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Prologue

The stranger emerged from the forest without warning.

At first, Wyat didn’t notice the cloaked figure. He was engrossed in repairing the rails of a fence but then paused in swinging the hammer to wipe his sweaty face on the sleeve of his tunic. He happened to glance over at his son, Elyas, who had just turned three summers. The boy had been playing in the grass a short distance away but was frozen and staring at the wood line.

Wyat followed his son’s gaze and saw the stranger regarding them from a short bowshot away. He wore a burgundy tunic and black breeches beneath a dark-gray cloak with the cowl raised to conceal his features.

“Go inside and find your mother, Elyas.” Wyat gripped his old hammer in one hand, unthreateningly, and took a few steps toward the stranger. It was no warhammer but was the only weapon at hand. “Elyas!”

The boy looked over at him, his blue eyes wide, evidently not having heard him the first time.

“Go find your mother, Son.”

Elyas looked as though he’d protest at first, but he must have recognized the seriousness of Wyat’s demeanor. The boy picked himself up and went running toward the farmhouse with a toddler’s clumsy gait.

This doesn’t bode well. Has the past finally caught up with me? 

The figure remained motionless, observing Wyat and his peaceful farmstead.

“Can I help you, friend?” Wyat closed the distance until the stranger was about five paces away.

“The gods have summoned you for a reckoning, Wyat, Steel Commander and guardian of Nexus. Step forth, and be judged.” The voice was low and rough, as though the stranger was intentionally trying to disguise it.

Wyat frowned. “I’m not in the mood for games. Speak your piece, and begone from my land.” He slapped the steel head of the hammer into the palm of his hand to punctuate his point.

“You’ve grown cantankerous over the years, old man.” The stranger reached up and threw back the cowl of his cloak, revealing a thick mane of blond hair. Green eyes glittered mischievously, and a broad grin spread on the half-elf’s face.

“Arron!” Wyat stood with mouth agape before recovering from his surprise. Relief washed over him. “Balor’s balls, you gave me a start! I thought trouble had caught up with me, old friend.” He stepped forward to embrace his good friend, the man who was almost a brother to him. He hadn’t seen Arron for nearly four years, ever since wedding Shenai.

Arron raised a hand, forestalling him. “Careful—I bear a precious burden.” He turned slightly, and Wyat saw a pack on his back. 

A tiny face peeked out from an enveloping blanket. 

Before Wyat could ask the obvious question, Arron clasped him warmly in a half embrace. “It’s good to see you, Wyat! Nera sends her regards. She wishes more than anything she could have come to you herself, but alas, such is not to be for her.”

“Aye, I know.” Wyat sobered as he regarded Arron and the infant. “Hers?”

Arron nodded. “Aye. We know this is a grave thing to ask of you, but would you be willing to raise the lad? Nexus is no place for a son of hers. Her enemies, if they ever found out about him, will seek to control him and use him as leverage against her. We both thought it best if he was raised in secrecy far away from Nexus by an honorable, decent family so he may grow up knowing an honest, simple life. You know that there’s nobody she would trust more with this precious burden.” He turned so Wyat could get a better look.

The baby was perhaps four or five months of age, Wyat guessed. The infant’s eyes were the feature that immediately struck Wyat. He had Nera’s eyes—an unusual rust color, and Wyat somehow knew they would glimmer with an inner fire, much like stoked embers, when the boy was in a particular mood. A thin tousle of dark hair stuck out on his head, and his small mouth was pursed as though studying Wyat in turn.

Wyat smiled at the infant. “Hello, there, little man. What’s your name?”

“Taren,” Arron said.

“Taren. That’s a good, strong name for a lad.” He glanced back to Arron. “He’s got her eyes. And the father?”

“Malek.”

“But how… Gods, it’s been six years!”

Arron shrugged. “I wondered the same. Nera told me of her pregnancy a few years ago but said she wasn’t ready to birth a child. Her belly never showed any signs until one day, a few months ago, she was suddenly swollen near to bursting. Her magic kept the gestation in check, ’twould seem.”

Wyat wiped some drool from Taren’s mouth with the blanket as Arron gave him a questioning glance.

“Let me speak with Shenai, but if it were up to me alone, then of course I’ll raise him. I fear the gods won’t bless us with another child. Not from lack of trying, though.”

“Of course. Take your time, mate.” Arron glanced up at the house and waved.

Shenai was standing in the doorway of their home, hands on Elyas’s shoulders, the two watching curiously.

“Apologies, I forgot my manners. Come—you’ll be our guest for dinner. I even have a cask of ale I haven’t tapped yet, which I was saving for a special occasion.”

“I like the sound of that,” Arron replied with a grin.

He noticed the half-elf didn’t seem to have aged a day since the Battle of Nexus. Wyat himself, on the other hand, felt as if he’d aged nearly a score of years. His knees and back ached much of the time from the hard life of a soldier, and his hair and beard were speckled with more gray than brown though he had seen but forty-three summers.

“Welcome back, stranger.” Shenai walked forward to greet Arron, her blond curls shining in the sunlight.

“Shenai, it’s a pleasure to see you again! You’re looking as lovely as ever.” Arron leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, clasping her hand in his.

“Aw, you’re too kind. We don’t get many visitors out here, but I’ve told Wyat his good friends are always welcome.”

“I appreciate that. And who’s this little man? You look a lot like your father.” Arron leaned over and extended a hand to Elyas. “I’m Arron.”

“Elyas.” The boy shook hands earnestly with Arron. Elyas had Wyat’s blue eyes and dark hair and was big for his age. His son would have his strong warrior’s frame when he grew up.

Shenai seemed to notice Arron’s pack for the first time and craned her neck to try to see the bundle he carried.

Wyat cleared his throat. “Honey, we’ve got something to discuss. Why don’t we go inside for a bit?”




***




Wyat and Arron were sitting outside under the stars in a pair of wooden chairs. The ale cask sat between them, and they’d already put a good-sized dent in it. For dinner, they’d cooked up a wild hog that the two men had brought down in the woods earlier, along with some fresh vegetables from the field. Shenai had baked a berry pie as well, which Arron had raved about.

As Wyat had suspected, Shenai hadn’t taken much convincing to accept Taren into their home. She’d fallen for him after seeing that pudgy little face and would be happy to raise him as her own. Her only reservations were about his heritage since she knew from Wyat’s stories that Nera was of an otherworldly nature. He’d never given up Nera’s secret, however. Shenai simply thought she was a magic user, which she was, although she was also much more than that.

“You think he’ll inherit their magical talents?” Wyat took another sip of ale.

Arron nodded. “Aye, I’d bet on it. I’ll do my best to visit and check on Taren every few years. If he starts to manifest his talent early, I’ll see what Nera wants to do about it though I suspect she’ll want to train him herself to learn to control his abilities. Or when he’s of age, he will likely come to find us. I know I would—the chance to meet his birth mother and learn of Nexus and his heritage… What young lad could resist that? One way or the other, I believe he’ll find his way to us when the time is right.”

“Aye, that seems like a fair plan.” Wyat took another gulp of his ale as his thoughts wandered. Ever since Arron’s arrival, Wyat’s thoughts kept going back to something or, more accurately, someone else, and the ale provided the fuel necessary to finally work up the courage to broach the subject. He heaved a sigh and glanced back toward the farmhouse, making sure Shenai wasn’t in earshot. “I still think about her, you know. All these years later.” He sighed and ran a hand through his graying hair.

Arron gave him a sympathetic look and took a long pull on his tankard. He stared long into the night. “I’m not sure if it’s helpful to tell you this, but Idrimel returned to Nexus not so long ago.”

“How was she?” he asked instantly.

“Lovely as always. Her calling agrees with her. She’s high priestess of the temple back on Ellorya now, and church business brought her to the Temple of Sol in Nexus. Nera, of course, knew the moment she arrived. Yosrick invited Idrimel, Endira, and Nera and I to dinner.” He smiled at the memory. “Nice family Yosrick’s got there. Their young ones are almost all grown up. Both want to be adventurers like their father, to Qixi’s consternation.” He laughed.

