
    “And what about Gren?” Pyre asked Valx. “Or that guy from the Rat Market that you said helped you. Or even Robert and Eddie? All good people just trying to get by in life. Most of the Dair Ro’duge is like that. They didn’t want to take this path. The Dair Ro’duge is just the best option some people have for a decent life.” 
 
    “And what about the assassins I told you about at the temple?” Valx said. “Or Kirisa, who tried to poison the king and helped Red Mask escape. What about the Family, who sells slaves and death contracts?” 
 
    Their path dropped into a sharp stairway, descending into a dark cavern. 
 
    “Don’t drag me into this argument,” Orphilm’s voice called. 
 
    “The Family is different from the rest of the Dari Ro’duge,” Pyre said, “and I guess I can’t explain Kirisa and the assassins. I don’t know how someone like that kept their intentions secret from Boss.” 
 
    “Scum like her live everywhere,” Radu said. “Even in the depths of the Dair Ro’duge. I only meant that you could trust the associates chosen to watch the stalls and the Coffer. There are some who are not entitled to such trust. Such as many of the people in Dustblood Alley. The Dair Ro’duge looks for associates who have use and value in a world that has rejected them. Those who betray their fellow associates, or stop being useful, tend to end up down here. They’d rather stay in this hellhole than return to society. It’s sad, really.” 
 
    The stairway led into a large passageway full of lanterns that hung over wooden shacks and holes. Decrepit men and women sat below the lanterns and inside the entrance of the holes, cuddling with blankets and the few belongings they possessed. Many stood in a daze, staring into dark corners and suckling on vanishing rocks. Some of them picked through piles of garbage that were gathered into corners. Valx looked to the top of the crevice. The buildings on the upper level of Grandheart towered above the alley. 
 
    A man on the upper level approached the side of the cavern and tossed a basket of rotten vegetables. The basket shattered on the ground, and associates of Dustblood Alley rushed for the remains, stuffing moldy food into their mouths. 
 
    “So, why is your friend here?” Valx asked. 
 
    “I’m wondering that myself,” Radu said. “Lorrick isn’t the kind of person to stay in a place like this.” 
 
    “Where would he even stay?” Pyre wondered. “Not like the damned giant can fit in one of these holes.” 
 
    “Probably one of the shelters farther down,” Radu answered. 
 
    The three men descended until only the light of scattered lanterns illuminated their path, and then Pyre lit a flame in his hand to guide them. The path branched, and they came to a stop. 
 
    “That fire!” a scraggly man said, chewing cooked meat from a long bone. “Are you the fire thief, Wild Pyre?” 
 
    “Why yes, I am,” Pyre said with a grin. 
 
    “Then you must be here for Lorrick,” the man said. “He’s always talking about you.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Pyre asked. 
 
    “This way,” the man said, gnawing a piece of tough meat from the bone. They followed him down the right-side path. The alleyway tightened around them the deeper they traveled, and they passed wooden shacks built inside small caves. Toward the end of the alley, they stopped in front of a stone shelter. “This is Stone Hollow. Lorrick the Giant has been staying here the last few months.” 
 
    Pyre rushed inside, and the others followed. “It’s almost like an inn,” the amber-eyed thief said, looking at the tables and then the stalls that residents used like bedrooms. 
 
    A couple dozen people had crowded around a fire pit in the middle of Stone Hollow, ripping pieces of meat away from a massive animal they had cooked. Had it been alive and standing, the quadrupedal beast would’ve stood twelve-feet-tall with curled horns the length of a grown man’s arms. 
 
    “Did Lorrick drag that valebeast all the way here himself?” Pyre asked, awing at the beast. 
 
    A tremendous arm knocked Pyre off his feet, and a seven-foot-tall man towered over the thief. The broad-shouldered man brought his fist down at Pyre, but the fiery thief rolled aside, and the man’s knuckles slammed the stone floor. Without even a wince, the giant man threw another long-armed punch at Pyre as the young thief jumped to his feet. Pyre sidestepped and gust from the massive fist tossed around his wild, black hair. 
 
    Valx reached for his sword, but Radu placed a hand on his shoulder. “Wait,” the sleek-haired commanded. 
 
    Pyre ducked around the man and hit him three times in the side of his large gut. The monstrous man swung his arm around, but the thief dipped below the wide arm and jumped up with a tooth-rattling uppercut. The man didn’t react to the hit and instead wrapped his hands around Pyre. He lifted the thief over his head and tossed him over the cooked valebeast. 
 
    The crowd scattered to the ends of the room while the large man stomped toward the fire pit. Pyre jumped onto the ledge of the pit, drawing sparks from the smoldering ashes. The amber-eyed thief raised his hands, bringing a stream of fire from the pit and battering the man with the flames. The sides of the man’s cloak burned to ashes as he reached forward, grabbed Pyre by the neck, and lifted him off the ledge. 
 
    Pyre clawed at the man’s face, but the large man didn’t react. 
 
    “You,” the man grunted, “amazing bastard! It’s been too long, friend.” He pulled back the hood of his cloak, revealing a tremendous smile, and dropped Pyre. The man patted away the fires on his cloak and then wrapped his huge arms around Pyre in a smothering hug. 
 
    When the giant man released him, Pyre fell and gasped for air. “Lorrick!” the thief coughed. “I’d have roasted you if you weren’t invincible.” 
 
    “Well, if I can’t be invincible in this imaginary scenario, then I suppose you don’t get to use fire,” Lorrick replied. 
 
    “That’s true.” Pyre said. “You should meet my new friend, Wight. He’s also greatborn.” He pointed at Valx. 
 
    Radu and Valx approached the two, and the crowd dove back to fire pit for the valebeast meat. 
 
    “It’s fantastic to meet you, Wight,” Lorrick said. He took Valx’s hand in a crushing handshake. “They call me the Giant. I can’t be hurt. Not by fire, nor swords, nor even disease as I’ve found living down here.” 
 
    “They call me Aetherblade,” Valx said. “I can make blades of blue aether.” 
 
    “Only when he feels like hurting someone,” Pyre added, jokingly. 
 
    “That’s a very unfortunate power to have,” Lorrick said. “I don’t envy having the power to hurt people. Please don’t take that as an insult.” 
 
    “You’re right, though.” Valx said, frowning. “I hope to learn to control this power and use it to protect myself and others.” 
 
    “Or you can use it to steal stuff,” Pyre said. “Speaking of which, gods be damned, Lorrick. Why are you staying in this place? With your power, you could walk into any fortress, take what you want, and walk out. No one can stop you.” 
 
    “I’ve been feeling guilty about stealing things,” Lorrick said. “That’s why I started doing other jobs for the Dair Ro’duge. I did work as a bodyguard for their vanishing rock trade, but then I saw what those rocks do to these people and that made me feel worse. So, I thought I could help take care of the people down here, but now I’m too poor to leave this place.” 
 
    “Damn, Lorrick,” Pyre said, shaking his head. “You’re too kind for your own good, my friend.” 
 
    “Grenfei is planning to expand her business to Central,” Radu told Lorrick. “I’m sure she’d hire you to work at her new establishment. She’s never allowed vanishing rocks at her places. And you could bring any leftover food from the barroom to these people.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Lorrick said with big eyes. “Better than dragging valebeasts on carts all the way here from the canyons. Where is Gren?” 
 
    “She’s at the monastery to trade Orphilm a painting for a building,” Radu answered. “She’ll meet us at the Coffer later.” 
 
    “Grenfei already left with the title to register it at the Coffer,” Orphilm said, sounding distant. 
 
    “If only this place were deeper underground,” Radu said. “The building Grenfei traded for is soundproof, though. Orphilm won’t bother you there.” 
 
    “The kid’s not so bad,” Lorrick said. “A bit wrong in the head, but I don’t think that’s his fault. It’s sad that the Family took him in at such a young age.” 
 
    “How’d they know he was greatborn so young?” Valx asked. 
 
    “His mother was one of the first greatborn to join the Dair Ro’duge,” Lorrick explained. “She hated the Family and refused to join them. Then she got caught smuggling goods down the Beieo, and the Riverguard executed her. The Family adopted him and put all sorts of weird thoughts in his head before his powers ever manifested.” 
 
    “And now my mother sees with her true-eyes,” Orphilm chimed. “One day, I’ll join her to eat the flesh of sinners.” 
 
    “Okay already,” Pyre huffed. “We’ve heard that nonsense enough for today. I can’t wait till you die and come face to face with Zundr. He’d laugh at your fake eye god.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Orphilm said. 
 
    “You getting angry now?” Pyre said, grinning. 
 
    “It’s not that,” Orphilm said, sounding confused. “Wait a second. I need to focus my power somewhere else. I’m hearing voices and growling in the sky above Central.” 
 
    “The sky?” Radu replied. 
 
    They waited, but Orphilm didn’t respond. 
 
    “Dragons,” Valx guessed. “It must be the northern general and Red Mask. They found me.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Pyre asked. “They couldn’t have known you’d be here.” 
 
    “Wight, you told us that woman guessed the man in the red mask had an extrasensory ability,” Radu said. “His power might somehow allow him to track you.” 
 
    “I’m a doomed man.” Valx said, his fists trembling with frustration. “I’ll never escape them. They’ll hunt me down for the rest of my life. I have to fight them. That’s the only chance I’ll have.” 
 
    “Then we’re fighting with you,” Pyre told Valx. 
 
    “No, we won’t.” Radu said, glaring at his brother. “We should hide. They might be unable to find Wight down here. We should wait here and run if need be.” 
 
    “Brother!” Pyre shouted, tightening his fists until they grew hot. “We have to stop them. They’ll never leave Wight alone.” 
 
    “We’re thieves,” Radu told his brother. “We’re not heroes. We’re not anyone’s protector. We’re not good people, brother. Wight, we’ll keep you hidden if we can, but we’re not dying for you.” 
 
    “You won’t have too,” Valx roared. “Orphilm!” 
 
    “Yes, Brother Wight?” Orphilm asked. 
 
    “Tell those bastards to meet me at the Coffer,” Valx replied. 
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” Orphilm answered. 
 
    “I’ll fight them on my own,” Valx said, stomping toward the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    “How is it possible that he would know of this place?” General Cydon said, sitting tall on the back of his dragon as they flew in circles above the gaping cavern of Grandheart. “Did Boss steal him away? That bastard told me he didn’t want to get involved in inter-lord politics, but here our lord’s target is at their headquarters. Is that woman also here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vile’s said, his body tensing, “but she just now arrived.” 
 
    “Maybe she also has an extrasensory power,” Cydon said. “How else could she have followed him this far?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Vile said. “She’s also shown the ability to come back to life and change her face. And she didn’t follow him directly like we did. Her path kept teetering and then refocused when he went too far. Whatever means she’s using to track him is weaker than my power.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” a youthful voice called. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Cydon said. “Who’s speaking?” 
 
    “My name is Orphilm,” the voice answered. “I’m a member of the Family. I couldn’t help but overhear you with my power of voice.” 
 
    “The Family?” Cydon asked. “Oh, I know of your cult. Is Boss in Central?” 
 
    “He passed through some days ago,” Orphilm said. “He likely won’t be back for a couple of weeks. Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m General Cydon of the Northern Republic,” Cydon explained. “We’re here to find a young man with white hair and kill him.” 
 
    “White hair?” Oprhilm said. “I’ve haven’t seen him yet, but my recent visitor told me my new brother has white hair.” 
 
    “So, you admit the Dair Ro’duge is protecting him?” Cydon growled. “Your boss lied to me then.” 
 
    “Boss has nothing to do with this,” Orphilm said. “Brother Wight was brought here by two of our members that he met in the Western Kingdom. Although, I overheard a conversation Boss had with Brother Galeyark a few days ago. He mused that something unexpected had occurred involving the war. He refused to elaborate even though Brother Galeyark has been with the Dair Ro’duge since its beginning. I thought it to be sus-” Orphilm became silent. 
 
    “Are you still listening?” Cydon asked. 
 
    “Brother Wight guessed who you were when I told him people were talking in the sky,” Orphilm replied after a few seconds. “He says to meet him at the Coffer, which is the big building on the west side of the river. It’s sort of like our town hall.” 
 
    “How convenient,” Cydon said. “The boy must realize his inescapable fate.” He unleashed a ripple of his influence, and the dragons swooped down into Grandheart. 
 
    “What was that?” Orphilm’s voice quivered. 
 
    “I have the power of influence,” Cydon said. “I normally have to have someone in my sight to use it on them, but I guess your power makes you vulnerable to mine.” 
 
    “And how do you know about the Dair Ro’duge?” Orphilm asked, worriedly. 
 
    “If you don’t already know, then your boss must not trust you with this information,” Cydon replied. 
 
    “He did have a soundproof room built in the monastery just to avoid my spying,” Orphilm noted. “I thought that to be quite rude of Brother Boss. Speaking of rude, why do you want to kill Wight? He’s greatborn like us.” 
 
    “My lord wants him dead,” Cydon said. 
 
    The six dragons landed near the Coffer by the groups of caravans. Dozens of associates gathered and awed at the monstrous steeds. The dragons hissed and snapped their teeth at the crowd, and the associates backed away in fear. 
 
    “That’s Northern armor,” someone in the crowd said. 
 
    “Hey!” a woman shouted. “Who the hell are you two with the big fucking snakes?” A tall woman holding a blue bottle wobbled forward from the crowd. 
 
    “Grenfei, are you drunk?” Orphilm asked. 
 
    “I was bored and found Pyre’s bottle of Blue Demon,” Grenfei replied. “Didn’t want to wait for those bastards forever, gods damn it.” 
 
    “You only left here a half-hour ago,” Orphilm said, his voice ringing with amusement. 
 
    “I wanted to celebrate my new building and chugged half the bottle,” she said, almost falling over. “Gods be praised! Even your stupid eye god or whatever. Blood of the sinners and whatnot.” She took a gulp from the bottle and stepped toward the dragons. 
 
    One of the beasts snapped its fangs at her, and she ducked backward with quick steps. 
 
    “I think your beasts are hungry,” Vile told Cydon. 
 
    “Then I’ll let them eat a few of these worthless thieves,” Cydon said. 
 
    “I’ll make a deal with you,” Orphilm interrupted. “If you leave Brother Wight alone, I’ll give you slaves to feed your growling monsters. Oh, it would be such a treat to hear them tear through the flesh of sinners like I hope to one day. You could even strangle me if you’d like and feed me to your beasts.” 
 
    “I’m only here for the boy you call Wight,” Cydon said. 
 
    “He’s coming to us,” Vile said, glancing around the area. “That woman is also somewhere in this crowd. She may have changed her face again.” 
 
    “You can’t feel her out?” Cydon asked. 
 
    “There’re too many people,” Vile said, “but she’s definitely here.” 
 
    “What about the drunk woman there?” Cydon questioned. 
 
    “It’s definitely not her,” Vile said, looking at Grenfei. “I would’ve known when she approached.” 
 
    “What you looking at?” Grenfei growled. “Take off that mask. Let me see that handsome face of yours.” She stepped closer, and one dragon lashed out with a bite. Grenfei sidestepped the dragon and moved back to the crowd. “Hold on. Red mask. Red mask? Hey, are you the Red Mask?” 
 
    “What is that drunkard whore going on about?” Cydon asked. 
 
    “Drunkard?” Grenfei spat on the ground. “Get off that snake and fight me, bitch.” 
 
    Cydon focused his eyes on Grenfei and channeled his power. His influence washed over the crowd, and most of the associates screamed and fled. 
 
    The woman’s body trembled for a second, but she stood her ground. Her eyes turned serious and focused on Cydon. “Whatever you did just sobered me up enough to realize who you two are. You touch Wight, and I’ll break your necks.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Why are you following him?” Radu asked his brother. 
 
    “We need to help him,” Pyre said, running after Wight as the white-haired young man disappeared into a crowd of people near the Coffer. 
 
    “You’re going to get yourself killed,” Radu sneered. “Don’t be foolish.” 
 
    “Too late,” Pyre said, pushing through the crowd. 
 
    “I’ll help if I can,” Lorrick said, carrying a greatbow almost as tall as himself. On his back, he wore a quiver of arrows the size of small spears. 
 
    “Grenfei!” Wight’s voice rang over the crowd. 
 
    Radu and Lorrick pushed to the front of the crowd, and the green-eyed thief assessed the situation. The dragons and the general had gathered near the caravans, and Grenfei had approached them. 
 
    Six dragons, Radu counted. The general. Red Mask. I doubt the other associates will help in this situation, so we’re clearly outnumbered. I can’t convince these fools to run, but we can’t fight those dragons head on. 
 
    “Get away,” Wight told Grenfei. “I don’t want anyone else dying for me.” 
 
    That’s exactly what’s about to happen, Radu thought, grinding his teeth. He’s too emotional to realize what he’s doing. Is he trying to kill himself? I need to dissuade this situation. 
 