Wyat laughed as well, missing his old friends. He took a long draught but couldn’t help his thoughts returning to the priestess in particular.

“She asked about you,” Arron continued after a long moment. “I told her the quiet life agreed with you and that you married a lovely local lass.”

Wyat smiled sadly. “I’m glad she’s well. I suppose I always knew it wouldn’t work out. She was clearly chosen by her god for a higher purpose… It wasn’t really fair to expect her to give that up for a common human grunt, someone who’d be lucky to live out more than a few more decades. I reckon she hasn’t aged a day, am I right?”

Arron nodded. “Aye. Beautiful as the first day any of us ever laid eyes on her.”

“Huh. And I’m a beat-up old soldier with one leg in the grave, practically.”

“Aw, cheer up, mate! We could always go into the nearest town and visit the local brothel to relive our glory days.” Arron’s green eyes danced with mischief.

A melancholy descended over Wyat at the thought his longer-lived friends would have many years of adventures and camaraderie ahead of them while he was quickly becoming an old man.

“I can’t, Arron. I’m married now… have a son and all. Well, make that two, now.”

“Aye. My aim wasn’t to have you end up sleeping in the barn. I was merely trying to rouse a spark of the old reckless Wyat and not this depressingly introspective fellow.” Arron clapped him on the shoulder, and they sat in comfortable silence for a time, sipping their drinks. “Don’t blame yourself. She still cares about you.” Arron’s voice was quiet, as if unsure about revealing that last bit.

“And I her,” Wyat said huskily. He cleared his throat and looked guiltily back at the farmhouse. “Not that I don’t care for Shenai, of course. I love her very much, but there was always something about Idrimel…”

“An ethereal beauty, mate. That’s what the bards would call it. It’s that celestial heritage.”

“Aye.” Wyat thought to let the matter rest, but Arron wasn’t so easily put off.

“Surely, you can’t be feeling slight in comparison? The Steel Commander who rallied the troops and saved the city of Nexus! The staunch friend who followed Nera into the Abyss on a vital quest and prevailed! Those are surely impressive feathers for your cap.”

“I suppose they are, at that.” Wyat’s smile returned, and he finished his ale. “And what will you do now? Head back to Nexus? You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.” He’d already made the offer earlier, but Arron had politely declined, saying he must leave in the morn.

“Thanks, but I’d best be on my way. I won’t head back to Nexus quite yet. I was thinking it would be nice to feel the wind under my wings, breathe the fresh country air as I soar up toward the sun… then perhaps take a deer in the field.”

“That sounds like a grand way to spend a day, my friend.” Wyat yawned then frowned at his empty tankard. “I suppose I’d better turn in. Shenai might need help with the baby.” He started to rise then wobbled and fell back in his chair with a grunt.

Arron laughed. “A drunk bastard like yourself has no business tending to a baby.” He clapped Wyat on the shoulder again. “Might as well surrender that battle and keep at this besieged cask of ale instead.”

Wyat belched. “Reckon I could be a tad drunk. Can’t drink quite as much as I used to. Gods, man, you’d better come visit us more often than every four years.”

“I hope to. The boss keeps me busy, but all this shite business of the city pales in importance to keeping a watchful eye on Taren.”

“That’s good to hear. Next time, stop by the Zombie and bring a cask of Sven’s finest ale—this stuff I get in Swanford is tolerable, but nothing can compare to Sven’s.”

“Count on it.”

Wyat’s dutiful thoughts of turning in were soon forgotten, and the two stayed out, reliving old times, until the sky grew light, and just like in old times, the companions won their battle against the ale cask.




***




Arron walked back into the woods the next morning, finding that Wyat’s pensive mood of the past night had made him feel a bit melancholy himself. He was shocked at how the years had taken their toll on his human friend. Perhaps what had seemed to age him so quickly wasn’t just a physical but an emotional toll as well. A young lad had followed him and Nera from that wretched muddy village back to Nexus just a few summers back, it seemed. Arron briefly wondered if retiring from adventuring and turning over command of the Steel Rage to Rand, the young hero who’d accompanied them to the Abyss, had been the right decision for Wyat.

Better to live a nice, quiet life out here with a lovely wife and raise two young lads rather than dying in the mud in some campaign no one gave a shite about for unneeded coin.

Arron sighed and spoke aloud as if Wyat could hear him. “I hope you’ve found some peace, my friend. May little Taren bring some added joy to your life and not be a burden. I couldn’t imagine a better man to raise him than you. With your guidance, those two lads will be formidable indeed when they grow up.”

When he reached a secluded glade he had spotted the prior day, he stopped and, with a thought, shapeshifted into his true draconic form. His sudden transformation nearly scared the life from a nearby rabbit.

Arron leaped up with his powerful hind legs, and his leathery wings pumped the air until the ground swiftly receded below. He soared up into the clear morning sky, content to enjoy the fresh air and freedom of flight.

As he flew, he relived the old days, when he and Wyat had been carefree youths and the weight of duty hadn’t fallen upon the young shoulders of either of them.

His sharp eyes spotted just what he sought: a young buck grazing in a meadow below. Arron gained some altitude, careful to not pass before the sun’s disc and let his shadow fall over the animal and spook it, then he tucked his wings and dove toward his prize.




















Chapter 1

A sudden fell presence descended over the small citadel at the edge of the Achronian Wastes in the Abyss. Nesnys was no longer alone with her minions—one of great power was intruding upon her territory. The simple presence of a greater fiend was a challenge to her authority, one that simply could not be ignored.

Nesnys forgot in an instant about tormenting the pathetic creatures before her. She wrenched Willbreaker from its scabbard and stepped to the window. As she did, her scaled armor flowed over her body like oil, covering her, save for along her flank and around her shoulder—the places where her skin was irrevocably scarred by the droexhal dagger’s corruption, the very same blade she wore on her hip opposite Willbreaker.

There, below in the bailey, stood a towering figure in a voluminous cloak, its color nearly black. However, as the garment stirred in the hot sulfurous air, a pearlescent crimson rippled across it. As though the intruder sensed her gaze, the cowled head glanced up at her, although the face remained hidden.

“Attend me,” the being commanded.

The words resounded with the power of a compulsion. Nesnys was ordinarily immune to such magical effects, but she felt awesome power reverberating behind the words.

So it begins—the struggle to rule Achronia.

After her father’s ill-fated attempt to wage a second Planar War and subsequent disappearance, the rulership of Achronia fell to Nesnys though her hold was tenuous at best. Sensing the being’s power, she knew she would be no match for the fiend in her current state, yet she dared not show weakness in the face of a challenge, for that would ensure her downfall. An unfamiliar sensation gripped her belly—fear.

Axoazihr? Has he returned for his vengeance?

Without further hesitation, Nesnys dove through the open window. Whereas at one time, she would’ve glided gracefully down on her wings of Abyssal iron, now she was relegated to invoking a minor spell to arrest her rapid descent and float to the ground. Her hated half sister had severed one of her wings from her back during their battle, and Nesnys had not the skill to restore it. Worse, she’d been struck with Bedlam Judge, the droexhal dagger, which had nearly ended her.

Nesnys landed lightly before the cloaked figure, Willbreaker raised defensively before the towering fiend in the shimmering cloak.

“Who intrudes on my demesne and commands me thusly?” she demanded. The figure exuded awesome power, and maintaining her poise took a supreme effort of will.

The cloaked fiend threw back its cowl, and the entire cloak fell away, dissipating into wisps of smoke. A tall, powerfully built demon stood before her in humanoid form. He had a handsome, almost beautiful face with long black hair and dark, copper-hued skin. Ebon horns rose from his brow in a curved sweep. He was dressed in the finest robes of burnished angelskin, which shimmered the same iridescent sable-crimson as the cloak had. His eyes varied in color, at the moment a bright copper hue, like coins reflecting sunlight, and his awful gaze fell upon her with a nearly palpable force.

The Lord of the Abyss stood before her.

Nesnys gasped in shock and terror. Her knees grew weak, and she prostrated herself on the ground, Willbreaker falling from her hand.

“Lord Shaol! Forgive my insolence for not recognizing you!” The uneven flagstones of the bailey dug into her chin, but she dared not meet her lord’s gaze unless welcomed to do so.

Nesnys sensed his movement, and the toe of his black boot, scaled and glistening—formed from the hide of some creature—moved into her vision, inches from her face. She steeled herself against the blow that would crush her to paste for her insolence. His robes rustled in a whispered melody much like the distant song of a celestial choir, now subtly perverted. Then his hand stroked the hideous scarred wound on the left side of her face, his fingers hot against her skin and tingling with power.

The wound flared anew, the corruption agitated by his touch, sending an agonizing spasm through her body. After long moments, the pain receded until she could feel it no longer, a curious numbness instead setting into her flesh along her face first, then flowing down her neck, around her shoulder, and down her flank.

“This wound was struck by the so-called Lady of Twilight,” Shaol murmured quietly. His fingers stroked along Nesnys’s jawline and down her neck until he teased the wound itself, revealed through the rent in her armor just below her armpit where the corruption wouldn’t allow the mail to seal.

The god’s touch sent waves of pleasure thrumming through her, and Nesnys trembled, desiring his touch more than anything.

“Command me, my lord,” she breathed.

“Rise, Nesnys. I have a task for you to perform.”

She regained her feet, looking in wonder at the unblemished flesh where the corruption had once spread from her sister Neratiri’s strike with the droexhal dagger. All the scarring, save the puckered mark from the initial wound itself, was gone, the pain in remission, and the weakness no longer plaguing her left arm. As she watched, her armor slowly oozed across the restored flesh and sealed. She had a brief moment to consider all that before the frivolous thought was swept away before the infernal glory of the nearness of her lord.

“How may I serve, my lord?” She chanced to glance up at his face, her cheeks and neck flushed. The desire to serve overrode any other thoughts in her head.

He regarded her impassively, and none of the anger she expected was present on his countenance. “Your father has failed me, and he has paid the price for that failure. Any spawn of his I would ordinarily punish harshly as well, yet you are fortunate to hold a unique role. For your sister sits the throne of the Nexus of the Planes.”

Nesnys nearly choked. “Neratiri? She rules Nexus?” 

The thought was nearly incomprehensible. Her father, the Engineer, had plotted for centuries to steal the throne from his brother, the Architect. And my thrice-damned sister Neratiri somehow defeated the both of them and managed to seize power? Her shock turned to jealous fury at the thought.

“Yes. She styles herself the Lady of Twilight. After defeating you and escaping my realms, she and her allies then defeated your father and his armies, after which she claimed the throne of Nexus. She now rules there, beyond my influence, for an eternity. This Neratiri has been woefully underestimated, and my meddling siblings’ schemes are more crafty and subtle than I’d have imagined.”

She could sense Shaol’s simmering rage. “What might I do, my lord?” I would tear out that bitch’s still-beating heart from her breast, given the chance.

“I would have you prepare the way for the next planar war. You shall go to a plane known as Easilon and locate the offspring of Neratiri, this Lady of Twilight. Her whelp will be used as leverage to convince her to abdicate the throne. Once she does so, I shall have Nexus and my planar war. Should that endeavor fail, there is one final method at our disposal, one that you shall also investigate.”

Nesnys could hardly believe her luck. “I am unworthy for such a great honor, my lord.” She fell to a knee. “Yet I live to serve.”

“Indeed, you do.” 

He drove his finger into the scales covering the scar in her side, and she grimaced in pain. Percolating inside was the corruption, held at bay solely by Shaol’s power.

“Please me, and you shall be free of this wound forever and know great reward,” he said. “You will have your desire for revenge and command a unit of my legions if you succeed. Yet know that if you fail me, this wound shall be the price of your failure.”

“I shall not fail you, Lord.” 

She tried not to wilt beneath the force of Shaol’s gaze upon her. His eyes had turned a sickly yellow-green hue. She had no doubt that the price of failure would be her destruction.

“My agents have laid the groundwork for your arrival in Easilon. The human empire of Nebara is being prodded to a war of conquest with its neighbors to the north. The ruler is a weak-willed fool and should prove easy to manipulate. Sow chaos and bloodshed far and wide—send more souls to me. This shall prove a fitting backdrop for your true task.”

The thought of slaying mortals and sating her thirst for blood brought a wicked smile to her lips. “How am I to know this whelp of my sister’s? And what of command of your agents?”

Shaol placed the fingertips of his large hand against Nesnys’s cheek, causing a flush of pleasure to race through her again as he traced her jawline. “Neratiri thinks herself clever to hide her progeny in anonymity on that plane, yet her carelessness will prove her undoing. Look for one who will be able to live among the humans without drawing undue attention, who will have seen near to twenty summers and exhibit powerful magical talents, possibly still latent. A purge of magic users across that world will flush this one out like rats fleeing floodwaters. As for your fellow agents, the strongest shall lead, as is only proper. I have no doubt you shall prove to be the mightiest.”

“Yes, my lord.” Nesnys could barely contain her excitement at the prospect of fomenting war and bloodshed, for she enjoyed nothing better. The chance to hurt Neratiri through her whelp was a bonus. “And this other method you’d have me investigate?”

“Seek out the Tellurian Engine. Its secrets are hidden even from me, for your father was extremely wary, confiding in but a select few regarding this instrument’s existence. If I cannot have the Nexus of the Planes for myself, then none shall have it, and it shall become meaningless, etiolated unto utter irrelevance.”

Shaol placed his hands upon Nesnys’s shoulders, and she trembled at his touch. He turned her away from him and gripped her remaining wing in hand, pulling it until it was fully extended. It heated up rapidly until it was glowing like molten metal. The heat suddenly seared into her back, boiling like lava along her spine and through her muscles and sinew. Her knees nearly buckled from the agony, but she remained upright through force of will alone, teeth clenched so that she wouldn’t cry out and show further weakness before her lord. The ugly mass of scar tissue knotting the right side of her back melted away from the inside, then molten shards of metal ripped outward through her flesh as if some metallic fiend was clawing itself free from its prison of meat.

After long moments, the agonizing process was finished. She now had a perfect duplicate of her left wing, cooling off and changing from the molten orange to its ordinary matte-black color. Not only was her wing restored, but she felt she was changed, made somehow greater with her lord’s blessing, her well of magic increased along with her strength and vigor.

“As my herald and champion, you must have the puissance necessary that you shall not fail me.”

Nesnys bowed her head in respect. “My lord, you have my gratitude. You honor me greatly.”

Shaol ignored her. “My agent shall summon you to the Prime plane soon. Stand ready, and disappoint me not.” The Lord of the Abyss seemed to collapse in on himself, disappearing in a roiling cloud of black smoke.

Nesnys felt suddenly buoyant following his departure, his presence no longer weighing heavily on her. A whirlwind of plans and emotions whipped through her thoughts until one rose to the top.

Her thoughts twisted into a malicious grin. “Finally, I shall have my chance for glory and take my vengeance on you, my sister.”




***




Nesnys heard her name being called from across the planes. Finally, the summons.

She sensed the passage through the planes opening for her a moment before it coalesced. The moldering blocks of her throne room wall blurred and disappeared as a pinpoint of absolute blackness swelled into an oval passageway. Without hesitation, she strode into the void. Her citadel in Achronia faded and then was gone, leaving her in a corridor of utter nothingness as she passed between worlds. The magical summons tugged at her, and with a thought she moved forward, faster and faster, anxious to be free of the confines of the Abyss. The summoning portal yawned before her, and she stepped through into the Prime world of Easilon.

The room she found herself in was dark and dingy, deep underground judging from the feel of the weight of earth surrounding her. Candlelight illuminated the small room, and a summoning circle was inscribed on the floor around her.

“Welcome, Lady Nesnys. I, too, am but a humble servant of Almighty Shaol.” A black-robed priest bowed low from where he knelt on the ground at the edge of the circle. He was bald and ugly. Flabby jowls hung from his neck, and a large wart grew on the side of his wide nose. Deep-set, cruel eyes regarded her from his corpse-pale face.