    “So, you’re the Northern general that Wight told us about?” Radu asked. 
 
    “I’m General Cydon,” the armored man answered, “and this is my personal assassin, Vile. We’re only here for the white-haired boy. I’ll take his head and leave without trouble, but if you interfere, my dragons will raze this city until only the old ruins remain.” 
 
    A bluff, Radu thought. He doesn’t want to fight. Maybe he thinks the other associates will help us. Or maybe he knows the Dair Ro’duge has more greatborn. I can use his hesitance to our advantage. 
 
    “Where’s Kirisa?” Wight asked, his hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Radu’s muscles tensed. If Wight attacks first, there’s nothing I can do for him. I’ll just grab my brother and vanish into the shadows. 
 
    “Dead,” Cydon replied. “She proved to be of little value to my lord.” 
 
    “Good,” Wight said. 
 
    I need to act now before Wight or my brother does something stupid. 
 
    Radu turned his grim eyes to Pyre. “You owe me,” he said, and his brother gave an understanding nod. “General Cydon, do you know where you’re at right now?” 
 
    “The capital of the Dair Ro’duge,” Cydon replied. “A vast criminal organization built by a wyrgen that you call Boss.” 
 
    “And how do you know all that?” Radu asked. “Even in the West, there are only whispers of our existence. How would the Northern Republic have this knowledge?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask Boss that question?” Cydon responded. “Just surrender the boy. Don’t get involved with the politics of the North. You don’t know what danger you’ve involved yourself and your organization by bringing him here.” 
 
    “I think you’re the one who hasn’t realized the danger he’s put himself in,” Radu warned. “You just said yourself: you’re standing in the capital of a vast criminal empire and trying to make threats. Perhaps you should go home. Wight will never be a threat to you or your people. Why are you hunting him so relentlessly?” 
 
    Cydon groaned. “I know he’s not a threat.” He pulled his great-sword from his back and closed his helmet’s visor down over his face. “The other lords don’t think he’s a threat. It’s just the one, my lord, who wants to see him dead. His mother killed Lord Wyvern’s father.” 
 
    “And now his mother’s dead,” Radu stated. “So, Wyvern’s revenge has been fulfilled. Her sins are not his sins.” 
 
    Unless there’s some piece of information I’m missing, he thought. What might I not know that would make this all make sense? There has to be a simple solution. 
 
    “My lord does not see it that way,” Cydon said. “The situation is more complicated, I admit, but Lord Wyvern would put me to death if I told a bunch of thieves his secrets.” 
 
    A dozen thoughts crossed Radu’s mind, and he raced to piece it all together. The North. Lord Wyvern. Wight’s Mother. But why is Wight a threat to Wyvern? And only Wyvern it seems? 
 
    “Oh!” Radu said, everything falling into place in his mind. “I don’t know much about the lords, but I grew up hearing about the formation of the Northern Republic. How after centuries of infighting, the Northern clans put their squabbles aside and united. My mother always made a point to talk about the two lords who stood out most: Dragon and Reaper. They belonged to no living clan. Just two heroes who fought for glory and gold. They became two of the most powerful and respected lords of the North. There was Reaper with his many wives, and Dragon with just one. Then Dragon, the father of Wyvern, passed away under mysterious circumstances. Dragon’s council raised his son to become lord in his place.” 
 
    Radu glared at Cydon and continued, “But my mother left something important out of her story. What happened to Dragon’s wife? Dragon was lord for only a short time, so the public never learned much of his family. My mother didn’t even know Lady Dragon’s name. Anytime I hear of Dragon’s story, she disappears from history the moment he dies. I’ve heard conflicting stories that she either died with him or remained on Wyvern’s counsel. But neither of those are the truth, are they?” 
 
    The general stood quiet, and Radu heard angry breaths whistling from the general’s visor. “So, I’ve figured it out,” the thief said. 
 
    Wight and Pyre gave him confused looks. 
 
    “That’s why he’s so afraid of Wight and his mother,” Radu told them. “The other lords only allowed Wyvern to become lord out of their tremendous respect for his father, but that doesn’t mean they like him. I’ve heard from thieves in the North that he’s even looked down on and seen as undeserving of his title. I’m sure they’ll consider replacing him now that his invasion has failed and cost the North their chance at a surprise attack. That’s his secret: he’s afraid that his long-lost brother will try and usurp him. I bet the other lords would even look the other way if they think Wight is a better candidate.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Wight said. “My father was named Iximir. He was a trader.” 
 
    “Dragon is obviously a marked name,” Radu replied. “It all makes sense. A mother with a dead husband. A dead lord with a wife lost to history. And it all connects to you. My only question is how did they know your mother was in Tunra?” 
 
    Cydon took a long, deep breath. 
 
    A crowd of thieves know his lord’s secret, Radu thought. It should be easy to leverage this against him and convince him to retreat. 
 
    “That foolish woman made the mistake of going back to her hometown,” Cydon grumbled. “Vile, kill everyone. No one can survive.” 
 
    I’m too clever for my own good, Radu thought, pulling a longsword from his shadow. The general raised one hand, and Radu felt a strange surge of fear run through his body and muscles. Many people in the crowd screamed and fell to their knees, and others sprinted in the opposite direction. They must’ve felt that too. He’s greatborn for sure. 
 
    The six dragons opened their longs snouts and sprayed fire in all directions. 
 
    Wight stumbled away from the flames, and the Northern general charged at him with his great-sword raised. Radu dove between them and blocked the great-sword. The green-eyed thief roared and pushed Cydon backward until the Northerner rooted himself in one spot. 
 
    Cydon raised a hand, and the dragons turned to him. He motioned at Wight, and the six beasts stomped toward the white-haired Westerner with gas pouring from their mouths. An explosion of fire erupted toward their target. 
 
    Pyre stepped forward with his hands raised, grinding his teeth as he split the inferno in half and away from Wight. 
 
    Grenfei ran to the nearest dragon and smashed the bottle of Blue Demon on the side of its head. Its teeth snapped at her several times, but she stepped inches from each bite with smooth steps. 
 
    A second dragon opened its mouth and roared fire at her. Pyre redirected the fire into the air and then brought it back down against the dragon’s scales. The serpent hissed and snarled, and the two dragons chased Pyre and Grenfei down the street. 
 
    A smaller green dragon jumped at Wight with its fangs agape, but one of Lorrick’s large arrows punched through its scales, lodging itself in the creature’s thick forehead. The dragon whined and pulled away. The beast shook its head and stumbled halfway to the caravans before it fell to the ground in a slump. 
 
    Lorrick aimed another arrow, but Cydon turned his head to the Giant. The general motioned at the largest dragon, his personal steed. The sharp-scaled behemoth bellowed, and translucent gas poured across the ground toward Lorrick. The dragon’s tongue flicked against the top of its mouth, and a spark lit in its throat. The gas exploded into a rolling firestorm directed at Lorrick. 
 
    The Giant hurled his bow aside, sending it sliding far from the explosion, before his whole body disappeared in the flames. 
 
    Wight scrambled to his feet as the other two dragons pounced toward him. He vanished in a flash of blue aether, appearing on the other side of the confused dragons. Wight drew his sword and put all his weight into a backward slash at the nearest creature. The blade bounced off the scales, cracking a few and revealing the skin along the dragon’s neck. An arrow made of bone flew through the dragon’s exposed throat and silenced the beast. 
 
    “Valx!” a woman shouted as she stepped forward with Lorrick’s greatbow in hand. The muscles in her arms squirmed and bulged in an unnatural way that caught Radu’s attention. 
 
    “You again?” Wight said, glancing at the woman. 
 
    She must be the one that saved Wight on the battlefield, Radu deduced as he and the general circled around one another. But how did she find him here? 
 
    The bone in the woman’s middle finger poked through her skin, expanding into a lance, which she steadied on the thick string. “Run, you foolish child.” Her next bone-arrow shattered the scales over the heart of the serpent nearest Wight, but the dragon ignored her. It charged at the white-haired Westerner, and Wight ran toward the Vein. 
 
    The largest dragon turned and also followed Wight. Lorrick, naked and still aflame, jumped at the dragon and wrapped his arms tight around the spiked monstrosity’s backside. The dragon lifted the Giant and slammed him against the stone foundation, but Lorrick only tightened his muscles around it. 
 
    The smaller dragon neared Wight as he reached the bridge to the monastery. 
 
    “Yes, that way,” Orphilm’s voice called. “I can hear your breathing, Wight. Come to the monastery, and we’ll protect you. Some of our brothers and sisters will meet you at the gate.” 
 
    “Hell no,” Wight replied. He tossed himself into the river and disappeared from Radu’s sight. 
 
    Another bone-arrow struck the dragon chasing Wight, just above its eye, and ricocheted off its natural armor. The creature ignored its assailant and dove into the waters. 
 
    “You!” Vile grunted, approaching the woman. “You destroyed my clan. You came back from the hell. You changed your face, and you follow that boy wherever he goes. You say you’re not anyone, but surely you must go by some name? Tell me so that I may know what name to curse on my way to hell.” 
 
    “When I slew the Sularen Clan, I was known by the marked name Shift,” she said. “You deserve that much.” Shift sprinted for the river and jumped into the Vein. 
 
    “No!” Vile screamed, approaching the edge of the river. “Fight me! Kill me! Give me honor!” 
 
    “Vile,” Cydon called, his blade clashing against Radu’s. 
 
    “I didn’t see her resurface,” Vile responded, watching the waters. 
 
    “I don’t care about her,” Cydon said. “Help me finish off this thief.” 
 
    “He’s your opponent,” Vile grunted. He walked over to the Coffer and leaned against the wall. “I’ll kill anyone who tries to help him, but I trust that you can kill a simple thief. Where’s the honor in asking for my assistance?” 
 
    So, one of them has some honor? Radu held back a smile. That’s certainly a disadvantage for them. He glanced around at the caravans. Most of the crowd had fled, and Lorrick kept the last dragon wrestled to the ground. I only have to keep this Northerner busy. I’m sure my brother and Grenfei will lose the two dragons that were chasing them, and we can make this a three on two battle. 
 
    Cydon’s great-sword crossed Radu’s longsword. “Gods be damned, Vile,” the general said. “I don’t want to hear that drivel from an assassin, but I’ll kill him myself if you’re afraid of losing another arm to a boy.” 
 
    “Will you now?” Radu asked, dancing around Cydon’s blade. His longsword tapped against the general’s spiked plate mail. 
 
    “Such weak blows can’t get through my mail,” Cydon grunted. “You’re faster without armor, but one strike, and you’re finished.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to get through your armor,” Radu said. “Just testing for weak points. The chains beneath your shoulders snap easily. I could break your knees or your neck. That armor is made for intimidation, not combat.” 
 
    Maybe he’ll buy that lie and retreat. There’s no way I’ll deal a killing blow. The best I can hope for is to tire him until help arrives. 
 
    Cydon paused and gazed at Radu, and the thief felt a jolt of nervousness run through his body. 
 
    His power again, Radu realized. He’s trying to break my nerves. He grated his teeth and fought back with a flurry of swipes that Cydon blocked. 
 
    “Your power would disarm most fighters,” Radu said, “but my master taught me how to control my fear and anxiety with my blade.” 
 
    “This young thief thinks he’s a true swordsman,” Cydon chimed to his assassin. “You’re disciplined and fast, I’ll admit that, but what weak style is that. Low Ky? I’m highly skilled at Northern Nayn Ky and Fang Ky, boy. You can prance around all you desire, but one good chop, and you’re done.” 
 
    Cydon swung his sword downward, and Radu pushed forward with a sideswipe. Halfway through the swing, the thief took a sudden step backward, and Cydon fell forward. Radu’s longsword broke through the chains under Cydon’s armpit and drew blood. 
 
    “That wasn’t Low Ky,” Cydon growled, wincing as he retreated several paces. 
 
    “Veillen Ky,” Vile’s rough voice sounded with intrigue. 
 
    “Also known as the Deceitful Steps,” Radu said. 
 
    “It’s a sword style made to slay skilled swordsmen by using erratic movements,” Vile told the general. 
 
    Cydon glanced at Lorrick, and the Giant stiffened and let the dragon slip from his grasp. The spiked monster sprayed flames at Radu, and the thief fell backward into his shadow before rising from the ground outside the flame’s reach. 
 
    “Damned Dair Ro’duge and their greatborn,” Cydon spat. He hooked his great-sword over his back and clenched his bloody side. “My lord will have this place burned to the ground. You don’t know what you’ve done, boy. You believe yourself smart, but you understand less than you think about the Dair Ro’duge and the North. Lord Wyvern will have your friend’s head. Vile, did the dragon get him?” 
 
    Vile looked down the river. “Can’t say,” he mumbled. “I can’t feel him, so he’s either dead or too deep in the cave. I lost my feel of the other dragons too.” 
 
    “We should leave before we lose this last one,” Cydon said. “My pet can only fly short distances with two people. It will take us weeks to return home.” 
 
    “What if the boy lives?” Vile asked. 
 
    “Just tell your lord he’s dead either way,” Radu interrupted. “We were taking him to the Eastern Kingdom to hide him away. Your lord would never know.” 
 
    Cydon looked at Vile. “You can’t feel him at all?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Vile answered. “I’ve lost his feel. The woman’s too. If he’s alive, I won’t be able to track him again unless I see him in person to recapture his presence.” 
 
    “Then we’ll tell his brother he’s dead,” Cydon said. They climbed onto the dragons, and the general looked down at Radu. “If he turns up alive, your friend better hide for the rest of his days. If Lord Wyvern hears that his brother is alive, he’ll slaughter me, you, and everyone else between him and his brother.” The dragon spread its wings, and the beast and its riders took to the sky. 
 
    Radu pulled a quilt from his shadow. “Cover yourself, Lorrick.” He handed the naked man the cloth. “Orphilm, is everyone still alive?” 
 
    “Give me one moment to find out,” Orphilm replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Pyre and Grenfei sprinted down the street as the snarling dragons pursued them. 
 
    “This was a great idea,” Pyre said, sarcastically. “Let’s have the dragons chase and eat us while everyone else is burned to death without me there.” 
 
    “I got a better plan,” Grenfei said, pulling Pyre around a corner. 
 
    “Running in circles is not a good plan,” Pyre replied, glancing at the dragons trailing behind them. He gave a panicked huff and pushed himself to move faster, but Grenfei’s longer legs kept her two steps ahead of him. 
 
    The half-drunk woman turned onto the stairway that descended to Dustblood Alley. Pyre followed into the alley, and one of the beasts snapped its fangs at him, tearing away a piece of his sleeve. The two dragons stumbled over one another at the turn and then clawed their way down the stairs. 
 
    “Oh, gods help us,” Pyre cried. “Nim’uun? Eyl’oera? Orgundr? Hephar? Any of you?” They reached the dark floor of the alley, and homeless associates screamed and dove into dirt holes at the sight of the dragons. 
 
    “Those snakes don’t react fast,” Grenfei said. “Get ready to turn and jump ’em around the next corner.” 
 
    “What?” Pyre shrieked. “No, no, no. We’re not doing that.” 
 
    They turned the corner, and Grenfei spun around to face the beasts. She caught the first dragon in the throat with her forearm while digging her feet into the ground, and the creature fell backward, coughing. 
 
    The second serpent collided into the first, and Grenfei jumped onto the first dragon and slammed her palm into the bottom of its jaw. Its teeth pierced its own tongue, and the dragon screeched and backed toward the alley wall. The woman leaped forward, wrapped her longs fingers around the side of the dragon’s head, and slammed its skull against the stone wall. 
 
    The second dragon opened its mouth and exhaled gas at Grenfei. Pyre shoved his right fist in the creature’s mouth and down its throat, and then he sparked a fire. An explosion detonated inside the dragon’s belly, and Pyre pulled his arm free, slicing his forearm along the dagger-like teeth. He screamed, grabbed his bleeding arm, and fell to the dirt. 
 
    The dragon opened its mouth at Pyre, but a waterfall of blood and burned stomach-chunks poured forth. It snarled at him, and then it fell over dead. 
 
    The first dragon thrashed about in pain, but Grenfei dove away from its talons. When it paused, she hopped forward, stomping and kicking the dragon’s exposed belly and side. The creature rolled onto its stomach, mouth agape and pouring gaseous fumes. The woman’s boot caught the dragon in the jaw and slammed its mouth shut, and flames whistled between its teeth. 
 
    The dragon coughed black smoke and yowled, and then Grenfei swiped the side of its bloodied head with her long leg. The beast wailed and tried to retreat, but she grabbed it by the tail. It dragged her several yards before her boots dug far enough into the dirt to hold her in place. The dragon roared and turned on Grenfei with blood dripping from its gaping mouth. Grenfei jumped back, and the dragon fell face-first into the dirt. She stomped on its head and neck with her boot, and the serpent curled into an armored ball. 
 