Nesnys ignored the mortal, striding forward, but at the moment she touched the edge of the summoning circle, a spark of power shocked her, denying her passage.

“What is the meaning of this? Free me at once,” she demanded.

“Apologies. I had to make sure nothing else followed you through.” The priest chanted briefly, and the portal closed. A moment later, the summoning circle faded, its power released.

Nesnys had Willbreaker in her hand in an instant. With a quick twitch of her wrist, the whip unfurled and encircled the priest’s fleshy neck.

“I—ack!” The priest’s eyes bulged, his hands clutching at the lash.

Nesnys strode over until she stood above the kneeling man. “Just so we’re clear, Lord Shaol sent me to this plane in a matter of great consequence to him. Thus, I shall be taking command here. Do you care to dispute that?”

The priest shook his head emphatically, face flushed with color as the whip cut off his circulation and airflow.

She loosened the whip, and the man gasped for air like a beached fish. A snap of the wrist returned Willbreaker to its longsword form, and she sheathed it. Since the priest had been shown his proper place, she would allow him to recover some dignity. He was likely quite powerful, one of Shaol’s favored, and she had no desire to unduly antagonize him, for they would need to work together to achieve their lord’s objectives.

“What is your name, priest?” She regarded the man, hands on hips.

He rubbed his neck, the flesh of which was nicked and bleeding shallowly from the whip’s laksaar teeth.

“I am Zegrath, Mistress Nesnys. At your service.” He bowed again.

Nesnys nodded. “I require information, Zegrath. Who are our other agents in place?”

“Myself and Amralad, the emperor’s sorcerer, work here in the imperial palace. We have a robust network of spies throughout both Nebara and Ketania, all of whom are now at your disposal, of course.”

“I was told there’s to be war. What of it?”

Zegrath frowned. “Ah, the war effort seems to be… er, stalled at the moment. Neither I nor Amralad are of a military mind, but from what we are told, the imperial army is bottled up at Helmsfield Pass, prevented from proceeding into Ketania as hoped for.”

“Fortunately, I do have a mind for military matters. I shall need to speak with these commanders and swiftly remedy the situation.” She thought a moment, tapping on the pommel of Willbreaker as Zegrath watched her nervously. “Human pawns are notoriously weak and shall require the proper motivation. If there’s to be war and a purge of mages, I shall require other, stronger tools at my disposal.” 

Several fiends came to mind that could serve her purpose. Although the term trustworthy was a virtue anathema to a demon’s nature, she was confident they could be relied on to the extent of her purposes. Their lust for carnage and chaos was much greater than any aspirations of power they might hold themselves. 

“Once I fully appraise the situation,” she said, “I shall have you summon my lieutenants at a later time. As for now, tell me everything which transpires in these realms of Easilon, particularly who the major players are whom we need be concerned with. Those loyal and not.”

“Of course, Mistress. If you’ll follow me, we can retire to my chambers, where I shall have refreshments delivered, and we can speak more comfortably. If I may, might I suggest you shapeshift or use a glamour to conceal your true form—pleasing though it is, you’ll likely draw attention that is best avoided for the time being.”

She nodded. “A wise suggestion, Zegrath.” 

She briefly considered taking the role of a sorceress but decided against it. The less elaborate the ruse, the more believable and easier to maintain. Her true form would be revealed in time.

Following her encounter with Shaol, she realized the Lord of the Abyss had granted her greater knowledge and power than what she would’ve had at her disposal prior. Whereas before, an illusion would’ve had to suffice to disguise her features, now she instinctually knew how to truly shapeshift. She concentrated a moment, and her form blurred and changed. Her wings went away, as did her talons, while her pointed teeth smoothed out. Her silver eyes darkened to an icy gray. She kept her armor and weapons as they were, also maintaining her imposing height and physique although she now looked passably human in appearance. “I shall be a military advisor to anyone concerned.”

“As you wish. I believe the emperor will be well served to have a new advisor to breathe some fresh air into the stale thinking of the current military hierarchy.”

“Indeed, I shall.” Nesnys yearned to make war and slay Shaol’s enemies in her true form. She was a warrior at heart, not well suited for the subtleties of political intrigue, yet she knew that would be necessary in order to manage a war and conduct the search for both Neratiri’s child and the mysterious Tellurian Engine. She decided to keep mention of her true purpose to herself for the time being. Whatever happened beyond this plane was of no concern to her minions.

Once I set our plans into motion, then I can do as I please. But for now, I must take care to not unduly upset the pieces already in play on the board. After she learned what she needed from Zegrath, she would meet this Amralad and ensure he also understood who was in command. Then she would confront the military commanders, evaluate the tactical situation and the strength of the armies, and figure out how to properly motivate the officers and their troops.

The prospect of being given the honor of performing such tasks thrilled her. The thought of failure never even crossed her mind.

“Lead on, priest. There is much to do, and our lord’s patience is not boundless.”




















Chapter 2

Taren focused on the target painted on the distant hay bale. He drew the string of the longbow back to his cheek. Until recently, he’d been unable to even draw the mighty bow, but he’d had plenty of practice on a short bow with a lighter pull. His arm trembled slightly as he held the string to his cheek. He took a steady breath, sighted down the arrow, and loosed.

A moment later, it thunked into the target, touching the edge of the inner circle.

“Nice shot!” Taren’s uncle, Wyat, clapped him on the back. “I can tell you’ve been working on your archery.”

Taren nodded, filling with pride. “Aye, a bit, Uncle.”

Truth was he’d spent many hours, when he wasn’t working around the small farm, practicing his skills. He knew he was hopeless with a sword or axe and of middling skill with a bow, so he’d focused on the latter.

Elyas stepped forward and took the bow from Taren’s hand. “Not bad, Cousin. Watch, and I’ll show you how it’s done.” He grinned at Taren, who stepped away. Elyas nocked an arrow and drew the string back to his cheek with ease.

Elyas took after his father—his large frame was already thick with muscle. Taren thought he’d surpass Wyat in the next year or so. As the two of them had aged, the younger man seemed to take on more of his father’s strength as he grew into his prime, and Wyat diminished slightly more each year, an observation that saddened Taren a bit.

The dark hues had retired from Wyat’s hair years earlier, leaving it an iron gray that matched his beard. His broad back had developed a slight bend in it at some point, one which increased with each winter. He’d been a mighty warrior in his youth—of that, Taren would have had no doubt even if he hadn’t grown up with his head full of the wondrous tales his uncle liked to spin of his adventuring days. He’d witnessed Wyat’s skill battling a wyvern just a year past. His uncle was a solid, comforting presence, both untroubled with the small matters of the world that might give a young lad concern and sturdy like the old oak tree growing behind the cottage. The man was imperturbable and slow to anger—after all, he’d fought demons in the Abyss and stood before a host of fiends at the gates of Nexus. Taren couldn’t imagine much in the natural world that could shake his resolve after such impressive deeds.

Elyas’s arrow thunked a finger width to the left of center, beating Taren’s shot by an inch. He stifled the urge to sigh. Archery was actually his older cousin’s weakness. With sword or axe, Elyas was truly impressive.

“You beat me again, Elyas.” Taren smiled wanly. 

He would never outmatch Elyas in martial skills, especially with his slender build and scholarly interests. However, with his nimble fingers, he was decent with a dagger—a skill rubbed off on him from his mother, according to Wyat.

Taren had been disappointed to learn he wasn’t truly related to either of them. Wyat had been a close friend to his mother, Neratiri, who was the ruler of the Nexus of the Planes and bound to remain in the wondrous city at the crux of all the worlds in the multiverse. He’d never met her though he yearned to one day go on a grand adventure that would take him to Nexus. He’d never known his father, either—he’d died before Taren had even been born. Wyat had raised Taren like his own son, which was fine with him. He loved his uncle like a father, and Elyas was practically a brother, as far as he was concerned. Wyat and his wife Shenai hadn’t been blessed with any other children.

“Want to toss some daggers?” Taren asked. One appeared from its sheath and into his hand with impressive speed, or so he thought.

Elyas frowned. “Nay, I reckon I better work on my sword forms some more. I’ll be joining the army soon. You up for some sparring?”

Taren shook his head. His wrists still ached from their lopsided battle the prior day. “I’d rather go check on the snares. I’ll see if your ma can use my help while you two train.”

“Suit yourself. Don’t forget we’re meeting Vonn and Erwan to go to town this eve. Father?” Elyas had accepted the fact that Taren would never be a warrior.

Wyat sized up his son for a moment. “Aye. I think the old man can still teach you a thing or two.”

Taren might have been no fighter, but what he was good at, he hadn’t yet discovered. A mage, I wish. Both his mother and father had been able to wield magic although they weren’t like the traditional mages occasionally found across Easilon, instead both reputed to be of great magical power. According to Wyat, Easilon was a magic-poor plane. Most of the native mages were of middling power at best when compared to those of other planes, and the populace was more superstitious and fearful of magic than many on other worlds, at least in Wyat’s opinion.

Taren wandered away with a smile on his face as the clashing of the men’s training swords rang out. He certainly wouldn’t forget their trip into town that eve. He meant to stop by Gradnik’s store and see if he’d acquired any new books on his trip to the city of Carran.

The scent of baking bread wafted from the open window of the kitchen, and Taren angled his path over to the house. The notes of a song carried from the open window as Aunt Shenai sang softly in the kitchen.

“Can I help out, Aunt Shenai?” 

He looked in the window, and his aunt returned his smile. She looked well today, with color in her cheeks. Over the past winter, she had taken quite ill, and they feared she might not recover. Wyat sat by her side for days, fussing over her while Taren and Elyas tended the animals and saw to the farm’s daily chores. She’d recovered, fortunately, though she was yet too thin and plagued by dizzy spells at times, needing much rest. Shenai was a quiet and kindly woman with a big heart, and Taren loved her as much as he did his uncle. Both had always treated him like a son in their home. Elyas had suspended his plans to enter the army at the start of winter when she had taken ill, and he was currently planning to enlist in the summer.

“I’m fine, Taren. Will you be going out to the woods?”

“Yes, I was about to go check the snares.”

“Oh, could you keep your eyes open for any fresh berries? I’d like to bake a pie if you find some.”

“Of course. A pie sounds wonderful.” 

He waved and headed for the woods, fingering the edges of the slim book in his pocket. He’d read it twice already, but he wanted to read it again. It was a recounting of the Battle of Nexus, which his mother and uncle had both fought in. He loved hearing about Nexus, with its myriad portals leading to all corners of the multiverse, the exotic people and creatures that lived and passed through there, and of course, the heroic acts of valor during the costly battle. Most of all, though, Taren liked hearing of the magic.

I wish I had inherited either of their magic talent, just a glimmer of it. The only talent he had inherited was the ability to summon the second sight, as he thought of it. He could sense the auras of living things and of earth magic flowing through the world. The ability was certainly useful, yet he couldn’t actually do anything with that talent other than observing the world around him.

He reached the woods, fully intent on checking the snares, but he paused to sit at his favorite spot by the stream, a flat gray boulder on the shore of a shallow pool. The spring day was fine and warm, and he took his boots off and dipped his feet in the cool water. Birds conversed in the woods around him, and the stream burbled peacefully. Before he knew it, the Battle of Nexus was filling his head, and hours passed.




***




Tree branches whipped past Taren as he ran. He leaped over a large tangle of roots, brushing past a hedge of thistles and racing along the small game trail.

He was late. The afternoon had slipped by, and before he knew it, the day was nearly gone. Aunt Shenai wouldn’t have any fresh berries in time for a pie, and the dinner table might not have any meat on it. Also, Elyas would be irritated that they would be late meeting Vonn and Erwan. The last part Taren wasn’t too concerned with, for those two were Elyas’s friends—Taren got along with them well enough, but they were simple lads of an age with Elyas. The three were mostly interested in making boasts and crude jests, drinking ale, and trying to get under the skirts of the local girls. Not that Taren wasn’t interested in a drink on occasion or catching a pretty girl’s eye, but he liked to think he was born for greater things than the life a small town like Swanford offered.

He reached the last snare and was relieved to find it had nabbed a sizable hare. The others had been empty, but he’d been lucky enough to spear a good-sized trout from the deepest part of the pond where they sometimes grouped. He had only the one, but along with the rabbit, they’d make a good dinner—if he got back in time. He already had a kerchief full of fresh berries though he would return too late for Shenai to bake a pie for dinner.

Taren freed the hare, secretly relieved to find it dead already. He disliked finding them still struggling and having to put them out of their misery though he knew that was the more humane solution. He gripped it by the velvety ears and raced back toward the farmhouse.

Elyas regarded him with a scowl when he burst in the door. He was already dressed up in his best tunic and breeches, and he’d even washed the dirt off his boots.

“Fall asleep with your nose in a book again?” he asked scornfully.

Taren shrugged, ignoring his cousin and his own defensiveness at Elyas’s tone. He brought his catch to the kitchen. “Sorry, Aunt, I lost track of the time.” He set the kerchief full of berries on the counter then held up the trout and hare.

“If you get those cleaned quickly, we can have some fresh meat for dinner.” Wyat entered the kitchen with a bunch of carrots and a few turnips. “Elyas will give you a hand.”

Elyas’s eyes narrowed as he flushed. He opened his mouth to protest, but his hunger must have been greater than his annoyance. Instead, he just shook his head and took an apron from a peg to tie it over his tunic. “Let’s go, bookworm. You get the trout—I’m not going to be stinking like fish guts this eve. I’ll be paying Bretta a visit.”

“Paying her, eh? So that’s the secret to getting under a maid’s skirts?” 

Elyas’s face turned even redder, and Taren gave his cousin an impudent grin as they went to prepare the game.




***




“You think they’ve already left? We’re gonna be too late, thanks to you.”

Taren took his cousin’s gripes in stride, for they were well deserved. He had been as excited as Elyas about going into town, although for different reasons. As they jogged toward the meeting point just past a narrow neck of the forest, he focused on his second sight. Wonder if I can do this without tripping and falling on my face.

The darkening countryside faded as he concentrated, replaced by a glowing vision of greens and ambers filling his vision as if he’d brushed a thick layer of dust off of a vibrant oil painting. The fertile land around—grassy and studded with trees and bushes—bloomed with a pale, hearty green. A nearby ley line wending through the countryside was a vibrant emerald hue. A pair of deer off in the distance were glows of amber. He concentrated, extending his senses outward, and the terrain rolled past as if he were sliding an enormous map toward himself. There, past the green blob of the trees ahead were three amber shapes—two men and a mule.

Taren glanced over at his cousin, pleased with himself. “They’re still waiting, Elyas. I doubt they’d have the initiative to go anywhere on their own unless you told them to.”

Elyas looked relieved, trusting Taren’s second sight. “Make fun of them all you want, but they’re better company than you in town. You with your head stuck in those books and other nonsense.” He snorted. To Elyas, anything not involving manly talents such as fighting, drinking, gambling, and whoring, was of little interest.

“Ironshanks! ’Bout damned time.” Vonn hawked and spat a thick gob of mucus into the grass.

Ironshanks was the nickname Elyas had earned after becoming the wrestling champion during a local wedding celebration to which all the nearby farmsteads had been invited. With ease he had defeated all the young men who cared to test him. One of the farmers, drunk on ale, had dubbed him Ironshanks, and it had stuck, a badge of honor for a young man and his friends who idolized him.

Taren thought the nickname was silly, but he didn’t tease his cousin about it, letting him take pride in the title since he’d earned it fair and square.

Vonn’s brother, Erwan, sat up from where he’d been lying in the back of the mule cart. “Gods, what took you so bloody long?” The two were from a neighboring farm, both of an age with Elyas, two or three summers older than Taren.