    Grenfei slumped against the wall, gasping for breath, and Pyre approached, still holding his forearm. 
 
    “You practice Dai Ky,” Grenfei said, holding out her hand. “So, you must have knives hidden on you.” 
 
    Pyre pulled a dagger from inside his sleeve and handed it to the half-drunk woman. 
 
    She climbed on top the curled dragon and looked along its scales. “Ah, here.” She pressed the blade against a soft spot between the scales on its back shoulder and sliced its yellow skin. 
 
    The dragon raised its head to snap at her, but Grenfei jammed the blade through the neck where her previous strikes had broken the scales. The dragon hissed, shaking its head, and Grenfei fell off the serpent. Pyre caught her and dragged her away as the dragon snarled and writhed. It coughed blood for a minute and cried before falling still and quiet. 
 
    “Aw,” Pyre said. “Poor thing.” 
 
    “You exploded the other one’s stomach,” Grenfei replied. “Don’t act like I was the cruel one.” 
 
    “The sounds of death and pain are so beautiful,” Orphilm’s voice echoed. “I hope that one day I make such sounds.” 
 
    “Does my brother need my help?” Pyre asked. 
 
    “He’s safe,” Orphilm said. “He wanted me to check on you two and Wight.” 
 
    “Where’s Wight?” Pyre asked. 
 
    “Hm,” Orphilm answered. “It sounds like he’s drowning in the Vein.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Valx fought to stay afloat in the tumbling rapids of the Vein. Every time his head broke the surface, he gasped for air before being pulled below again. The light of Grandheart faded a little more with every breath. He came up a moment and looked at the series of small falls ahead. His grip tightened around his mother’s sword, and he took the deepest breath he could. 
 
    The white-haired young man plunged once with a splash. The second time, he crashed with a light thud against a rock bed. The third time, he dropped into an abyss. He slammed into a pool some fifty-feet below and rolled through a torrent of bubbles and scattering fish. The handle slipped from his grasp, and he flipped around underwater, disoriented and grasping in all directions for his mother’s sword. 
 
    His breath almost gone, Valx surfaced to find the Vein had deposited him in a massive underground lake. A scarce light, reflected against the top of the cavern, cast on a rocky shore three hundred yards away. The other ends of the lake lay distant and hidden in the darkness. Valx swam for the shore, coughing and crying. I lost my mother’s sword. He shook with anger and growled through his teeth. 
 
    A splash echoed behind him, followed by a hissing roar. He looked back to see a brownish dragon snaking through the water toward him. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Valx cried, swimming faster. His hands dug through the water, and his feet kicked with desperation. His splashes grew louder, but so did the zipping waves of the chasing dragon. 
 
    Another splash echoed throughout the cavern, and then the entire lake bubbled in an uproar. A wave lifted Valx and the dragon and smashed them both across the surface of the water. The water quaked and thundered, and Valx saw a dark shape growing deep below. Gray tentacles the length of boat masts broke the surface and towered above him and the dragon. 
 
    Valx screamed, and the tentacles crashed down on the dragon and wrapped around the thrashing beast. The tentacles squeezed until scales cracked and bones popped, and then they dragged the yowling dragon into the black depths. 
 
    The young man raced to the shore as fast as he had ever swum. He climbed onto the rocky lakeside and looked back at the water. His fingers clawed at the sides of his head, and he screamed again. He fell backward onto the rocks, but his eyes remained fixed on the lake. Valx stared into the depths until the water became calm, and then he laid his head on his knees and cried. 
 
    “There you are,” Oprhilm’s voice sounded like a whisper from across a room. “I can barely hear you. Why are you crying, sweet brother?” 
 
    “My mother’s sword is gone,” Valx moaned, “and I left everyone to die.” 
 
    “Everyone is safe,” Orphilm said. “They killed most the dragons, and the two Northerners fled. The one with the rough voice says he can’t track you anymore. He lost his feel for you when you went so deep into the cavern. I can still hear the flaps of their dragon’s wings going northwest.” 
 
    “What about the woman?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Grenfei?” Orphilm said. 
 
    “No, the other one. She showed up to save me. She’s done that before at Direlight, but I don’t know who she is or how she keeps finding me. She knew my mother, though.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I know which voice that was. She told the man with the rough voice that she once went by the name Shift. I’m not sure what that means. Is she there with you? She jumped into the river.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her down here,” Valx answered. “Maybe she drowned.” 
 
    “Or maybe the dragon tore out her throat. Is the name Shift familiar to you?” 
 
    “My mother never mentioned anyone by that name.” 
 
    “The woman called it a marked name. Like the clans use when someone takes a new identity. She and the rough voice said some other things I didn’t really understand, but I heard her shout the name Valx. Is that your real name?” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone,” Valx groaned. “Now, is there a way out of here?” 
 
    “There’s a path that leads into the canyons,” Orphilm said. “You’re not the first to fall into the Vein, but you’re the first I know of to toss himself in. You’ll find a series of caves if you follow the right side of the shore. Stay on the largest tunnel, and eventually, it will exit into a canyon. However, it’s a long walk and completely dark. You’ll have to walk all the way till next morning by my guess. Last year, one associate survived by keeping his right hand on the right-side wall and following it all the way to the end. All the smaller tunnels branch left. Others have tried the same but vanished.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” Valx asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Orphilm said. “I can’t hear past that shore, but sometimes I hear strange noises. I listen for them every now and then. Clicking noises. The occasional splash of a fish being caught. By what, I don’t know. Perhaps strangemen, if you believe those stories.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard the roaring splashes of a gigantic monster?” Valx asked. 
 
    “No,” Orphilm replied, sounding confused. “The noises I hear are barely audible. Whatever makes them is normally very quiet and too hard for me to hear down there. Did you see such a monster?” 
 
    “Something pulled the dragon into the depths of the lake,” Valx said. “A creature bigger than any living thing I’ve ever seen. Like a kraken from the stories that fishermen told in Tunra.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard anything like that,” Orphilm said, “but I know there’re miles of interconnected lakes below Grandheart. Who knows what monster lurks there. Maybe some old angel left by the Eye-Father to watch over the Family?” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Valx replied. “Anyways, you said to follow the right side of the shore?” 
 
    “Yes,” Oprhilm answered. “You should barely see the entrance. Just hug the right wall all the way to the canyon’s light. Don’t stop to sleep or you’ll get disorientated and lost. Let me speak to the twins before you embark, and I’ll see if they can meet you at the exit. I know you’re all in a hurry to leave me, cruel as that may be.” 
 
    Valx waited on the dark shore. Velumis would love it down here, he mused. He looked down at the sheath still tied to his belt. I guess I don’t need this anymore. He untied his mother’s sheath from his side and tossed it on the ground with a grim face. 
 
    “Okay, my dear brother,” Orphilm said. “The twins are going to finish their business at the Coffer. Radu needs to acquire information about a target in the Eastern Kingdom. Our brother Lorrick knows the path to your exit and will lead them there. He and the lovely Miss Grenfei want to make sure you’re safe. Then they’ll return to Central. Radu had to berate Pyre just to keep him from jumping into the river to follow you. He only surrendered when I mentioned your lake monster.” 
 
    Orphilm’s voice became quieter as Valx walked down the shore. His path grew darker with each step, and the black outline of a cavern waited ahead. “Your footsteps are so far away brother. Be wary down there. I will miss the sound of your angry voice. Come meet me in person one day. Otherwise, I’ll see you when we awaken our true-eyes. Goodbye, sweet bro-” The voice faded. 
 
    Valx sighed in relief. Finally, that annoying bastard is gone. Maybe now, I’ll have some peace. He placed his right hand on the rock face and stepped into the cavern. Once inside, he saw nothing and heard only his own breathing and footsteps. It’s like I’m back in Radu’s shadow. Only, I at least have the ground beneath my feet and a wall to comfort me. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx walked through the darkness for hours, sliding his hand across the wall. He walked until his legs and feet hurt, his eyes quivered to stay open, and his yawns filled the chamber. He listened for sounds in the dark but heard only his own steps. Valx grew scared, then bored, and then terrified. 
 
    His pace quickened from a walk to a jog to a run. The light. Where’s the light? Where’s the end of this damned tunnel? I’m going to die down here. Valx sprinted until out of breath and then sat on the ground to rest, but he always kept his hand against the stone. He let his breathing return to normal and returned to walking. 
 
    After a long while, he tripped over a crack and lost his grip on the wall. He yelled and dove against the stone. “Dammit,” he said, crying. “This is a nightmare. It never ends.” His tense body relaxed at the sound of his own voice. “Is this the underworld? Will I see Zundr soon? Maybe he’ll cast me into the burning aether of hell. At least there will be some light there.” 
 
    Valx quickened his pace. “This is my punishment for running away again. I should’ve fought. I should’ve slain them. I could have. I know I have that much power.” He flexed his left hand. “Where’s my blue light when I most need it? All this power, but I have no control. I could destroy that general. And Red Mask, too. At least Kirisa is dead, that hag. Maybe I’ll meet her down here. My mother too. My father even.” 
 
    Valx stopped and shook with frustration. He removed his hand from the wall for only a moment to slam the bottom of his fist against the stone. “My father was a Northern lord? This Lord Dragon?” Feelings of anger and confusion bubbled inside him. 
 
    “And my mother killed him? Now my brother that I never knew, that bastard Lord Wyvern, wants me dead? This is why my mother died? This is why Xulthen died? I’ve lost everything because some bastard thinks I’m a threat to his power. And I am. I’d destroy him if we met. My aether would tear his flesh to shreds. I’d leave only a blackened skeleton. Ashes even.” 
 
    Valx screamed into the dark until his throat felt sore. His roars filled the caverns. He stomped and shouted and slammed the wall. “Worthless bastard! Cowardly shit-stain! Scum of all Ter’al!” 
 
    Blue light exploded from his left hand. The aether flashed white-hot, casting light down all ends of the cavern. 
 
    Only then did Valx see the outlines of the tall, lithe beings standing in the tunnels along the left side of the cavern. “The hell?” he muttered. 
 
    The tall beings scattered into the tunnels. 
 
    Valx watched the passages, his eyes wide and breaths sharp. “How long were you watching me?” he yelled into the tunnels. 
 
    Sparks of blue aether flared in his hand. He gathered the sparks into his palm and hurled the ethereal light down one of the tunnels. The aether exploded against the stone, and his hand continued to glow. “Run, you demons,” he screamed, “or I’ll burn you to nothing.” 
 
    He eyed a stone dagger on the ground and recalled the drawings in Bonevalley of similar figures skinning humans. A shiver ran through him, and Valx hurried down the main cavern with his blue light guiding him. “I no longer need the wall to guide me. Or my mother’s sword to defend myself. Or even my friends to save me. I’ll stand on my own now. This power of mine will guide and protect me.” 
 
    A couple hours later, a reddish light appeared at the end of the cave. Valx stepped out into a canyon as the sun peaked over the horizon. “I beat the sun here,” he said, “and the thieves. Do I even need them now?” He looked at his hands, and they shimmered with blue light. “I guess I still need their help to reach the Eastern Kingdom. And their company is nice. I need someone to talk to besides myself.” He chuckled and watched the sunrise. 
 
    Valx fell asleep against the canyon wall and slept until the wagon creaked near. 
 
    “You live, my friend,” Pyre shouted. He jumped from the wagon and hugged Valx. “I was prepared to go headfirst into the caves to find you. I would’ve jumped into the river if Orphilm hadn’t mentioned a lake monster. What did it look like?” 
 
    Lorrick and Grenfei approached them with Radu trailing behind. 
 
    “I only saw a shadow of its body below the water,” Valx answered Pyre, “but it was enormous. The whole lake upturned when it rose to grab the dragon with tentacles that could reach over this canyon. I think it might’ve been a kraken.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Pyre said in awe. 
 
    “And then I saw other creatures in the caves,” Valx told them. “I used my power to light the tunnel, and there were men hiding in the smaller caves. Only, they weren’t human or wyrgen. Some looked as tall as Lorrick, but they were scrawny like children with skin as dark as Radu’s shadow.” 
 
    “Strangemen!” Pyre shouted. “You’re joking. Did Radu have Orphilm ask you to say that to scare me?” 
 
    “No,” Valx replied, smiling. “It’s true, my friend.” 
 
    “I told you they were real,” Lorrick told Pyre. “I’ve see their shadows in the corners of my vision in the valleys sometimes. Only saw one in person for a split second when it tried to cut my throat while I was napping. Did they attack you?” 
 
    “They were just lurking and watching, I think. The moment they saw my power, they ran. One dropped a knife, though.” 
 
    “They were going to skin you,” Pyre said, glancing at the nearby cave. “Gods bless you, Wight. I’m so glad you survived. That wasn’t such a great idea jumping into the river. Seems like something I’d do. Only, I’d do it more heroically.” 
 
    Valx laughed and said, “I’m glad you’re all safe, too. You all saved my life.” 
 
    “I exploded a dragon’s stomach,” Pyre bragged. “Got this splendid looking cut for it too.” He showed Valx the slash along his forearm. “This will scar nicely. Gives me a great story for the ladies. And I have this.” He pulled his collar down and showed Valx a string of dragon teeth tied around his neck. “Gods be damned if it didn’t take me and Lorrick half the night to pull these out of the dragon’s mouth.” 
 
    “Those sons of bitches won’t be chasing you anymore,” Grenfei said. “We stomped them good. Killed all but the big dragon. Radu even dueled General Cydon and cut his side a bit.” 
 
    “You did?” Valx said, looking at Radu. “I’m indebted to you. You said you wouldn’t put yourself in danger, but you did anyways.” 
 
    “You owe us,” Radu said, “and I know how you can pay us back. I want you to help with a theft in the Eastern Kingdom. Yesterday, I acquired some maps of a target and started making plans.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can help with that,” Valx’s said, anxiously. “I’m not a thief. I don’t exactly agree with stealing.” 
 
    “You won’t take anything yourself,” Radu said, “and you won’t be in any danger. You’ll just help us into the place and keep an eye open for us.” The thief’s voice turned stern. “This is a simple way to pay the debt you owe us. We did risk our lives for you, after all.” 
 
     “I don’t think he needs to do that,” Pyre said, looking at his brother with worried eyes. 
 
    “Wight won’t be in any danger,” Radu insisted. “He can do us this one small favor for all we’ve done. It’s by far the most generous deal I’ve ever made.” 
 
    “Why you always got to be a snake?” Grenfei asked. “Leave the poor boy alone. He’s been through enough. He’s no thief.” 
 
    “And I’m no bodyguard, but I acted as such for a friend,” Radu said. “We are friends, aren’t we?” His sharp green eyes narrowed on Valx. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Valx replied, his voice sounding uneasy. “I just don’t want to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Hurt?” Radu asked. “You think we’d hurt any innocents just because we’re thieves? Do you think so lowly of all your friends?” 
 
    “Leave him be, brother,” Pyre said, putting a hand on Radu’s shoulder. “He said he’d help us. Stop antagonizing him. This is why you have so few friends.” 
 
    Radu glared at his brother. 
 
    “Oh gods,” Grenfei said, sighing. “I’m tired of you two always bickering. Wight, I just came to make sure you were safe. I’m staying here in Central, so this may be the last time we meet. However, if you ever come back this way, visit me. We could spend some time together.” She winked at Valx. “Come on, Lorrick. I don’t remember how to get back to Grandheart from here.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lorrick answered. “It was nice meeting you, Wight.” The Giant bowed to him. “I wish you a happy future.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Valx said. “Goodbye, Lorrick. Goodbye, Gren.” 
 
    “Radu and I will see you both when we come back from the Eastern Kingdom,” Pyre called as they left. 
 
    Valx looked at Pyre’s injured arm and then dug through his sack. He found the jar of ointment that Barthlomex had given Xulthen, which Valx had taken with him. “This was used to heal injuries from a creature called long claws,” he told Pyre, “but it might help with dragon bites.” 
 
    Pyre rubbed the lotion on his wound, wincing and complaining that it stung. Then Valx and the Twin Thieves climbed into the wagon and rode through canyons for the remainder of the day. They talked about what had happened at Central and wondered about the fate of the woman who had jumped into the Vein with Valx. 
 
    “She’s probably dead,” Pyre said. “Orphilm kept listening for her but never heard anything.” 
 
    “I heard the assassin rambling to her about something,” Radu said. “I was distracted fighting the general, but I swear, he said she came back from the dead once.” 
 
    “She must be greatborn,” Pyre guessed. 
 
    “The power to come back from death would be by far the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen,” Radu said, “but it’s unlikely. Maybe her power tricked him in some way. Like my shadow illusions. I guess there’s no point in speculating. She’s either drowned or lost underground with the strangemen.” 
 
    “Are you saying she died saving me?” Valx asked. 
 