Elyas smacked Taren hard on the back, sending him stumbling forward a couple steps. “My cousin had better things to do, like fall asleep with his nose in a book again.”

Vonn and Erwan snickered at that. 

“You’ll never find yerself a maid through the pages of a book, Taren,” Erwan observed sagely. “What do you like reading about? Knights going on heroic quests to gain the hand of a princess and all that?”

“A bit of everything.” That wasn’t entirely true—a book on philosophy he’d borrowed from his friend Gradnik a few months back had put him to sleep on numerous occasions until he’d finally given up on it. Taren climbed into the back of the cart. “Elyas forgot to mention I was busy catching a nice, fat trout to fill his belly.”

Elyas climbed up beside Vonn in the front of the wagon. The latter flicked the reins, and the mule began plodding forward. 

“That little minnow couldn’t fill my belly—just made me hungrier,” Elyas said. “But I’ve worked up a hunger for something else now.” He mimed an hourglass shape in the air.

The country louts laughed as if Elyas had made some fine jest. Taren rolled his eyes and kept out of the conversation.

They rolled into the town of Swanford about twenty minutes later. By that time, night had fallen in earnest, and the main street was lit by lanterns hung at intervals atop poles.

“Meet up with you later.” Taren hopped off the back of the cart and ran across the street to Gradnik’s shop without pausing to listen to their jibes or admonishments.

Gradnik’s store was a ramshackle building along the main street with a sign that simply read, Antiquities. To Taren, it was a treasure trove. Books, maps, jewelry, sketches and paintings, and odds and ends from all over Easilon filled Gradnik’s shelves. The proprietor was a retired adventurer who’d set up shop in the sleepy town of Swanford. He often drew travelers from all over south and central Ketania, even from the larger cities as far away as Carran, to browse his wares.

Taren’s heart fell when he saw the windows were dark. He turned the door handle and shoved on the sturdy oaken door, but it didn’t budge. It was locked.

“What happened, I wonder?” 

Gradnik had said he would be back by the spring equinox, and that was a week past. Taren peered through the dusty windows but couldn’t see anything within the dark store. He sighed, crestfallen. What do I do now? I don’t want to sit around and wait for Elyas and the others.

He turned away and walked in the general direction of the Melted Candle, the local tavern and the other young men’s favorite destination. The fact that Elyas was sweet on one of the barmaids there necessitated a visit from him on every possible occasion.

“Taren!”

He turned and saw Gradnik hobbling along the street behind him. The old man leaned on a staff as he walked—more heavily than Taren remembered. His face had a grin, though. He wore a floppy, purple hat tilted rakishly to the side of his bald head, and his eyes twinkled in the lantern light.

“I was afraid you hadn’t made it back yet.” Taren walked over to meet the old man, who embraced him affectionately.

“Nay, lad. I’ve been back a few days, but I was negotiating the price of some Nebaran carpets from a merchant over at the trading post. Whoreson thought he’d raise the price thirty percent on me after what we’d agreed on.” He shook his head, cheeks flushed as he recounted the episode. “Seems to think that rumors of war call for him to try to swindle me out of our deal.”

“War?”

“Aye, there’s talk of the Nebarans mustering their troops at the border and probing the might of Helmsfield Keep.”

“A war with Nebara? That makes no sense… There’s been peace for generations.”

“Aye, but they say the emperor has been overcome with some madness in his old age and wishes to make war. I say that’s a load of horse shite. The emperor was never a fool… unless he’s gone senile. Even were that the case, his councillors would likely counsel to maintain peace. Unless…” Gradnik looked around conspiratorially and lowered his voice. “Unless the old goat died, and there’s a power struggle going on. ’Tis said he’s got dozens of potential heirs. Mayhap one of them seized the throne and could be out to prove himself by starting a war. Why ever they’d want to do that, only the gods would know.”

Taren pondered that for a moment. This was the first he’d heard anything of a possible war. After a moment, he reined his thoughts in to the matter at hand. “But you managed to talk that merchant back down?”

“Damn right, I did. Haven’t traveled the realms for half a century by not knowing how to haggle and deal with cheats and swindlers.” He cast a mischievous grin at Taren and drew a long, slender object a few inches from his pocket. “Reckon it didn’t hurt that I had this wand and told him I’d turn him into a slug if he didn’t agree to our set price.”

Taren grinned, picturing the incensed old man threatening the merchant. He reached for the wand before Gradnik could stick it back in his pocket. “May I?”

“Aye, sure. Wand does nothing of the sort, but keep that between us. It conjures pyrotechnics—mostly harmless but heaps of fun to watch. I was planning on using it for a special show at the Midsummer Festival.” He handed it over to Taren.

The wand was a bit less than a foot in length and a smoothly lacquered cherry red, with orange and yellow sparkles spiraling around its length. Bright yellow glyphs were inscribed around the tip.

“Certainly looks impressive.” Taren waved it around, imagining being able to launch a devastating fireball from it as a powerful wizard would.

“Aye, that it does. That merchant certainly thought so.” Gradnik grinned at him. “Ah, there he is, finally.”

A heavyset man with a surly expression appeared, leading a donkey-drawn cart laden with rolls of carpets.

“Come, come. Around the back.” Gradnik waved to the porter as Taren followed him around to the back door. The shopkeeper jiggled an old key in the lock for a moment before it caught then opened with a clunk. He pushed the door open and, once inside, lit an oil lamp.

“You can lay them out right here on the floor.” Gradnik shoved aside a crate filled with bolts of cloth and gestured to an open space inside the door.

The porter, who might have actually been a caravan guard, judging by the dagger at his waist, frowned as if greatly put upon. He must have decided arguing wasn’t worth the waste of breath, for he reluctantly slung a carpet over his shoulder and carried it inside.

“I’ll help out.” Taren handed Gradnik the wand and hoisted the next carpet from the cart.

“Thank you, lad,” Gradnik said.

With Taren and the guard both unloading carpets, the whole load was stacked inside within a couple minutes. The guardsman’s mood brightened after being tipped a few coppers, and he wished Gradnik and Taren a good evening before leading the donkey away.

Taren stretched his back, surprised at how heavy the carpets had been. Now that they were alone inside the shop, he inhaled deeply of the potpourri of scents he loved: candle wax, spices, perfumes, and leather, all overlaying a faint mustiness he associated with the books and scrolls.

“Look what I found in Carran, lad: a map of Ketania sketched by Vego the Wanderer himself! It dates back about a century, and everything is where it should be, far as I can tell.” Gradnik popped the top off a wooden tube and withdrew a roll of vellum. He spread it out reverently on the free corner of a cluttered table.

Taren looked it over with awe, marveling at all the fine details used in rendering the map—scores of individual trees lovingly sketched out to denote forests, waves across the bodies of water, mountains and streams, and small detailed towers and buildings for the larger cities. It even had a detailed sketch of a sea monster, its serpentine body coiling around a ship in the middle of the Azure Sea. He sighed, wishing he had coin to purchase such wondrous items. He could imagine himself someday walking the same roads as Vego had a century past, exploring each point of interest noted on the map.

“It’s a beauty, Gradnik, but I have no coin for something so nice. Bring back any new books from Carran?”

“Aye, come have a look.”

Gradnik led him over to a wall of bookshelves, which Taren knew very well. He’d read many of the books on the shelves except for those valuable and rare books that he couldn’t afford and hesitated to even touch, for fear he’d inadvertently damage one. Gradnik often lent him some of the inexpensive books when he knew Taren had no coin to spend, but that night, he had some he’d been saving up for quite a while.

“I thought mayhap you’d be interested in this little gem.” Gradnik pulled a volume off the shelf, frowning and worrying at a tattered corner before holding it up with a flourish.

The book was bound in calfskin, which was cracked where the lower corner had been bent, the pages inside creased as a result. The cover was discolored from a water stain across the center. The title, A History of Magic in Easilon, was branded into the calfskin.

Taren took the book from Gradnik, carefully running his hands along the battered cover. The skin was warped from the water damage, but when he opened the cover, the pages were intact, save for the bent corners. “Translated by Cedrik the Younger, Orialanian Library Scribe,” was written on the first page, along with the scribe’s signature.

“From the Orialanian Library in the capital of the Nebaran Empire? Where did you find this?” he asked, impressed.

Gradnik looked pleased. “I had some luck while shopping in the Carran market. A fellow had recently relocated from Nebara, and in a hurry it seemed, for he was desperate to sell this book, along with some sundry items. I thought it might be just the thing for a young lad who dreams of learning magic.”

“You thought just right.” Taren couldn’t wait to find a quiet place and spend some time reading the book, assuming he could afford it.

“And this.” Gradnik produced another volume, a less impressive-looking tome. “Sir Roland the Bold’s Big Book of Beasts.”

The bestiary was more of a journal than an actual volume. As Taren thumbed through it, he noted that Sir Roland’s hand was often illegible, the letters written in a difficult-to-read scrawl. His sketches, frequent and detailed, were much more impressive. A giant spider looked as fearsome as if it would leap off the page and latch its dripping fangs into Taren’s face.

“Who’s Roland the Bold?”

Gradnik shrugged. “Some minor knight errant would be my guess. Evidently, he didn’t reach the level of fame and adventure as he’d hoped to. But there’s some good information in there—I thought you’d enjoy reading what he recorded.”

“Very much so!” Taren pulled out his embarrassingly light coin purse. He emptied a couple silvers and twelve coppers into his hand, his remaining share of the earnings from the last trip to market with Wyat and Elyas. “I’m afraid I’ve not much I can pay you…”

Gradnik plucked one silver from his hand and left the remainder. “That should suffice—you were quick to pitch in and unload those carpets. More than that sluggard of a guard did. Enjoy, lad. Mayhap I’ll have something more for you to read next time, and you can trade up for something else.” He clapped Taren on the shoulder.

Taren grinned and clasped Gradnik’s hand, clutching the books to his chest. “Thank you, Gradnik! I’ll be back before then, but I’m looking forward to watching your pyrotechnic show at Midsummer Festival.”

“Aye, it’s coming up quick, that it is.”

Taren bade the old shopkeeper good night and made his way toward the Melted Candle. He’d have something to occupy himself with while Elyas and the brothers drank and diced and flirted with the girls at the tavern. A cup of wine and some time spent with his nose in the books was looking like a fine way to spend the evening.




















Chapter 3

Amralad was a wizened old man, feeble in body, much like the emperor, yet not in his sorcery. Nesnys could sense the wizard’s respectable aura of power. She met him in the antechambers of the emperor’s rooms. According to Zegrath, Amralad rarely left the emperor’s side, whispering in his ear and twisting him to their will. She considered keeping that arrangement in place, once she verified the mage’s understanding of his proper place in the grand scheme.

“I am honored to meet the Dark One’s champion.” Amralad leaned heavily on his staff and bowed as low as he could manage. “It will be good to have someone with greater vigor and martial vision than Zegrath and I to carry out our lord’s will and lead Nebara to glory.”

Nesnys nodded curtly to the old mage, taking a moment to scrutinize him. His face was wrinkled, eyes rheumy but sharp with intellect. His arm was a liver-spotted stick grasping the staff, and he stood hunched over. The staff and his person radiated magic, likely from protective spells and such and perhaps some magic items concealed in his robes. Although he might not be entirely sound of body, she suspected he was quite sharp of mind. Unless he proved a problem, she doubted he needed to be physically put in his place as the fat cleric had.

“Greetings, Amralad. I care naught for Nebara’s glory, only for the glory of Shaol and the successful execution of his will.”

“You are correct, of course. My apologies for misspeaking.”

Nesnys waved away his apologies before he could say more. She suspected that, like most learned mortals of venerable age and experience, he was a windbag that liked nothing more than to ramble on and hear the sound of his own voice.

“I would meet this emperor of yours.”

“It would be my honor to introduce you.” Amralad shuffled toward the door and, with a minor spell, flung the double doors open dramatically. He gestured toward a huge four-poster bed that could’ve slept a dozen people. Instead, nearly lost amongst the duvets and numerous pillows lay only one sickly old man.

“Lady Nesnys, allow me to introduce His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Ignatius Isiratu, the Third of His Name.”

Nesnys strode inside the bedchamber, which was decorated in a rainbow palette of silks and satins. In spite of a magical contraption mounted to the ceiling that moved blades of woven reeds to stir the stifling air in the room, the chamber still reeked of a sickbed. She peered down at the withered emperor of Nebara and was certainly not impressed. The old man’s eyes were closed, his mouth wide open with a trickle of drool running down his chin. His labored breathing had an unhealthy rasp to it.

“This is what we have to work with? He could pass into the afterlife at any moment. Where are his heirs? Perhaps better to kill him ourselves and let the successor take over.”

Amralad stroked his long wispy beard. “The emperor has twelve children, twenty-two grandchildren, and sixteen great-grandchildren. Among them, two of the children are no longer among the living. Four are imprisoned along with their families, including six of the grandchildren, for fomenting a rebellion some years past. The heirs range in ages from sixty-six summers down to four months. I—”

Nesnys growled in irritation. “I care not for a listing of the lineage. What is the reason for dealing with this decrepit old man and not a more vigorous heir?”

“Well, his mind is nearly gone. It is but a simple matter to show him the most prudent path in the empire’s decision-making, to stamp decrees in his name, and to run the empire with little to no interference from the messy relations of his heirs. No annoying battle of wills should they grow an independent streak.”

She grunted in acknowledgment as she considered the benefits.

“I don’t know you.” The voice was feeble, the emperor squinting at Nesnys with his dark eyes, one of which was covered by a milky film.

“Your Majesty, let me introduce the Lady Nesnys. She is our newest… military advisor.” Amralad sidled over beside the bed.

The emperor seemed befuddled a moment, blinking at her. “Surely I’d remember you. Where do you hail from?”

Nesnys gave him a twisted smile. “A land known as Achronia, Your Majesty.” She bowed gracefully. “I’ve been summoned to restore glory to the empire. We shall do so through our military might.”

The emperor gave a soft sigh, his eyes becoming unfocused. After a long moment, during which Nesnys was sure he’d either fallen back asleep or his wits departed him, he spoke softly. “I had a dream that all of Easilon should fall under the glory of Nebara. Always Ketania and that damned house of Atreus was too strong, too cunning, always thwarting our moves… for generations, until we signed a truce all those years ago. The realms have been at peace ever since then. You mean to make war on the rest of Easilon?”

“I do. Your name shall be synonymous with the Golden Age of the Nebaran Empire, when all the lands were brought under one rule as they were always meant to be. The golden lion shall fly over every city from sea to sea.”

“I like her already, Amralad. Keep her around.” Ignatius the Third sighed and looked around. “Where is Laberia? I would speak with her.”

Amralad sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “Majesty, your wife passed on ten summers gone. We’ve been over this many a time.”

Sorrow filled the emperor’s eyes. “Ten summers? It cannot be so! Surely, I would have known that.” He clutched at the sleeve of Amralad’s robes and muttered something to himself.

“So it goes with the emperor’s fragile mind,” the wizard said, shrugging. “As I mentioned before, it can work to our favor.”

Nesnys nodded. A weak puppet of an emperor under the control of her and her minions would work well to further their ends. But who shall lead these armies into battle? With all of my tasks, I have not the time to manage a military campaign full time. She would have to ponder that matter. In addition to the war, she had to locate the Tellurian Engine and find the whelp of her hated sister, both of which could be anywhere on the entire plane.

“Very well. I must go and learn of the military situation. You, Zegrath, and I shall speak more of our plans later.”

“I look forward to it,” Amralad replied, convincingly enough that Nesnys almost believed him.




***




Nesnys drummed her fingernails on the edge of the mahogany table, impatient with the delays and irritated by the present company. In her shapechanged form, she missed her sharp talons, which could have carved deep gouges in the wood, but she had to make do in that regard as in many others. She slouched back in her chair with her boots atop the table, crossed at the ankles. Also present in the small-council chamber were the wizard Amralad and the priest Zegrath. She longed to leave the palace and engage in battle, to slay and crush her foes and slake her thirst with mortal blood.