    The white-haired young man lowered his gaze. Just another name to the list of people who have died because of me. She’s the last, though. He felt his power rumbling in his chest. 
 
    “Damn shame,” Pyre said. “She sounded like one hell of a warrior. Was she beautiful, Radu?” 
 
    “I didn’t eye her too closely,” Radu said. “I was a bit distracted trying to defeat a Northern general.” 
 
    “I could have done both,” Pyre said, grinning. 
 
    Valx soon fell asleep and didn’t wake until they stopped to make camp. At night, he couldn’t return to sleep and laid in the back of the wagon to reflect on the previous day. He wondered just who the woman was that had sacrificed herself for him. He also thought about his brother Lord Wyvern and the North. Valx flexed his hands, lighting them blue with his aether. 
 
    “You seem to be gaining control over your power,” Radu said, stepping from the shadows. 
 
    “I want to kill my brother,” Valx said. 
 
    “I know that feeling all too well,” Radu jested, “but you can’t just run north to fight one of the lords, Valx.” 
 
    Valx raised his eyes to Radu. “So, you also heard my real name,” he said. “I thought only Orphilm had noticed.” 
 
    “I heard quite a bit,” Radu said. “After the battle, Orphilm asked me a lot of questions. I think he heard the conversation between the woman and Red Mask. He wondered how close I paid attention. I tried to question him back but found it aggravating.” 
 
    “And you learned nothing about her?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Just what Red Mask said,” Radu said. “He said she came back from death. Changed her face. Killed his clan. But Red Mask could be mistaken about some of those details. The only thing we know for certain is that she once used the marked name Shift.” 
 
    “So, she died a mystery,” Valx said. “Do you think she has friends and family that will wonder where’s she’s gone?” 
 
    “Who cares,” Radu said, shrugging. 
 
    Valx’s eyes turned hot with frustration. 
 
    “You lived, and she died,” the thief told him. “So, go live your life, and be happy she did that for you.” 
 
    “Do you care for anyone?” Valx asked. “I’ve seen you risk your life for others, but then you act like no one else matters. You called me a friend, but I think you only did that to guilt me into helping you steal. I really can’t tell if you’re a good person or not.” 
 
    Radu’s harsh emerald eyes studied Valx. “You don’t think I’m a good person?” his normally smooth voice cracked with anger. “No, I’m not a good person. Don’t you ever think otherwise, friend.” 
 
    “I gave you my word to help with one theft,” Valx said, “but after that, I’m leaving for that mountain.” 
 
    “Good riddance,” Radu said, disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    As they traveled the canyons and steppes of the No-King’s Land, Radu continued to train Valx in sword fighting, although more brutal than before. Valx saw more Rin Ky bleed into their sparring, and Radu broke a wooden sword against him the second day away from Central, leaving a large bruise on his arm. 
 
    Radu said little the first few days aside from correcting Valx’s missteps, but halfway through the week, the thief relaxed and explained more about the nature of Low Ky and Rin Ky. Valx had learned to imitate the basic movements to both Kys, but he always took a hit when Radu changed his style with no forewarning. 
 
    The thief softened his attacks by the end of the week and sometimes stopped his swing short when he caught Valx off step. Valx found himself following Radu’s movements more closely and even connected a couple of strikes on the thief at the end of the week. 
 
    “You’re getting better,” Radu said one night after sparring. “I wouldn’t call you adept at either, but between the two styles, you have a little muscle memory for sword fighting now. You have a natural talent for Rin Ky when you get angry, but I’m not sure that’s a good thing. You need to be in control of your anger in a battle if you want to make the most use of your sword and your powers. My master always said you can control your emotions with the swing of your blade. I’m sure that was just pseudo-philosophical nonsense, but it still gives you an idea of how you should be fighting.” 
 
    At the end of the week, the wagon merged onto one of the largest trading routes in Tunra called Quintessence Way that split four ways between the Western Kingdom, Northern Republic, Eastern Kingdom, and the Wetland Nation. The road to the West also branched to the Bay Nation below the kingdom. Radu told Valx that one could take other branching routes to the Mountain Territories along the coast below the Eastern Kingdom or even to the Flatlands much deeper in the southwest. 
 
    “But why would you go to either of those places?” Pyre asked his brother. “The Flatlands are full of simple-minded people, endless steppes, and boring plains. And the Mountain Territories are damn near inhospitable. I’ve heard those mountain men are barbaric.” 
 
    “The Flatlands have a fascinating culture,” Radu said. “They’re so far removed from the rest of Ter’al that they don’t even worship any known gods. And at the southernmost beach, it’s supposedly a weeklong boat ride to a continent called Un’al, which they say is covered in jungles and strange creatures. I had books about the Flatlands and one on Un’al at our villa. The Un’al book said there were men-shaped lizards that lounged around their beaches that would welcome travelers with herbs like firedroll. I think that book was in one of those crates you burned.” 
 
    “And some people claim there’s an icy world far north of Ter’al that they call Tund’al,” Pyre scoffed, nudging Valx with his elbow. “Those are imaginary places, brother. Mother always said the gods made just one world: Ter’al. I bet you believe in Fey’al, too.” 
 
    “Setting your ignorance aside,” Radu continued with an eyeroll, “the mountain men have a complex warrior culture. Myths claim that on the tallest peaks, there are warriors who coexist with mountain dragons. I didn’t believe that part until Wight told us he had seen living dragons with his own eyes. I figured they were extinct if they had ever lived at all. Some swordsmen in the Eastern Kingdom travel to the Mountain Territories and train with the warriors there. They’ll teach anyone who wishes to join them so long as you closely follow their cultural practices. However, deserting their tribe after you’ve sworn to them is difficult. They scorn deserters more than thieves or blasphemers. You could insult a tribe leader to his face, and he’ll pat you on the back and laugh. But if you try to leave the tribe, your closest friends there would hunt you down till the end of their days.” 
 
    “I don’t care for other cultures,” Pyre said. “It’s the women I care about. Those Northern women are milky-pale beauties with long legs and slender bodies. The Western and Bay Nation are tan with nice curves. The women of the East have smooth skin, soft faces, and beautiful hair. Those Island Women, now I’ve only met a couple, but they have the prettiest faces and sharpest features I’ve ever seen. And those Wetland women have bosoms like goddesses. However, those Flatland women look like they were made from bricks. And I’ve only known a half-mountain woman, and that’s Grenfei. She told me once that she got her looks from her Western father, and that her mother was like a valebeast taken woman’s form, and are you even listening, brother?” 
 
    “Were you saying something?” Radu asked. 
 
    Pyre sighed and grumbled to himself. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” Valx asked the amber-eyed thief. 
 
    “That ointment is helping,” Pyre said, showing Valx the striped scar. “Actually, it’s healing too well. The ladies might not believe my dragon story.” 
 
    “You still have the dragon tooth necklace,” Valx said. 
 
    “It keeps scratching my neck, though,” Pyre groaned. “I’m worried one day I’ll fall on them and cut my throat.” 
 
    “Don’t give me hope,” Radu remarked. 
 
    They passed many caravans on Quintessence Way, and Valx recognized emblems and flags from various nations and trading companies. He clenched his teeth at the sight of Northern flags, but Radu reminded him these traders probably knew little of the invasion. 
 
    “They’re only common folk,” the sleek-haired thief explained. 
 
    The wide road became crowded near the border to the Eastern Kingdom, and Valx saw the emblem of the Fenros Pack on one wagon. Fenros this far east? If Xulthen was still with me, he would’ve been so excited to see them. He thought about all the people gone and those left behind in the Western Kingdom. I lost Xulthen, but I abandoned Roz. And Mil and Barthlomex and Lorkle and Pailim. I even sort of miss Velumis. 
 
    “I think I’ll go back to the Western Kingdom,” Valx said. 
 
    Pyre and Radu stared back at him. 
 
    “I mean after I follow my mother’s maps to their end. I came this far, and I need to see why she wanted me to go to that mountain. But afterward, I’m returning west.” 
 
    “What about the war?” Pyre asked. “The North is planning to throw the power of the clans at Direlight’s walls once more.” 
 
    “They won’t make it that far again,” Valx said. 
 
    “I disagree,” Radu said. “The North are more formidable than I imagined. They have greatborn and somehow knew of the Dair Ro’duge. Maybe they’ve even infiltrated us. If so, they have knowledge on all the Western Kingdom. Every city. Every castle. Every stronghold.” 
 
    “You think someone from the Dair Ro’duge would give them that information?” Valx asked. “Isn’t that against your rules somehow?” 
 
    “Maybe Boss is selling information to the lords,” Pyre fretted. 
 
    “Don’t say that out loud,” Radu warned, glaring at his brother. 
 
    “What if he has?” Valx asked. “He seemed interested in me.” 
 
    “Silence,” Radu growled. “Both of you. Never speak of this again. You don’t know what kind of trouble you might get us in.” 
 
    “You two might be unknowingly helping those Northern bastards,” Valx grumbled. 
 
    Passing travelers stared at him, and Radu lowered the hood of his cloak and pressed his horses faster. “Damned idiot,” the thief said. “There are Dair Ro’duge associates all over the Way. Keep quiet. It doesn’t matter who we work for, knowingly or not. I told you already, Wight, I’m not a good person.” 
 
    “What about you, Pyre?” Valx asked. “Do you feel good about possibly aiding the North?” 
 
    Pyre frowned at Valx and then locked eyes with his brother for a moment. “I’m sorry, Wight,” he said. “My brother’s right. We’re not good people.” He lowered his head. 
 
    They continued to ride in silence for several minutes, and then a long plateau, miles wide, rose on the horizon. 
 
    “Eyl’Step,” Radu said. “The gateway into the Eastern Kingdom. A thousand years ago, it was unpassable. A massive wall that stretched for miles. Then one of the first churches of the two great gods built a temple made of steps to bridge the west and the east. As the forty-two gods grew in popularity, more step-temples were built. The East considers the Step a holy site. Our kingdom has only ever seen it as a political and strategic target.” 
 
    “I’ve heard travelers talk about it,” Valx said, “but I never thought I’d see it myself. I’ve always heard this place was historically one of the most important places in Ter’al.” 
 
    “Dozens of wars have been fought on the Step,” Radu said. “Between the East and West. The clans and the East. Bandit brigades in the No-King’s Land and the East. But the East has always held the step-temples. They say it’s impossible to separate Eyl’Step from the Eastern capital of Eyl’Bell. No nation has ever managed it since the birth of the Eastern Kingdom. Entire provinces of the Eastern Kingdom have risen and fallen, and entire nations around them, but those two points always remain connected.” 
 
    They reached the end of Quintessence Way, and the road split into many smaller paths that led to different step-temples. 
 
    “We’ll take Great Major,” Radu said. “It’s the first and mightiest of the step-temples that was built to honor the two great gods. It has the easiest pathway for wagons and resting points for the horses. It also has a few Dair Ro’duge associates working the checkpoints.” 
 
    They stopped at a line in front of a large, pillared gateway. Rows of stone pillars and roofs created a path all the way to the top of the plateau from there. 
 
    “What happens when it rains?” Valx asked. 
 
    “All the Temple Majors have gutters to drain the rain between the pavilions,” Radu explained. “I’ve heard it said the gutters run off into some of the Temple Minors, which flood for days. Some monks will sit on posts and meditate until the flood ends. They consider it something of a holy rite to prove their devotion.” 
 
    “That’s kind of silly,” Pyre said. “Why bother when they can move to the other temples until it passes?” 
 
    “I thought you were the religious brother?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Believing in the gods and showing off to them is very different,” Pyre said, shrugging. 
 
    “But you show off all the time,” Radu commented. 
 
    “For people to know my greatness,” Pyre replied, smiling. “The gods already know that.” 
 
    Guardsmen stepped forward in round-plated armor that was covered in ornamental patterns depicting the gods and religious symbols. “We need to search your belongings,” one stepguard said. 
 
    “Nim’uun offers passage,” Radu whispered. 
 
    The guard nodded, and the men stepped aside. 
 
    “How’d you know he was an associate?” Valx asked. 
 
    “He had a certain crescent moon carved on his shoulder plate,” Radu explained. “An obvious Dair Ro’duge marking.” 
 
    “How far does the Dair Ro’duge extend?” Valx asked as they rode up the pathway between pillars. 
 
    “Most our members lurk in the Western Kingdom,” Radu said, “but our operations extend into the Wetlands and Eastern Kingdom and the whole length of Beieo River.” 
 
    “But not the North?” Valx asked, eying the back of Radu’s head. “Not counting along the Beieo.” 
 
    “We have a couple of black markets and hideouts near the border with the Western Kingdom and one by the start of the Beieo,” Radu answered. “It’s difficult to blend in there when the clans are already so suspicious of outsiders. We hide best near the Beieo where trade from different nations passes through.” 
 
    A series of pavilions stood overhead held by forty statues of the great gods’ children. Stone bowls stood in front of each statue, and travelers would leave offerings to the gods. Radu explained to Valx that the money paid for the upkeep of the temple and the living expenses of the monks, priests, and priestesses. 
 
    Pyre eyed a statue of Aque’il, depicted by the sculpture as a thin beauty whose long hair covered her otherwise naked body. “Gods damn,” he said. “Now that’s art. There’s no way that bastard Uesis was spat out from between her legs.” 
 
    A nearby priestess dropped the towel she was using to wipe the nearby statue of Yukulai, the goddess of music, breath, and sound. As the wagon rode past, the priestess looked at Pyre with burning red cheeks. Pyre winked at her, and she turned away to clean the small statue of the goddess’s sheep, Lullum. 
 
    They stopped the wagon at the statues of the twin sisters, Nim’uun and Lin’eisis. The statue of Lin’eisis, the goddess of the sun and light, showed her in long robes with silky hair flowing like sunlight off her head. A carving of the sun sat on a pillar next to Lin’eisis and held her half of the pavilion. 
 
    Nim’uun, the goddess of the moon and darkness, stood half naked, only covered by a long cloth of shadows. The moon held her half of the pavilion. Pyre climbed off the wagon and tossed a gold piece in Nim’uun’s bowl and then jumped back into his seat. 
 
    “A gold piece?” Radu sighed as they continued up the Step. “Brother, that’s a waste of our money.” 
 
    “It’s good luck,” Pyre said. “Which we’ll need for this next heist. I don’t want our patron goddess angry at us for being cheap.” Pyre’s eyes fell on the statue of Hephar, the god of fire, war, and blacksmithing. “Woah!” He stood in his seat and imitated the stoic stance of the large god in massive armor. He looked down at his brother with serious eyes. “Thou shalt be smitten by my divine power!” 
 
    “Sit down,” Radu groaned. “They still hang people for blasphemy in the East.” 
 
    Valx saw the next statue, Zundr, the god of death, lies, and the underworld. On one side lurked a statue of his faithful bear companion, Rorux, and the other stood the sculpture of an emaciated old man. 
 
    “Eroth, the first man,” Radu said, motioning to the statue of the frail elder. “Wight, do you know the story of Eroth?” 
 
    “I don’t think my mother believed in the forty-two gods, but I’ve heard the tale,” Valx answered. “Zundr pretended to be Eroth’s friend and stole his immortality, dooming humanity to death. For this injustice, the great god Orgundr forced his oldest son to forever stand watch over the underworld.” 
 
    “In the East, however, they believe that humans were never immortal,” Radu explained. “They say only aether is everlasting. While the gods are made entirely of aether, only the human soul is forged by Orgundr from aether. So, when Eroth died, his soul was lost to the Great Void. Zundr was so saddened by the loss of his friend, he stole aether from his father to build the underworld as a home for Eroth. Orgundr, though pleased at this new home for lost human souls, was furious that his son had stolen from him and imprisoned him in the underworld as punishment.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard that version of the story,” Valx said. 
 
    He took one last look at the grim and handsome face of Zundr. He looks almost like Radu, Valx thought. Which story is true, I wonder? 
 
    Two statues that stood three times the size of the others awaited the travelers under the last pavilion near the top of the plateau. Their perfect bodies were coated with silver, and their clothes were made of gold. Eyl’oera, the mother goddess and goddess of earth and nature, stood proud and beautiful. Orgundr, the father god and god of the skies and aether, stood mighty and held the entire pavilion by himself. 
 
    Travelers prayed at the statues while priests preached and monks chanted. Fifty guardsmen held positions around the pavilion, especially near the statues. Their bowls, though three times the size of the other gods, were full to the brim with copper, nickel, silver, gold, and jewels. 
 
    Valx noticed Radu eying the bowls, and Pyre glanced at his brother. “Be quick,” Pyre whispered. Their wagon passed the statues and reached the top of the plateau. Radu looked around, making sure no eyes were on him, and then disappeared into his shadow. The shadow darted for the statues of the great gods. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Valx asked, tracking the shadow for only a moment before it disappeared into the crowd of travelers and holy men. Screams sounded from the pavilion, and the shadow shot back to the wagon. Radu rose from his shadow and returned to his seat. The yelling grew louder and angrier as the wagon continued on the path. 
 
    “How much did you get?” Prye asked. 
 
    “All of it,” Radu answered. 
 
    “Forgive us,” Pyre squeaked at the sky. 
 
    “You bastard,” Valx said. “Give it back.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you were religious,” Radu mused. 
 
    “I’m not, but that was a terrible thing to do,” Valx contended. “Pyre, are you going to allow this?” 
 
    “They make that much gold in a single day,” Pyre replied. “I don’t think the gods would mind. Mother always said the gods preferred personal worship over large temples and loud preaching.” 
 
    “Most temples in the West give part of their donations to orphanages and the starving,” Valx said. “The orphanage my friend lived and worked at in Tunra wouldn’t have stayed open if not for the local temples. I’m sure the East does the same. You stole from orphans.” 
 
    “When we come back through without you, we’ll give half of it to orphanages in this area,” Radu said. “That’s more than the temples give.” 
 
    “You swear it?” Valx growled through his teeth. 
 
    “I promise,” Radu said. 
 
    You really are a snake, Valx thought. 
 
    His eyes turned to Pyre. “You’ll make sure he does?” Valx asked. 
 
    “You know you can trust us, my friend,” the shaggy-haired thief answered. 
 
    But can I? Valx contemplated. 
 
    *** 
 
    For two more weeks, they traveled across the Eastern Kingdom through small villages. Valx enjoyed the sights and culture of the East. Each building, whether a home or shop, had a banner to show the owners’ patron god or gods. 
 
    The twins whispered to each other often, making plans and looking at maps they had acquired from Central’s Coffer. Valx asked to be included in the planning, but Radu turned him away, saying they would tell him everything when they were ready. 
 
    “I need to conserve my power,” Radu argued to Pyre one evening. “If I take us in through my shadow, I won’t have as much strength left for our escape. We need an entrance.” 
 
    “Look at this,” Pyre said, pointing on one of the maps. 
 
    “No,” Radu replied. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Pyre said, grinning. “A snake like you would be right at home.” 
 
    “Disgusting,” Radu commented. “But it might be our best option. And I have an idea for how to use Wight.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Valx asked, half-listening. 
 
    “You’re going to disguise yourself as a page and help us in,” Radu said. “Then you can leave to avoid suspicion. Pyre and I will dress as servants, and they won’t even know thieves have infiltrated them. You’ll meet with us later for your part of the loot.” 
 
    “Why can’t you both dress as pages?” Valx asked. 
 
    “They watch pages there too closely,” Radu explained. “The associates that made these maps and plans could never get in without being watched. But we have an idea, and the guards won’t know thieves are in the stronghold until long after we’ve left.” 
 
    “What stronghold are we robbing?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Thunderfront Fortress,” Radu said. “The stronghold of one of the Eastern Queen’s vassals that govern her provinces. Specifically, Vassal Lunori of the Sun Province.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Valx rode a horse, which the twins had purchased the previous day, down a path with fortified walls on both sides of him. Soldiers looked down at him as he passed. He pulled at the collar of his page uniform with trembling hands. Radu didn’t tell me how gods-damned fortified this place would be. He passed garrisons, barracks, marching soldiers, and cavalry. He saw banners for half the gods, but most the imagery was of Lin’eisis the sun goddess. 
 
    Thunderfront Fortress towered like a maze of walls and keeps. It’s like a small castle inside a fortress inside another fortress. The city of Leafsong, which Valx had stayed at for several days while the thieves scouted, disappeared as he passed the walls. This fortress is the real city, he realized. The town must’ve been built around it. He looked at the guardsmen riding alongside him. I’ll be fine if I follow Radu’s plans. I need to trust him. He is my friend. I think. Besides, I always have my power. 
 
    In the previous nights, the twins would leave to spy on the fortress, and Valx would sit in the room at the inn and flex his power through his hands. He even formed a blade of aether at will. I’m stronger now. I can defend myself if I need to. Radu had seemed surprised at how fast Valx caught on to Rin Ky. Low Ky felt more difficult to him, but Valx knew it was important to learn it if he wanted to stay alive if something went wrong at the fortress. 
 
    At the end of the pathway, his two guards climbed from their horses, and he imitated them. The guards pushed through three successive gates, and Valx stepped into a great hall with an empty throne at the far end. 
 
    “I’ll go find the vassal,” one guardsman said, hurrying down a hall behind the throne. 
 
    “The master may take some time,” the other told Valx. “He is prone to making guests wait. Are you sure you can’t give me the parcel to deliver?” 
 
    “I was commanded to deliver the parcel directly to the vassal,” Valx said. 
 
    He thumbed the rolled parchment in his hand with the seal of the queen. The Dair Ro’duge had long ago copied the official seals of every nation. The parchment itself, scribed by Radu, only detailed notes of the North’s invasion of the West. One of the vassal’s captains had skimmed through the letter at the front gate and hadn’t found anything suspicious. It’s just political babble, Valx remembered what Radu had told him. The East sends these letters back and forth all the time, and the vassals hardly take a second look. He’ll read it, stamp it, and send you on your way like all the other associates who tried to break in here with the same premise. But here’s what you’ll do differently- 
 
    “Is there a toilet nearby?” Valx asked. 
 
    I already know there’s one down the left side hallway. 
 
    “This way,” the guard motioned, leading Valx to the hall on the left. They passed servants in the halls, some cleaning and others carrying pans of exquisite foods and desserts. “It looks like the master is dining. You may have to wait an hour or two.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Valx said. 
 
    The kitchen was in that hall we just passed. He had memorized Radu’s maps of the fortress as best he could. And Vassal Lunori always eats around this time with one of his mistresses. They’ll be in the dining room that’s down the hall behind his throne. 
 
    “Here’s the lavatory.” The guard stopped at the door that Valx already knew to be the bathroom. “There’s a water system that runs underneath this fortress. Be sure to lock the toilet seat when you’re finished. We had a thief try to come up through the shitter last year.” 
 
    Valx nodded and stepped inside. He unlocked the latch on the toilet and opened the seat. Valx peaked in, watching the running water below the floor. “You there?” he asked into the darkness. The shadows dissipated around Radu and Pyre. 
 
    “They inspect for clogs and dead animals down here sometimes, so I tried to keep us hidden,” Radu told Valx. 
 
    Pyre squeezed through the toilet seat first, getting half-stuck for a moment. His brother went next, slithering through with ease, and Valx noticed they smelled of sewage. Radu’s pants were wet to his knees, and Pyre had been soaked to his neck. 
 
    “I tripped,” Pyre said with a sour look, “but at least my plan worked.” 
 
    “I made it work,” Radu said. “I figured out the details and pathways.” 
 
    “But we almost didn’t find the right one,” Pyre said. “They had done repairs down there, and the passage was different.” 
 
    “No plan is perfect,” Radu said. “There are always unaccounted for variables.” 
 
    “That’s why even with all your planning, nothing ever happens exactly how you want it too,” Pyre said. “It might bother you, but that’s the most exciting part to me.” 
 
    “So, I’ll lead the guard back to the main hall,” Valx said. “You two can change clothes and rob this place, and I’ll give the vassal the parchment and leave.” 
 
    “That might not be a good idea, Wight,” Radu replied. “If my brother and I get spotted stealing, you might not make it out of the fortress. I have three pairs of servant uniforms in my shadow. You should help us then retreat down the water system when we make our escape. It deposits into an unprotected pond downhill from the fortress.” 
 
    “I didn’t agree to that,” Valx said. “You said I could open the latch for you and then leave.” 
 
    “A life debt is not paid so easily,” Radu said. “Have you forgotten all we’ve done for you, friend? I only ask that you go to the servant quarters that sit at the heart of the fortress. That will be our meeting spot. All you’ll do is keep an eye open for us and warn us if anyone suspects something. And try to collect any information about the treasury if you can. The associates who came before us never figured out how to break into Lunori’s vault.” 
 
    “What if they realize I’m not a servant?” Valx asked. 
 
    “New groups of servants come through often,” Radu said. “We picked today because we heard new hands were arriving. Pretend to be a new arrival and act like you were assigned to clean the servant quarters, which happens this time every day. If something were to happen, though I doubt it, then all you need to do is scare everyone with your power, jump into the toilet, and follow the current. Then we’ll meet you at the pond.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Valx asked, looking at Radu with an untrusting gaze. 
 
    “That’s it,” Radu said. “Now, how many guards are outside this door?” 
 
    “Just one,” Valx answered. 
 
    “This will be easier than I anticipated,” Radu said, pulling a cloth and bottle from his shadow. He poured an oily substance on the cloth and then fell into his shadow. 
 
    The shadow ran under the door, returned a few seconds later, and went through the toilet. An unconscious guard fell out of the shadow with a splash, and Radu climbed back and joined them in the bathroom. 
 
    “Gods be damned,” Valx said. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “He’s unconscious,” Radu replied. “I waited till all the servants were out of the hall before I appeared behind him and put that rag over his face. That solution will keep him asleep for a few hours. Let’s try to be finished within the hour, though. Better not to take that risk.” 
 
    Radu pulled three pairs of servant clothes from his shadow, and they quickly changed. Then they left the bathroom and walked down the hall. 
 
    What’s this way? Valx hadn’t bothered to remember the entire map. I think the servant quarters. 
 
    Radu led them down a stairway, passing many servants, and the three intruders found the servant quarters downstairs. Women, children, and a few elder men worked to clean clothes and blankets in buckets near water pipes and drains. “Join them,” Radu told Valx. “I’m sure your one-armed mother had you clean often.” 
 
    “She actually did most of that herself,” Valx said. “She never liked to have help. Too proud. I should’ve helped her anyways.” He grabbed a basket and some clothes and sat next to a woman and her young child. 
 
    Radu and Pyre vanished into another hallway. 
 
    “Hiya,” the little girl said with a chipped-toothed smile. “Are you new?” 
 
    “I am,” Valx answered. 
 
    “Momma, they gave us a boy to help,” the girl told the woman beside her. 
 
    Her mother, a woman with striking but worn looks, stared at Valx. “You’re no boy,” she said. “You’re a full-grown man. Why you working here? Too lazy to become a soldier?” 
 
    “Just needed a job,” Valx said, shrugging. “I won’t stay long.” 
 
    “They all say that,” the woman groaned. “I said it too when I was your age. Came here thinking I would save enough coin to go to one of the trade schools in Eyl’Bell. Then I got pregnant with my sweet Tela here. I’ll be lucky if we can save enough in ten years to send her off to a trade school when she’s grown. I don’t want her to live her whole life in this gods-damned fortress.” 
 
    “I like living here with you, momma,” Tela said, showing her mother a big smile. 
 
    “Dear child,” the woman said. “I want more for you than the life of a servant. You deserve it, sweetie. You, sir, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Valx,” he answered, but he wondered if he should’ve said Wight. 
 
    “I’m Flinara,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you, Valx, but you should get out of here and go do something else with your life. A young man like yourself has better options than we do.” 
 
    “Don’t go, Valx,” Tela said, splashing a shirt around in the water. “You look nice. Not like Master. He’s so rude to momma.” 
 
    “That bastard, Lunori,” Flinara grumbled. “Sometimes I want to strangle him.” She checked to see if the other servants had heard her, but they looked busy cleaning and chatting amongst themselves. “He made me so many promises when I was young.” She watched her daughter splashing water. “Then I realized that he makes a lot of promises he never fulfills. That bastard. I don’t know if he offered you some high position after a few years of servitude, like he has with a couple other young men who didn’t want to be soldiers, but don’t believe a word he says. The queen is the only person he’s honest to.” 
 
    “He made me no promises,” Valx said. “I’ve never even met him.” 
 
    Flinara gave him a suspicious look. “The master oversees the welcoming of all the new servants.” 
 
    Valx struggled to think of a reply. 
 
    “You some kind of spy? Or an assassin? Oh, that would be wonderful.” Flinara glanced around and then grinned. “I’ll help you poison Vassal Lunori if you’d like.” 
 
    “No,” Valx said, surprised. “Nothing of the sort.” 
 
    “Can I help you spy?” Tela asked with wide eyes. “I can spy lots of stuff, Valx. I’m good at hiding too.” She ducked behind the basket but raised her eyes to see him. “I see you, Valx! I see you, momma! See? I’m a good spy.” 
 
    Flinara smiled at her daughter and patted Tela on the head. “I guess you look too soft to be an assassin,” she told Valx. “Damn shame. And you’re too nervous to be a spy. You a thief then? We’ve had a few in the fortress over the years but they never get away with much. The treasury is locked too tight.” 
 
    Valx looked at her with bewildered eyes. 
 
    “Oh, gods yes. You are. That’s perfect! I’ll help you break into the treasury if you give me half of what you take.” 
 
    “I’m working with two thieves,” Valx replied, nervously. “They can probably manage on their own. They have maps of this place. But if you tell me anything useful, I’ll give you my third of the share. I don’t even want stolen gold, but I owe those two a life debt.” 
 
    “The vault is impenetrable,” Flinara said, “and he keeps his key with him all the time. But he’ll probably take his mistress to the bedroom after his meal like he usually does, and I know he always places the key on his nightstand.” 
 
    “Momma, you’re smart,” Tela said, wringing water from a blouse. “How’d you know that?” 
 
    “I just do, my love,” Flinara said, showing an awkward smile. “I doubt your two thieves know this. But I also doubt they could slip past his guards and take the key while he fucks his newest whore.” 
 
    “Stop using so many bad words, momma,” Tela said, frowning. “I should wash your mouth next.” Flinara laughed and smiled at her daughter. 
 
    After a half-hour of talking and washing, a hand tapped Valx on the shoulder. He stood face to face with Pyre, and the thief pulled him away from Flinara and Tela. 
 
    “We’re having issues getting into the treasury,” Pyre said. 
 
    “Wait till Lunori finishes eating,” Valx said. “He’ll go to his bedroom to sleep with his mistress. Radu can hide as a shadow and take the key he places on his nightstand. That key opens the treasury.” 
 
    Pyre gaped at Valx. 
 
    “I’ve been talking to the servants and collecting information,” the white-haired Westerner said. 
 
    “You’ll make a great thief yet,” Pyre replied. “I’ll go tell my brother.” He left through the hall, and Valx sat next to Flinara and Tela. 
 
    “So?” Flinara asked. 
 
    “I told him about the key,” Valx said. “You probably won’t believe me, but those thieves have strange powers. The brother of that one can move through shadows. He’ll take the key and break into the treasury.” 
 
    “Like magic!” Tela said with big eyes. “Do you have magic too?” 
 
    Valx held his hands low so the other servants couldn’t see and let his power shine from his hands for a second. Tela gasped and smiled, but Flinara looked at Valx with an awed expression. 
 
    “Gods bless you,” the mother said. “You really have magic. So, your friends might steal some of Lunori’s treasure? How much do you think they can take?” 
 
    “One of them can keep things in his shadow,” Valx said. “He’ll take more gold than you’ve ever seen. And I swear I’ll give you my third so you and your daughter can leave this place.” 
 
    Flinara put a hand over her mouth and tears trickled onto her cheeks. 
 
    “Momma, what’s wrong?” Tela asked. “You should be happy.” 
 
    “I am,” she said. “I just never imagined something like this would happen. Are you three gods? Or did the gods send you? Maybe I’ve gone mad. I’ve prayed to the gods every day for six years that I might give Tela a better life. This seems unreal. Thank you so much.” 
 
    The other servants looked at her crying, and Valx grew nervous. “Hey,” he said. “We can’t draw any attention to us. Keep working.” 
 
    They went back to work, but a few minutes later, a sharp bell rang through the halls. Valx jumped to his feet, his heart racing. He remembered the ringing of Tunra Tower’s bell during the invasion. “Were they spotted?” he wondered. 
 
    “That’s the bell that signals for our defenses,” Flinara said. “If it rings, we servants must rush to the armory and arm ourselves to defend the fortress and our master.” 
 
    “My friends must’ve been seen,” Valx said. “You two do what you must. I’ll go find them and help them escape. Which way to the treasury?” 
 
    “Down the hall your friend went through,” Flinara told him. “Follow the stairwell and past the living quarters of the elite soldiers.” 
 
    “We’ll come back for you two later,” Valx said. “I swear to you.” 
 
    Flinara nodded and then hugged Valx. Her daughter jumped forward and hugged him too. 
 
    “Keep safe,” Flinara said, “our godsend.” 
 
    Valx hurried through the hall, down the stairway, and into a dimly lit passage. Soldiers rushed past him, and one grabbed him by the arm. 
 
    “Wrong way, servant,” the soldier said. “Go to the armory and grab a sword to defend your master.” 
 
    “The master sent me this way,” Valx lied. “There’s something I must do.” 
 
    “If you’re running a message to the quarter-master, he’s down that way, gathering the men.” The soldier pointed down the passage. 
 
    “Thanks,” Valx said, continuing through the hall. He sidestepped a dozen more soldiers but then found the halls empty in the deepest part of the fortress. 
 
    With no one in sight, Valx quickened his pace. He found himself backtracking through the confusing layout of the fortress but eventually made his way past the abandoned dungeon. The treasury was past the dungeon. I’m almost there. He walked a quick pace for another minute, but it felt so much longer to the white-haired young man. 
 
    He reached a large vault door past the dungeon and stopped before it. The treasury! But the door is shut? Did they not even make it this far? I don’t understand. He stared at the nearby halls but saw no guards. What the hell is going on? 
 
    Valx backtracked, struggling to remember the path. He slowly made it through the dungeon, the elite soldiers’ quarters, and the servants’ quarters. All the soldiers and servants had vanished. He ran past the kitchen and neared the bathroom when he heard the scream of a young girl from the great hall. Tela! 
 
    When he reached the great hall, he found the bodies of several dozen soldiers between the throne and the entrance. He could hear the banging of soldiers three gates away, screaming for someone to let them inside the fortress. 
 
    Valx ran past the corpses. Some had been sliced open, and others were charred to a crisp. “No!” he screamed. Memories of Tunra’s devastation shivered through him. Behind the throne, he saw the bodies of the servants. Almost fifty women and children had been hacked and burned to death, and their bodies piled the floor. “No, no, no!” He passed Flinara, lying on her back with dead eyes and her guts hanging from her sliced stomach. 
 
    Tears cut down Valx’s face. “I’m so sorry,” he said to the dead woman. “Oh gods, no. Did they do this? Was this Pyre and Radu? They couldn’t have. They wouldn’t.” 
 
    At the back of the room, lying in front of a doorway, he found the small body of Tela with a dagger still in her hands. Her jaw had been sliced halfway off, and her throat was cut. Her blood pooled toward the dozens of others. “No,” Valx cried, dropping to his knees beside her. His fists shook with rage. “This is my fault. I helped them. I let them in here.” 
 
    Blue light flashed in his hands. “I’ll kill them. I’ll kill you, Pyre and Radu!” His roar echoed in the silent hall. 
 
    Valx stomped through the doorway, and a long blade of aether formed in his hands. He stormed by more bodies of soldiers and servants. He passed the dining hall, which had been scorched by fire. He went by doors, wondering which to take, but always found a trail of blood and fire to follow. 
 
    Whimpering sounded from inside a room to the side of his path. Valx sliced through the handle with his aether blade and kicked open the door. 
 
    “Don’t kill me!” A balding, middle-aged man in elegant clothes screamed. He held a scantily dressed young woman in front of himself. 
 
    “Vassal Lunori?” Valx questioned. 
 
    “If you spare me, I’ll give you a great horde of treasure,” he cried. 
 
    “I don’t want your gold,” Valx said. 
 
    “Then take my mistress,” Lunori screamed. “Just spare me.” 
 
    The woman pulled herself from the vassal’s grip and slapped him. 
 
    “Where’re the men who killed your servants?” Valx demanded. 
 
    “They didn’t find us here, so those two must’ve continued down the hall,” Lunori said. 
 
    Valx left the vassal and followed the hall. He passed a dozen more rooms and hallways. Which way? he wondered. Maybe toward Lunori’s bedroom? 
 
    He found a stairway and hurried to the next floor. He didn’t see any bodies and wondered if he had taken the wrong direction. On the third floor of the fortress, he found an expansive library. Pyre stood near the entrance of the library while Radu grabbed paintings off the wall and tossed them into his shadow. 
 
    “Wight?” Pyre said. 
 
    “You bastards,” Valx screamed, raising his free hand. “You couldn’t even spare a child?” Bright sparks leaped into the palm of his hand as he gathered his strength. Pyre reeled backward and sparks of fire bounced around his hands. Valx launched his bolt, and the thief tossed a fireball before it reached him. The attacks hit one another and exploded, spreading fire to the nearby bookshelves and the fine, red carpet. 
 
    “Have you gone mad?” Pyre yelled, his amber eyes alight with rage. 
 
    “You killed everyone,” Valx said, his voice ringing with hatred. “The soldiers, the servants, the children!” 
 
    “Wight,” Radu said, pulling a longsword from his shadow. “Calm yourself now before things get worse. We don’t know what you’re talking about. We were waiting for Lunori to finish his meal and started stealing whatever we could find. Then that bell started ringing and everyone disappeared. I thought you might’ve been captured, but I figured I could retrieve you from the dungeon once we were done.” 
 
    “You liar,” Valx spat. “You snake. You thief. You murderer!” 
 
    “You’ve killed too,” Radu hissed, “but I haven’t killed anyone today. Have you fallen to madness?” He grabbed his brother’s shoulder. “Pyre, let’s leave now before this madman gets us caught and executed.” 
 
    Pyre’s eyes filled with sadness. “I thought we were friends?” He asked as Radu pulled them into his shadow. 
 
    Valx let his aether sword vanish, and he fell to the ground and cried. “Was it not them?” he sobbed. “Did I just betray my friends? Then who killed those people?” 
 
    Laughter came from the hallway. “This is simply pathetic,” the voice cackled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Minutes before the fortress bell sounded, Cydon and Vile flew over the walls of Thunderfront Fortress on the general’s black dragon. Vile’s gaze fell on the middle of the fortress where he felt a massive pressure. His power prodded at his body like a hundred needles, warning him to flee, but he silenced his fear with a slow breath. 
 
    The dragon dropped them in front of a series of gates and then knocked open the doors while Vile killed the guards. By the time the guard on the overhanging bastion rang the bell, the two men and their dragon had already stormed inside the fortress. They closed the massive bars on the three gates as they moved inside, preventing the outside soldiers from following them. 
 
    “This is the most reckless and foolish thing I’ve ever done,” Cydon said as he locked the last gate. “But if we succeed, my honor will remain intact. Better to die doing this great deed than go back with nothing. I’m glad you felt the boy’s presence again before we went too far north.” 
 
    “He calls to me like a burning beacon,” Vile said. “The boy is growing stronger. At this rate, he truly will be a threat to our lord.” 
 
    “Not if we kill him here today,” Cydon said. “What of the other two? Did you ever track them again? I only decided on this gambit because you thought he was separated from them.” 
 
    “I still can’t feel them,” Vile answered, “but it’s hard to tell when his presence is so overwhelming. I feel like I’m suffocating just being in his vicinity.” 
 
    Cydon chuckled. “Maybe you’re just nervous for once,” the general mocked. “That’s understandable. There is something both nerve-wracking and exciting about what we’re doing here. I feel like I’m going mad, but I don’t know if it’s from stress, fear, or excitement.” 
 
    Marching footsteps sounded from the halls, and soldiers flooded the room and pointed swords and spears at the northerners. The black dragon roared, and all the soldiers became tense. 
 
    A well-dressed man stepped from the door in the back of the hall followed by a beautiful, young woman. The man stared at the dragon and then took a seat on the throne. Servants gathered around him with swords, spears, and knives. 
 
    “Welcome,” the man on the throne called across the hall. “Now, who the hell are you?” 
 
    “I’m General Cydon of the Northern Republic,” the armored man answered. “An enemy of Lord Wyvern has taken refuge in this castle. If you give him to me, I’ll go without causing more harm.” 
 
    “You stupid bastard,” Lunori spat. “I’m a vassal of the queen. You may have locked out most my defenses, but I have fifty men ready to cut you down. So, don’t try to threaten me. I’ve taken no refugees, but maybe a little weasel snuck its way past my walls. The hell if I care about that, I won’t be threatened in my own fortress. Now, I commend you for attacking the West. My grandfather and great-grandfather fought them at the Step. I see no reason for us to quarrel so long as you remain polite.” 
 
    “The lords have their eyes on all of Ter’al,” Cydon chimed. “If you give me the boy, they may spare your kingdom.” 
 
    “That was a moronic thing to say,” Lunori said with a chuckle. “I’ll send a message to my queen, and we’ll raise our kingdom’s defenses in preparation. Your feeble clans cannot stand against the one-thousand-year history of the Eastern Kingdom.” 
 
    “If you won’t cooperate, we’ll cut you all down,” Cydon threatened. “Your queen will never know what happened here.” 
 
    Lunori chuckled again. “That dragon of yours can’t fight fifty men and fifty servants,” he chided from the safety of his throne. “Kill these arrogant bastards. Make their deaths agonizing.” 
 
    The soldiers roared and raised their weapons, but Cydon raised a hand, and a wave of fear knocked them all backward as the general’s power coursed through them. He pointed an armored finger at Lunori. 
 
    The vassal screamed and jumped from his throne, trembling with violent spasms. “Warlock!” he screamed. “Demon! Hellspawn! Kill him! Kill him and don’t let him after me.” He grabbed his mistress by her arm and pulled her into the hall behind the throne, slamming the door behind them. The servants piled in front of the door, finding it locked, and the children began to cry. 
 
    Soldiers stampeded toward the northerners with shields and swords raised. Cydon froze them in their tracks with a glare, and then his dragon burned the first row of them with spitting flames. The men screamed as their flesh cooked. Others charged from the side with swords, and Vile danced around their assault, his power keeping him aware of any sly attacks. The assassin worked fast with only one arm, cutting down ten men in seconds, and the dragon roasted another group of men. The servants screamed in horror, and the burned men screamed in agony. 
 
    Cydon used his power to immobilize a charging spearman and then cut the young man down with his great-sword. A high-ranking officer in thin-plated armor without a helmet sprinted toward the general. The Easterner ran with swift steps and attacked like a storm wind with his twin longswords. His blades sounded like thunder against Cydon’s armor and great-sword. 
 
    The general broke the man’s unprotected nose with his armored fist. Vile noticed Cydon’s body tense as the general concentrated his power on the Easterner, but the swordsman puffed out his chest. 
 
    “I’m the best swordsman in Thunderfront Fortress,” the Easterner said, blood pouring down his face. “Benrai the Heartfang. Third Host-Commander for Vassal Lunori. You cannot hope to defeat me with your magic.” He forced Cydon back with a furious onslaught of slashes. The general stepped away and grabbed his side where he had been cut at Central. 
 
    Vile chopped down three men, leaped off the back of one hunched over half-dead man, and landed in front of Benrai. 
 
    “Defeat me,” Vile coughed, and Benrai attacked with rapid, snakelike movements. Vile parried all the strikes with his one blade. He slashed at the Easterner, but the man slipped away with light steps. 
 
    Cydon motioned at the dragon, and the beast turned its fiery breath to the Host-Commander. Benrai dashed around the flames, but the last few charging soldiers were engulfed. 
 
    Vile stepped between the dragon and Benrai. “This is my opponent, damn you. Let me have the honorable death I desire.” He dove at the Easterner while Cydon shrugged and turned his attention to the servants in the back of the room. 
 
    Vile and Benrai’s cackling blades almost drowned the screams of the women and children being slaughtered on the other side of the great hall. The two stood their ground in a tempest of ferocious slashes. The Easterner broke Vile’s guard again and again, forcing the red masked assassin backward. He switched to Pas’se Ky, but the Benrai’s storming attacks only grew stronger. The assassin gave a desperate huff, roared, and then threw his whole body at the enemy. They fell to the ground, both men screaming and gnashing their teeth. 
 
    Vile climbed to his feet, bleeding, but Benrai did not stand again. “Damn,” the assassin said with pained breaths. “You were a better warrior than I was even with two arms. But my power gives me an unfair advantage. I’ll have my honor soon, though.” He limped after Cydon and discovered the last few servants cowering and digging their nails into the door. “What have you done? These are servants, not warriors.” 
 
    “They took sword and dagger against me,” Cydon said, panting. “And they heard what I said about the North potentially invading the East.” 
 
    Vile heard amusement in Cydon’s voice that the assassin had never heard from the general. Is this his idea of glory? the assassin wondered. Slaying everyone in your way until you get your prize? 
 
    “Please,” a woman servant stepped forward, begging. “Spare my daughter Tela and the other children.” 
 
    Cydon slashed his great-sword across the woman’s stomach. A cascade of blood, half-digested food, and stringy guts poured from her body. “They all die,” he told her. The mother cried and fell backward dead, and a little girl in very back released a piercing scream. 
 
    The general stunned the last few servants with his power and cut them down until only the little girl in the back remained. She wept against the door with a dagger in her hands. “Valx,” she cried. “Save me.” 
 
    Cydon slapped her away from the door with the edge of his great-sword, and the girl shrieked again as she struck the stone floor. The general kicked in the door and continued through the hall. 
 
    Vile crouched next to the young servant and lifted his mask off his face. The girl’s mouth hung half off her head, and she gurgled and choked on blood. “I’m sorry, little one,” Vile whispered. He cut her throat, and the light left her eyes. 
 
    Vile pulled his mask over his face and pursued Cydon with heavy breaths. The general killed every servant in their way, but Vile only fought the few remaining soldiers that were running to the great hall too late. They went around to a dozen rooms and circled through the many halls. 
 
    “Where is that cowardly vassal?” Cydon wondered. “Did you get a feel for him?” 
 
    Vile closed his eyes, and his whole body felt numb from the weight of Wight’s power. “I only feel our lord’s brother,” Vile said. “He’s moving to a higher floor.” 
 
    “Take me to him,” Cydon commanded. 
 
    Vile led the general and the dragon upstairs, down a hallway, and then up another flight of stairs. As they came closer, Vile’s skin crawled with sweat, and he struggled to breathe. “I feel like I’m choking on his power,” he noted. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” Cydon said. “We’re about to redeem ourselves. When we bring that white-haired head to Lord Wyvern, we’ll be called heroes of the North. My descendants will carry Cydon as their family name for a hundred generations.” 
 
    They heard a cry from down the hall and approached a library. Cydon laughed when they saw Wight sobbing on his knees. “This is simply pathetic,” he mocked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Valx rose from the ground, and his fiery blue eyes focused on General Cydon. “You,” his voice cracked from crying. “You killed them.” 
 
    “No, Wight,” Cydon said. “You’re the one that killed them. The moment you set foot in this fortress, you doomed everyone here. Same with you and your mother in Tunra. Same with your wolf-friend in Direlight. You’re marked for death. It is the will of my lord. Vile, kill him. I’d use the dragon, but I’d hate to burn those white hairs. I need them as a gift for Lord Wyvern.” 
 
    “I refuse,” Vile grunted. 
 
    “I command you,” Cydon said, his visor pointing to the assassin. Both their bodies became tense. “Do it.” 
 
    He’s using his power against his own assassin, Valx realized, watching the two men fight their internal war of control. Radu warned me how difficult it was to stand against the full strength of the general’s power. 
 
    “No,” Vile answered, his muscles quivering. “You can twist my emotions and my instincts, but I’m in control of my blade. I will not turn it against him. The Sularens believed you found honor with your blade and your death. I should’ve died against him at Direlight. My life is forfeit to him. If you want to regain your honor, Cydon, then slay him yourself.” 
 
    Cydon roared and gestured to his snarling dragon, which stood so tall it had to squeeze through the library door. Vile turned and punched upward at the dragon’s neck, stabbing his blade through the creature’s throat. He sliced the blade sideways, and a waterfall of red followed. 
 
    The dragon whined and slammed into the library carpet. It curled into a ball, shaking and crying before falling silent. 
 
    “You traitorous fool!” Cydon screamed. “You’ve killed us. We’ll never escape this fortress now.” 
 
    “I saw an aqueduct pouring downhill from the fortress when we flew over,” Vile said. “There must be a way in there from inside the fortress. I’ll help you escape and guide you back north. Once we cross the border, you can kill me if you like. But only if you can defeat Lord Wyvern’s brother first.” 
 
    Valx’s furious eyes locked on Cydon’s visor. The general hesitated but then approached the middle of the library with his great-sword in hand. Valx formed a blade of blue aether the size and shape of a longsword and then took a Low Ky stance. 
 
    “You’re not going to run away again, boy?” Cydon mocked. 
 
    “Never again,” Valx answered. 
 
    They both attacked, and their blades met. The weight of Cydon’s great-sword rattled Valx’s arms, and the white-haired man almost fell. He clenched his teeth and pushed against the Northern general. His glowing blade dug into the Northerner’s steel, and Cydon pulled away and withdrew several paces. 
 
    “That blade of yours is a nasty thing,” Cydon said. The general moved toward Valx with a powerful swing and then another. He used the longer length of his great-sword to keep Valx out of reach. The white-haired man deflected swipe after swipe with his aether blade, and he used quick steps to keep himself from getting overwhelmed just like Radu had trained him to do. 
 
    Valx watched for an opening in Cydon’s ky points, but the older swordsman offered no chance for counterattack. The Northerner shoved forward, hammering away at Valx’s blue blade, and then followed with an armored punch. The young man moved back, but the fist caught him in the eye. He stumbled away and kept moving, avoiding another cleave of the large blade. 
 
    Valx found himself shuffling closer to the end of the library, and only a few paces separated him from a wall of bookshelves. He caught Cydon’s blade with his own and tried to push him back to no avail. 
 
    “You’re weak,” the general said with a gleeful tone. Cydon pushed against Valx’s blade and knocked the young man closer to the bookshelves. “You see how far I’ve pushed you back? Soon you’ll have nowhere to duck away to, and your pitiful Low Ky won’t save you.” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Valx roared, switching his stance to Rin Ky. He stomped forward and put his anger into a horizontal slash that the general blocked by raising his great-sword. Valx dug his aether into the Northern steel. Nicks had accumulated along the sword, and the newest dug an inch into the edge. 
 
    Cydon’s visor pointed to the damage in his blade and then focused on the white-haired man. Valx’s muscles relaxed, and he felt his strength weaken. The general shoved him and then caught the Westerner in the stomach with his plated knuckles. 
 
    Valx coughed and fell against the shelves, and books fell all around him. That power! Radu warned me, but I never imagined he’d break my guard so easily with it. His muscles tensed as Cydon channeled his power at him again. Valx’s heart raced. His body turned cold and still. Fear ran through him, and he felt small and scared like that day in Tunra. He remembered all the bodies of his neighbors. He could see his mother and Xulthen dying again in his mind. Then he saw Tela’s tiny body, her happy face destroyed. 
 
    His body quaked with rage, and Valx roared and flared his teeth at the Northerner. Cydon swung downward at him, but he vanished from the spot in a flash of blue light. He reappeared in the middle of the library, and Cydon’s visor followed the trail of light to where Valx stood. The general charged to the middle of the room, and Valx felt Cydon’s power strike him again with another wave of fear. 
 
    He shook off the fear, his rage too great. His blade vanished, and arcs of aether wavered down his arms and into his hands as Cydon neared. Valx bellowed again, and the blue light in his palms grew brighter and hotter. Sparks lashed at the carpet and tables. The center of the light burned white-hot. 
 
    As Cydon raised his great-sword, Valx unleashed the full fury of his power. The blast hit the general in the chest plate and tossed him against a bookshelf that stood near the middle of the room. Wood splinters and burning paper scattered across the library. The small fires around the room quickly spread into larger flames. 
 
    Valx approached Cydon, who lay on the turned over and ruined bookshelf. The blast had torn away his chest plate and seared the flesh underneath. His sword had been tossed halfway across the room, and his helm had fallen off and rolled across the floor. 
 
    Cydon grabbed his smoldering skin. “Vile,” he coughed. “Help me.” 
 
    The man in the red mask shook his head as Valx formed another blade of aether and pressed the tip against the burned flesh. 
 
    Cydon winced and shouted, “Orgundr, save me!” 
 
    “The gods can’t save you,” Valx said. 
 
    The general’s eyes studied Valx. “I see,” he said, his voice cracking. “I was a young captain for your father. You remind me of him. He never spared his enemies either.” 
 
    “I’m not like him,” Valx said. 
 
    “Then prove it and spare my life,” Cydon begged, tears in his eyes. “I’m completely defeated and have failed my lord. I can’t return to the North with this shame. You’d do more harm to leave me to a life of shame, and it would prove you’re the more honorable man.” 
 
    Valx stabbed the blade through the Northerner’s heart, and Cydon gasped his last breath. The general’s eyes filled with fear and then became dull. 
 
    Valx turned his furious eyes to Vile. 
 
    The assassin, panting and bleeding from a previous battle, ripped his red mask from his face and tossed it into the fire spreading across the library. His ugly, scarred face twisted into a sad smile. “Return my honor,” he wheezed. 
 
    Valx’s blade grew wide as a longsword. He put the remainder of his strength into a horizontal slash and decapitated Vile in one motion. The assassin’s head rolled off his body, and both parts fell to the red carpet. 
 
    I’ve slain five people now, Valx reflected, his rage subsiding. His body relaxed, and he took several long breaths. Damn, I’m exhausted. He let his aether blade vanish. The bluish light sparked around his fingers, and he flailed his hand. It felt like he had touched fire though no burn marks remained. I need to get out of this place. He made it halfway to the stairs before his strength gave, and he crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “You!” the voice of Vassal Lunori shouted. The balding man approached with an army of guardsmen behind him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valx awoke on a stone floor in what he recognized as the fortress dungeon. His cold body ached and possessed little strength to move. He saw dozens of guardsmen outside the cell, all lined along the walls and armed for battle. Their eyes watched him as he slowly stood. I’ve been imprisoned again. Valx almost laughed. What is this? The third time? 
 
    “Why am I locked up?” he asked. “I stopped the intruders attacking your fortress.” 
 
    The guards looked at Valx with mixed looks of fear and hate. “The vassal is deciding what to do with you,” one man said. “You broke in here with Northerners chasing you and nearly burned down the fortress. For now, it’s best that you stay quiet. If you try to use your magic, we’ll kill you immediately.” 
 
    “That’s a fair enough warning,” Valx said. 
 
    Some part of him felt confident and calm. The fear and rage felt far away. Surely, Vassal Lunori wouldn’t put me to death after stopping those Northerners. I’ll escape soon as I regain my strength. He propped himself against the rough brick wall and tried to rest. 
 
    Half an hour passed, and Valx drifted between sleepiness and alertness. He closed his eyes for a minute, and when he opened them, a shadow had appeared on the stone floor. Even in the dark cell, the shadow looked too black. Radu? Valx looked down into the darkness of the shadow. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the guard asked. 
 
    Valx ignored him and dropped into the shadow. The shouting of guards disappeared in the distance. He floated in the darkness, feeling comforted by it for once. “Thanks for rescuing me,” he said. 
 
    “Word reached town that a dragon had flown to the fortress,” Radu said. “When my brother and I heard, we realized the terrible mistake you had made. I came as soon as I heard they had captured a ‘warlock’ who defeated the Northerners. You are my friend after all.” 
 
    Radu dropped Valx on the ground next to the pond downhill from the fortress. Pyre waited nearby with the horses and wagon. 
 
    “I’m so gods-damned sorry,” Valx said, sobbing. “I saw all those poor people burned and butchered, and I couldn’t think of what else might’ve happened. My rage blinded me.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you, friend,” Pyre said, hugging Valx. “We shouldn’t have left without you. We’re all idiots for not realizing they were still following us.” 
 
    “I’m certainly not an idiot,” Radu said, “but even I didn’t guess it. I was so sure I had scared the general away for good. I shouldn’t have been so arrogant.” 
 
    “Brother!” Pyre gaped at him. “You must be growing old to say something so mature. We’ll be nineteen years old soon. I guess it’s about time to throw our childishness behind us.” 
 
    Radu rolled his eyes at his brother. 
 
    “Let’s hurry away from this city before they come looking for Wight,” Pyre said. “And tell me the story of how you defeated the Northerners. I must know!” 
 
    *** 
 
    They rode south while Valx told the twins his story. Pyre hung over the edge of his seat and listened with an intense stare. Tears showed in his eyes when Valx told them about finding Tela’s body. Then he cheered over Cydon’s death. “The bastard deserved worse,” Pyre spat. “As for Red Mask, I don’t know what to think of him now.” 
 
    “Me either,” Valx said, looking off at the nearby hillsides. “He killed my best friend, but I hardly feel angry at him anymore. I couldn’t have defeated both of them and the dragon. I’m somewhat thankful for what he did.” 
 
    “You said he mentioned the Sularens,” Radu said. “I’ve heard the Sularen Clan was obsessed with honor. They were exterminated in the Clan Wars, but he might’ve been a survivor. You took his arm, and he dishonored his people by fleeing. He gave his clan one last moment of honor by dying to you without fear.” 
 
    They arrived at a junction between a group of inns and horse stables just outside of Leafsong. Radu handed Valx a bag full of coins. “Your cut,” he said. “We never got into the treasury, but I estimated the value of all the paintings and vases and jewelry we snatched.” 
 
    This is almost twice as heavy as the bag of coins my mother left me, Valx guessed. 
 
    “This is too much,” he told the thief.  
 
    “I may have overestimated,” Radu replied, “but you earned it by dealing with my demands. I shouldn’t have asked all that of you.” 
 
    “Thanks, my friend,” Valx said. “I guess I’ll find a caravan to travel east with. Are you two still returning to Central?” 
 
    “You should come with us,” Radu said, surprising Pyre and Valx. “You’re a free man now. We can take you all the way back to Direlight. Pyre and I were thinking of robbing Castle Skyspire for one last great heist before going into business with Grenfei. You wouldn’t have to help, of course. But we could use the company.” 
 
    “I have to pass on that offer,” Valx said. “I’ve come this far. I want to finish my journey. I’ll try to meet you guys again in Direlight at the Rat Market. Tell the gatekeeper named Velumis where you’re staying, and I’ll find you two. He knows me as Valx, though.” 
 
    “Valx, huh?” Pyre said, giving him one more hug. “Well, you better come see us again soon. If not, we’ll find you one day and rob you.” 
 
    They all laughed and waved goodbye, and then the Twin Thieves disappeared down the road. Valx found a caravan to travel alongside. He could still see Thunderfront Fortress in the far distance and hear the alarm bells as they searched for him. He wondered when and where they would bury Tela and Flinara. Those two will get tossed in unmarked graves somewhere, he guessed. They really deserved better. 
 
    As the caravan headed out, Valx turned his sad gaze to the open fields of the East. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    The first autumn winds blew in from the north as the weeks passed, and Valx watched the season change as he traveled. The Eastern lands bloomed one last time, and an explosion of orange, pink, and blue-colored windpuffs took from the puff-flowers and scattered across the meadows. 
 
    The quiet eastern lands calmed Valx. Everything looked peaceful compared to his kingdom’s rough hills and deep forests. Even the grassbeasts, cousins of the larger valebeasts, soothed Valx as they galloped through the fields. Mountain ranges always dotted the distance, but the caravan rarely went near them. After the windpuffs flew away, the land turned a golden-green. Valx’s white hair, uncut since he left Tunra, tossed in the constant winds that blew over the land. 
 
    The traders of the caravan were a quiet group, and sometimes they’d go an entire day without talking. Traveling in silence almost made Valx feel at peace, but he left the caravan behind when he saw the mountain from his mother’s map. It was a jagged gray rock that rose like a sword piercing the plains. How ugly, he thought at first. Then after two days of walking toward it, he decided the rock looked distinguished. It’s a fine enough end to my travels. I hardly care what’s there anymore. I’m ready to go back to Roz. Valx missed her so much that it pained him to think about her for long. 
 
    He tried to make sense of the map’s instructions as best he could. He approached the towering rock from the angle in the directions. Now, where’s this black path? He wondered as he reached a stone incline leading to the mountain. At the end of the incline, he could see that the rock turned sharply to the sky. I can’t climb that. He walked along the incline for an hour and then saw a glossy black rock sticking from the ground. What’s this? 
 
    Valx walked to it and saw another farther ahead. He ran to the next only to spot a third black rock. More and more of the rocks appeared as he neared the base of the mountain. They followed a kind of path that brought him to a massive split in the mountainside just larger than a carriage. 
 
    He stepped through the opening and found a trail hidden behind the walls of rock. A small but overgrown forest grew along the whole mountainside though it had been impossible to see from outside the towering stone. 
 
    As Valx worked his way up the mountain, he saw dozens of deer, rabbits, and grassbeasts. His stomach growled, but he found no food in his backpack. Valx picked berries and vegetables growing in the dense underbrush. He ate until he was full, rested his legs, and then returned to his hike. 
 
    Valx walked for several more hours until rustling leaves sounded behind him. He turned and saw a young grassbeast running toward him. The grassbeast saw him, turned on its heels, and sprinted the other way. A blue-winged creature swooped down and tackled the grassbeast. Valx tensed and blue light shone from his hands. 
 
    The winged monster tore the throat from the grassbeast and then looked at Valx. The blue beast arched its back, and Valx eyed its smooth, glittering scales and slick body. 
 
    A dragon, he realized, but not of the same breed that Cydon had controlled. It’s shorter and scrawnier than the Northern ones. 
 
    The blue dragon raised its snout and sniffed at his direction. 
 
    “Away!” Valx threatened, and his aether surged brighter. 
 
    The dragon fled to the sky, and Valx hurried up the mountain until the pathway ended at a cliff face that shot to the sky like a raised longsword. 
 
    “What now?” Valx thought. He eyed the blue dragon lurking on one of the rock walls over the path. The creature watched him in silence as it slinked along the wall. 
 
    Valx dug the map from his bag but kept the dragon in his view. Where’s this secret passage on the cliff face? he wondered. 
 
    The dragon crept along the wall until it reached the cliff side. It jumped from ledge to ledge. The scaled animal stepped on a round, flattish boulder, and the stone creaked and wobbled. The dragon moved to the wall on the other side and kept going until it disappeared. 
 
    That rock wobbled. 
 
    Valx approached the flat looking boulder. He grabbed the side of the rock and pushed with all his strength. To his surprise, the flat-faced boulder was just light enough and round enough to be moved by one person. He pushed the rock aside, revealing a tunnel behind it big enough for a one-horse wagon. 
 
    He stepped into the passage and let the round rock slide back into its place. Valx lit the tunnel with his blue light and journeyed across. Minutes later, he saw sunlight on the other side and stepped into a small valley on the backside of the mountain. Rock walls enclosed the entire valley, making it impossible to spot from the outside. A brick temple lay on one side and was separated from a small farm on the other half by a tiny, near-dry creek. 
 
    Dragons of various colors flew around the valley. The blue dragon from the pathway landed in the grass in front of Valx, and the Westerner summoned a silvery-blue blade of aether. 
 
    “Don’t hurt Seawing!” a deep voice called. A rough looking man with bronzed skin approached from the farm. The man wrapped his arms around the dragon in a playful headlock with muscles well-toned for a man who looked near fifty years old. He rubbed the dragon’s head while the creature mewed. It slinked from his grasp and rolled through the grass. “No need to use your power, Valx. These dragons are harmless. He even likes you, I think.” 
 
    The dragon watched Valx with big, snakelike eyes. 
 
    “You know my name?” Valx asked, his blade disappearing as his muscles relaxed. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about you the last couple weeks,” the man said. “Come with me to the temple. There’s someone here who’s been waiting for you.” 
 
    “Who?” Valx asked, but the man didn’t answer. 
 
    The bronzed man led Valx to the brick temple and opened the door. Inside stood fifty cramped rows of bookshelves. The library looked clean and newly built, and an elegant sword had been stabbed into the stone at the very middle of the temple floor. A row of tables lay near the entrance with books strewn about. 
 
    Roz sat at the table reading. Her bright green eyes raised from a book and found Valx. She shouted, dropped her book, and ran straight into Valx’s arms. 
 
    “How is this possible?” Valx said, his eyes full of tears. He held her as tight as he could. 
 
    “I copied your maps when you were locked in the castle dungeon,” Roz explained. “I was afraid you were going to leave me and run off to this mountain. So, I traced them as best I could and copied your mother’s instructions. Then when you left, I looked for a caravan to travel alongside. It cost me a bit of silver to get here, but you left me plenty. I was sad not to find you here, but I waited and hoped you’d find your way. I’ve been in this valley for two weeks already.” 
 
    “What about Tatterscrape?” Valx asked. “What about Su and the orphans?” 
 
    “You’re more important,” Roz said, kissing him. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” Valx replied, and then he kissed her again. “I would’ve been here sooner, but I ran into all sorts of trouble.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” the bronzed man said. “Knowing your parents.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Valx asked him, “and why did my mom send me here?” 
 
    “I’m Yahn,” he answered. “An old friend of your parents. Amikah knew you’d be safe in this valley.” 
 
    “I’m safe now regardless,” Valx said. “A Northern general and his assassin were following me, but I slew them both. I also discovered my father, Iximir Delgard, was apparently Lord Dragon and that my mother killed him. You knew him too?” 
 
    “We were part of a group of greatborn warriors that were responsible with ending the Clan Wars,” Yahn said. “Called ourselves the Silver Knights. I had thought that name would be remembered, but from what Roz tells me, we were lost to history. I wouldn’t know, I’ve spent most my years since the Clan Wars here.” 
 
    “You’re greatborn too?” Valx asked. 
 
    Yahn raised his hand, and Roz stepped aside. The bronzed man pushed his hand at Valx. A tremor ran through the air and hit Valx in the chest, pushing him back a step. 
 
    “I make vibrations,” Yahn said. “I got the nickname Shiver when I was a kid because my powers developed very early but were too weak to do anything other than vibrate my body. People stopped calling me that when my powers grew to be more formidable, but I decided to keep Shiver as a marked name when we started the Silver Knights.” 
 
    “Who else lives here?” Valx asked. “Any more of the Silver Knights?” 
 
    “Just me,” Yahn replied, his eyes turning sad. “And the dragons of course.” 
 
    “Then what happened to the other Silver Knights?” Valx questioned. 
 
    “I think all but three are dead,” Yahn said, his voice grim. “Me, Old Hammer, and Reaper. But I guess he’s Lord Reaper nowadays. We had three who died in the Clans Wars. Then there was Trip who, always true to his marked name, went and fell off a cliff, the poor idiot. Kelison, who went by the marked name Bastion, disappeared. I’m almost certain your father or Reaper killed him. I know your father killed Looney and Sanguine. Reaper killed Soladere, who called herself Duster. Then your mom killed your dad when she found out what he and Reaper had done to our friends. And now your mother, who we called Rabbit, is gone too.” 
 
    “Why did Reaper and my father kill their friends?” Valx asked. 
 
    “Those greedy bastards,” Yahn spat. “We were so close to peace and balance between the clans. Then those two decided to gather the strongest together under one rule and crushed all the others. They created the Northern Republic practically overnight. With Reaper’s cunning and Dragon’s power, no one stood in their way. We tried to reason with them, but they didn’t care what we had to say. Last time I saw Sanguine alive, she told me Reaper and Dragon were planning something terrible. She asked for my help to spy on them, but I didn’t want our group to fall apart. Looney helped her instead, and it got him killed. Now, the thing you should know is that your mom was very close to Looney. He was a wyrgen, a weird one at that, but a good friend.” 
 
    Yahn sighed and then continued, “When your mom discovered what your father had done, she killed Dragon and fled to her home city. I tried to convince her to hide here, but she refused. She wanted you to have a normal life. I really considered going to kill Reaper, but he had put together a few armies by then. I just gave up and came here to live the rest of my days. I visited your mom a couple of times when you were little, but I’m sure you forgot me. I wish I had stayed in Tunra with you two, but I never felt comfortable living the city life, and I have a special connection to this place.” Tears rolled down the side of Yahn’s face. “Dammit, you got me crying. I just really miss all my friends. Your mom was practically my little sister.” 
 
    “What about Old Hammer?” Valx asked. 
 
    “You won’t believe this,” Roz intruded. “Old Hammer is King Thod.” 
 
    “He was Prince Thod back then,” Yahn said, wiping away his tears. 
 
    “That explains why he hugged me,” Valx said with astonishment. “He looked sad when I said my mother had passed. To think the king of the Western Kingdom is greatborn. And two of the Northern lords.” 
 
    “Probably more,” Yahn said. “There are quite a few greatborn in the North, but the clans have always kept them as a sort of secret weapon. Many greatborn have become rulers over the years. We have the power to do many great things, hence the name. You see this library around you? It was once named Delknol, which translates to ‘knowledge of the land’ in some old tongue. It was built five hundred years ago by monks who wanted to preserve the history and knowledge of Ter’al. There’re books on greatborn, beliefs older than the forty-two gods, even the little knowledge of Fey’al that we possess. I’ve found a few books on training dragons, which I’ve studied closely.” 
 
    “Why’d they build the library here, though?” Valx asked. 
 
    “The churches of the forty-two gods thought any mention of Fey’al and the history of greatborn was blasphemous,” Yahn told him. “The library stayed hidden for a time, but when it was discovered, a great battle was fought here. One of the protectors, a greatborn woman with tremendous power, was fatally wounded in the battle. When people like us are near death, we tend to draw from more of our hidden reserves of power. And on rare occasions, some greatborn will draw out all the power that lay hidden within them right before they die in a process called ascension. Ascension is such a tremendous power that it leaves a mark of that person’s presence on the world after their death. This mark is called a worldscar. I’ve found only two books on ascensions and have read that worldscars can mark either a place or an object.” 
 
    Yahn pointed to the sword in the middle of the library. “That sword over there carries the worldscar left by the ascension of a powerful greatborn five hundred years ago,” he explained. “I’ve read that her remarkable power could bend spatial distances and even warp time to a small extent. It has slowed the passage of time for this temple that she held so dear, keeping it safe for five hundred years. It’s sad to say her sacrifice was in vain. The churches of the two great gods lost the battle, but they won the hearts and minds of the people over the years, and this place was forgotten. Only a few monks carried on Delknol’s legacy, collecting more books and giving knowledge to those across Ter’al who yearned for truth. My grandfather was the last of those monks. And when I die, this place will at long last be abandoned. Only the sword, the temple, and the dragons will remain. But that sword is a lasting reminder of how great our kind are and the impact we can make on this world.” 
 
    A dragon whined softly outside the temple door. “Sounds like Sweetie is hungry,” Yahn said. “That girl is always crying for food. I better get to work on some soup.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Roz said. “Valx, will you assist us? I’ve learned Sweetie is a very impatient dragon. She won’t harm you, but her whining will only get louder until she eats.” 
 
    “One second,” Valx said. “Those dragons unnerve me after my encounters with their Northern cousins. Let me take a breath.” Roz kissed Valx on the cheek and then followed Yahn through the door. 
 
    Valx waited until the door closed and then approached the sword in the center of the library. “So,” he said to himself. “This sword carries the power of an incredible greatborn?” He reached his hand out for the elegant hilt, but the sword felt farther away than it appeared. Valx took a step closer, and the floor seemed to stretch a step longer. No matter how far he reached, the sword always felt inches from his grasp. 
 
    As he reached, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled. I feel like I’m being judged, he thought. Valx frowned and backed away from the sword. He stared at the blade for a few seconds and then turned for the door. 
 
    He left the temple, and the three made soup over a kettle outside. Roz asked Valx about his journey, and he told them everything that had happened with the thieves and the Northerners. Roz looked worried during parts of the story, but by the end, she and Yahn both looked impressed. 
 
    “You’ve grown so much,” Roz said with a smile. “I remember when I had to save you from that longclaw. That already feels so long ago.” 
 
    Yahn tossed a piece of rabbit meat to a whining yellow-green dragon. “You wouldn’t have to cry for food if you hunted your own,” Yahn told the dragon, but then he patted it on the head. 
 
    The blue dragon, Seawing, sat and watched Valx while he helped with the soup. “Go away,” he shooed. The dragon kept staring at him with a curious expression. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the last two weeks,” Yahn said. “Ever since Roz appeared here and told me about the invasion and your mother, I’ve been planning to leave this valley to fight the Northern Republic. My old friend King Thod could use my help. And part of me misses the battlefield and the bonds of warriors. I’ve been ‘Yahn’ here on this mountain alone for all these years. I’d like to be Shiver the Silver Knight once more. I’m sure you felt the brotherly bond with those two thieves you talked so highly about. It would be nice to have that feeling of brotherhood again.” 
 
    Something stirred in Valx, and he rose from the table. “I want to go,” he said with fiery eyes. 
 
    “You can’t!” Roz shouted. “After all you’ve been through? You’ve fought enough battles, Valx. Let’s go back to the West together.” 
 
    “I just can’t let go of everything the North has done,” Valx said, feeling his fury rising inside him again. “I hate my brother so much. It would make my entire life worthwhile if I could help the West defeat him. I’ve felt so much pain and loss that I can’t stand it. I can barely think about it without getting sick and angry. Everything feels so empty now, Roz. I’ve thought so much about you since I left. I missed you so badly. Staying with you sounds so happy. Such a happy life we could have. But the hate I feel will never disappear. I’m not the same person I was before. I don’t think you know me anymore. This hate will eat away at me, and then I’ll eat away at you until you hate me too. I have to fight. Maybe if my brother is dead, then I can be happy again.” 
 
    Roz slapped him, and Valx gaped at her. “I traveled halfway across Ter’al for you,” she shouted. “And you’d leave me alone to die fighting the North? You’d do that to me? You said you love me. Doesn’t that matter more than hate?” 
 
    “I do love you,” he said. “At least I want to. But all I feel is emptiness and hate. I want you to live a happy life, but I don’t think you can have that with me. Not until my brother is dead and the world right again.” 
 
    “The world has never been right and never will be,” Roz said, and Valx held his head low. “Leave me then, but I won’t love you anymore when you come back. If you even come back.” She slouched back into the temple. 
 
    Yahn looked at his soup awkwardly and then told Valx, “We’ll leave in the morning if you’re certain about your decision. We’ll fly dragons to our destination. You can take Seawing since he seems to like you. I’ll show you how to control their flight with the reins. They know how to find their way back to nesting places like this, so once we reach our destination, we’ll let them fly back. Seawing actually gets half his blood from the sea dragons on the rocky islands below the Mountain Territories. They swoop in sometimes to mate with the valley dragons here. Sometimes mine fly off to them and don’t come back for two or three years.” 
 
    Valx only half-listened as Yahn told him more about dragons. 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, Valx stirred in a bed in the old living quarters of the monks. He thought about the people who had died because of the North. He remembered the battles he had fought at Direlight and Thunderfront. His heart beat with rage, and Valx jumped from the bed and paced down the halls. 
 
    I have to go. I have to fight the North. I have to kill my brother. Roz will understand eventually. One day, I’ll come back to her, and she’ll forgive me. She’ll still love me, I’m sure. He passed Roz’s room and heard her sobbing from behind the closed door. I’m so sorry, but I have to go. He leaned against Roz’s door and listened. 
 
    “That bastard,” Roz growled from her room. “Stupid boy. Oh gods, why does everyone abandon me? Could one of you up there strike Valx’s brother dead and save him the trouble? I know Valx is right in some way. Someone needs to stop those Northern bastards, but why him? Why does he have to have this power? Everything was better when he was just the simple son of a trader that I adored. He was kind and fun. Yes, he was grumpy and reckless sometimes, but most of the time, he was happy. Gods, you know I always wanted to run away from Tunra with him. That’s what got me interested in cartography when I was a naive girl. Oh gods, you couldn’t have let us become traveling traders and adventure across Ter’al together? Eyl’oera? Orgundr? Aque’il? Hephar? Zundr even? Gods be damned, I’m starting to think none of you are real. There’re enough books in this library that say otherwise.” She sighed. “If any of you are real, just protect him, please.” 
 
    Valx’s emotions turned in his gut, and he opened her door. 
 
    “Valx,” she said, rising from the bed. 
 
    He crossed the room and took her in his arms. “Please don’t cry anymore,” he begged. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Roz said, forcing a half-smile. “You know I’m not the kind of girl to cry and mope forever. I always knew you had this sort of warrior spirit in you. Xulthen did too, I think. I just always hoped we’d run away together is all. Hell, I’d go with you and fight if I knew how to use a sword.” 
 
    “I know you would,” Valx said, holding her tight. “If you were greatborn, you’d be twice as fearsome as any I’ve met. But I’m glad you’re not. I’d prefer you stay safe.” 
 
    “And I want the same for you,” Roz said, “but I know I can’t stop that spirit of yours. You really are a wight now. The Valx I knew is almost gone, but I still see him in you somewhere.” She looked into his eyes and then kissed him. 
 
    Valx pressed closer, kissing her lips, then her cheeks, and then her neck. He tore at her clothes, and they fell onto the bed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You’re still leaving, aren’t you?” she asked him the next morning. Valx replied with a sorrowful stare. “I expected as much. Just try to survive. Don’t toss your life into the fire too fast. You have tremendous power, so maybe you’ll make a difference in this war. Hell, maybe I’ll hear stories about your heroics, Wight the Aetherblade.” 
 
    Valx took the large bag of gold and silver that Radu had given him and handed it to Roz. “Take it,” he said. “Return to Direlight or Tatterscrape. Go where you please. Give yourself a good life. I’ll fight to ensure the West is safe. Send a letter to Mil or tell Velumis wherever you decide to live. I’ll come find you when this war is over.” 
 
    “Just remember what I said,” Roz said, her voice growing cold. “Once you leave this place, I won’t love you anymore.” 
 
    Valx replied with a sad nod. 
 
    “I wish you all the luck in Ter’al,” Roz told him. “Just don’t let that anger of yours destroy you, Wight. You can’t make the world a better place with hate.” She gave Valx one more kiss. 
 
    They found Yahn outside, putting saddles on Seawing and an arrogant looking red dragon. “Do you remember what I told you last night about steering them?” Yahn asked. 
 
    “It sounded simple enough,” Valx responded. 
 
    “I’ll whistle for Seawing to follow me and Redgale,” Yahn said, holding the dragon-whistle for Valx to see. “So, you’ll only have to steer if he veers off too much. Seawing knows the basic word commands like Stop, Go, Stay, Fly, Land, and Follow. Use those if you need to.” 
 
    Yahn climbed onto Redgale. “Feel free to fly one of the dragons back west if you’d like,” the bronzed man told Roz. “Vinefire or Bullback are your best two options. I think you’ve read enough of that dragon training book to handle them. Just practice first.” 
 
    “I think I’ll fly Vinefire,” Roz said. “She and I get along better. Bullback is a bit too stubborn. It’s an awfully long journey, though. I may stay here a couple of weeks to practice and read before I leave. Thanks for everything, Yahn. Goodbye, Wight.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Roz,” Valx said. “I’ll come back to you one day. I promise.” 
 
    Roz stared at him with her bright green eyes. They looked sad at first but then filled with their old confidence. “You better,” she replied. 
 
    “Fly!” Yahn shouted, and the two dragons took to the sky. 
 
    Roz and the valley disappeared beneath them, and wind battered Valx’s white hair. The view frightened him, and he held close to Seawing. 
 
    A smile appeared across Yahn’s face. “It’s going to be just like the good days.” 
 
    Valx could barely hear Yahn over the wind, but a thought came to him. “Did you ever know someone named Shift?” Valx yelled over the wind. 
 
    “I did!” Yahn called back. “No surprise Rabbit told you about her. She was practically your mom’s adoptive mother. Sadly, Shift was one of the three that fell in the Clan Wars.” 
 
    “But I met her,” Valx replied. 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” Yahn told him. “I saw her die in the Battle of Crystal Fjord, one of the last great battles of the Clan Wars. She may have had the power to change her face, but I know for certain it was her that died that day.” 
 
    “I’m certain now,” Valx said. “She changed her face and followed me across Ter’al. It was her.” 
 
    Yahn replied with a look of disbelief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Slabs of kraken flesh crackled and fizzled on the surface of the underground lake deep within the caverns of Grandheart. The lithe strangemen watched the flesh from the dark shore with beady, insect-like eyes. Then the heart of the kraken, as massive as the dragon the creature had strangled, rolled to the surface. The muscle split, fissured, and dissolved to dust before the black beings. 
 
    Shift rose from the ashes naked, her form having reverted from the face that Valx knew to the chestnut colored one that had pursued Vile through the streets of Direlight. Though both faces kept her stern, gray eyes. She stretched and yawned while the strangemen scattered into narrow passages hidden in the dark. “So, your kind still live?” She eyed them with catlike curiosity. 
 
    “Hello?” the youthful voice of Orphilm called, sounding far away. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Tell me where Valx is,” Shift demanded. 
 
    Orphilm paused for several seconds. “Are you the woman who chased him down there a few weeks ago?” he asked with concern. 
 
    “A few weeks?” she replied, her voice giving no hint of emotion. “Is Valx still alive?” 
 
    “Last I heard,” Orphilm answered. “He, Pyre, and Radu left for the Eastern Kingdom the next morning after the battle. The Northerners fled back home it seems.” 
 
    Shift closed her eyes in meditation. 
 
    “Who are you?” Orphilm asked. “You called yourself Shift back then. The brothers and sisters of the Family are in an uproar over your identity. Boss questioned me for hours about what had happened. He was quite angry that I didn’t send the Family when the battle began. I told him to kill me, but he wouldn’t, sadly.” 
 
    Shift opened her eyes and looked into the lake. “He dropped my heart.” She shaped gills onto the sides of her throat and dove into the water. After an hour of searching, she returned with the dress sword. 
 
    “You’re back?” Orphilm asked. “Tell me who you really are, and I may tell you how to escape that underground lair.” 
 
    “My poor heart,” Shift said, ignoring him. Her eyes, which looked aged while her body looked beautiful and in its prime, followed the rusted spots, stains, and cracks along the steel. Her hands gripped the handle, and a heartbeat sounded from within the cherrybark. 
 
    Shift plunged the blade through her chest. Then she drew the sword from her body and wiped away the blood. The blade shined, renewed as if forged that morning. She found the blade’s sheath lying abandoned on the shore, untouched by the anxious strangemen. 
 
     “What do you mean by your heart?” Ophilm asked. “Hello? Are you listening?” 
 
    Shift walked toward the pitch-black cavern. Her gray eyes turned catlike, and she stepped into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank You for Reading 
 
    If you enjoyed The Aether Blade, be sure to leave a review on Amazon here. Also, keep an eye out for Greatborn Book 2, which will come out in Late 2017. You might also enjoy my previous fantasy series, Knights of the Dusk. 
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