First, I must lay the groundwork. This campaign is in its infancy, and like any suckling, first it must crawl before it can walk. Running will come eventually. Patience was not in her nature, though, and the delays aggravated her, particularly the lack of any military progress. That matter she would deal with shortly. In the meantime, she had been learning all she could of the plane of Easilon—geography, ecology, and political situations—and planning her military strategy and dual-pronged searches. Her research relating to the Tellurian Engine at the Imperial Library had revealed nothing.

“From the requirements you provided us with, I have an idea that may prove promising, Lady Nesnys.” Zegrath bobbed his head respectfully.

She glanced at the corpulent priest, who looked like a pale, hairless worm in his black vestments. “What is it?”

“The empire, back in its former days, a century or two ago, employed a special organization with great efficacy. Known as the Emperor’s Hand, in ancient times termed the Inquisition, the order served as both spies and enforcers of His Imperial Majesty’s edicts. They were loosely tied in with the official religion of the day so had a loose religious charter in their activities.” Zegrath noted her growing impatience and hurried along in his explanation. “Ahem, but to make a long tale succinct, the Emperor’s Hand is still around today although its numbers are few and its usage limited. In times past, they proved effective in rooting out spies, as well as capturing and interrogating the enemies of the Empire. I believe they can be staffed up to adequate manning and, once you give them your instructions, will act independently and effectively—perhaps, say, to run the campaign to round up and terminate magic users?”

Nesnys sat up a bit straighter. “And is this Emperor’s Hand competent?”

“Indeed. High Inquisitor Tellast is quite shrewd and suitably zealous about any missions he is assigned.”

“Inquisitor.” She mused on the word, for “Emperor’s Hand” left a lot to be desired. “From henceforth, the order will be known solely by its original name of the Inquisition. I want an order to instill fear, quite difficult to do if it’s named for the palsied hand of a decrepit ruler.”

“As you wish, Lady Nesnys.” Zegrath bobbed his head once more. “Easily done.”

She caught Amralad’s amused look. “And do you have anything worthwhile to contribute, wizard?”

His smile vanished. “Of course, Lady Nesnys. I’ve met with my sources and acquired a list of all the lords and officers in the Nebaran army who are competent, feared and admired, and can follow orders without question.”

“That’s a good start. What of the champion I require?”

Amralad stroked his beard. “I’m no expert on military matters, but one name has come to mind—a man as competent as he is brutal. Unfortunately, he has a bit of a black mark on his record, for a campaign against some would-be rebels led by His Imperial Majesty’s half brother a few years ago. This half brother was based out of Almanes, a city on the far-eastern coast. Colonel Cornix was summoned with his elite unit, the Hundred Scorpions, to stamp out this dissent. He proved a tad overzealous in his… cleansing of Almanes.”

“He massacred hundreds of civilians is what my colleague means to say,” Zegrath interjected. “The Butcher of Almanes, as he is infamously known.”

Amralad frowned at the priest. “So he did… In the public eye, he lost face, but he managed to brutally and very effectively exterminate the rebels and all of their kin. The man is thorough if nothing else.”

Nesnys smiled. “And where is this Butcher of Almanes now?”

“He resides in the dungeons at the moment. The Hundred Scorpions are intensely loyal to their commander, however, and even his rivals in the officer ranks all admit the man is determined and loyal.”

“Just a bit too eager… like a rabid dog once it catches a scent.” Nesnys stretched languidly and rose to her feet. “Yet dogs can be trained. Release this butcher, and I’ll evaluate his worth for myself. I feel there shall always be plenty of dirty work for which I can employ such a tool. He likely won’t prove suitable for my champion due to his black reputation, but I shall continue searching. Good work to the both of you.”

The two men both bowed respectfully, clearly pleased at the praise.

“I must now attend to military matters, in particular, a stalled offensive, which must be overcome. Fetch the inquisitor and butcher by sunrise on the day after tomorrow that I might evaluate them myself.”

Nesnys strode from the room to their affirmations. She wished she had a competent aide who could handle all the ceaseless negotiating and scheming, but she didn’t. The two humans were competent enough, if somewhat shortsighted and uninspired. Her hand stole to Willbreaker’s pommel, and she caressed it as she walked.

One more move to finish arranging the pieces properly, and then blood will be spilt.




















Chapter 4

Taren stood beside Wyat and Elyas beneath a gray sky spitting cold sleet. The three of them were standing at Aunt Shenai’s grave. Wyat’s shoulders shook with his grief, and he fell to his knees in the wet grass beside the shrouded body of his wife. They were preparing to bury her in a peaceful shaded area at the southern edge of the field near the eaves of the woods.

Shenai’s consumption had relapsed with a vengeance as soon as the cold snap struck, giving all a harsh reminder that spring wasn’t far removed from winter yet. She had been in the kitchen preparing a pot of tea when she’d had a bad coughing fit and collapsed. Wyat found her some time later and carried her to bed. Shenai had little strength, and it bled out of her shockingly fast. She burned up with fever but shivered with cold, unable to feel warm even tucked beneath a mound of blankets. The worst were the awful, wracking coughs that seized her, and she hacked up bloody phlegm and bits of her battered lungs.

“Etenia is ready to bring me home, dearest,” she had told Wyat when he asked the two young men to go summon an herbalist who also served as healer in Swanford. “She’s blessed me with a loving husband, two beautiful sons, and a happy home.”

Taren felt a fierce love for the woman when he heard her words, a sudden warmth amid the chill of his worry and sorrow. Shenai summoned each of them to her side in turn to speak her final words.

“I’m proud to be able to call you son, Taren.” She ran her thin fingers lightly down his cheek, and her sad smile broke his heart. “Stay true to your values as you walk the path of manhood. I know in my heart you shall do great deeds.”

Taren kissed her cheek then stepped away with tears streaming down his cheeks to let Wyat sit with her once more.

Shenai had fallen into a deep sleep shortly after, on the morning of the third day since her resurgent illness struck, and did not wake again.

Wyat cleared his throat, drawing Taren’s attention back to the present. He could almost make out the pale features of his aunt’s face beneath the wet shroud, nearly soaked through as it was.

“Etenia, I’ve not asked you for anything in prayer before, but my dear Shenai always favored you, as is her family’s way,” Wyat said.

Taren knew many farmers and people who lived off the land favored the goddess of nature. He wasn’t particularly devout himself, but on the rare occasion he sent up a prayer, he favored Sabyl, the deity of the night, luck, and rogues. That was only because his mother was a daughter of the goddess, if Wyat’s tales could be believed. He could scarcely believe such a claim that he had a goddess as his grandmother. Surely, Wyat had misunderstood his mother’s claims. Yet he dared not disbelieve, in the event it was true. He hoped, if he was indeed Sabyl’s grandson, that she’d favor him with some of her legendary luck.

“Anhur, who I’ve held faith in, mostly in my youth, isn’t known as a merciful god,” Wyat continued. “So I humbly entreat you, gracious Etenia, to ease my beloved Shenai’s way to the afterlife, across the green pastures and unto the welcome hearth of your home. I shall miss her dearly yet look forward to the day we shall be reunited.”

His words made Taren want to weep anew even though he’d already shed enough tears that day. I must be strong, for it is even harder on the two of them. Elyas was as crushed by his mother’s loss as Wyat, his outer shell of bravado missing for once, revealing a vulnerable young man within.

Sabyl… Grandmother… please let Aunt Shenai be at peace in the afterlife, and soothe the hearts of Uncle Wyat and Elyas. Grant us strength to get through this difficult time.

With the words being said, each took turns shoveling dirt onto the grave, the damp soil swiftly covering Aunt Shenai’s shrouded form. Once they finished, they gathered stones and built a cairn atop her grave.

The foul weather improved as abruptly as it had arrived, the next day dawning warm and sunny, well on the way to summer once more. Wyat sat at the table, staring blankly into the kitchen, Elyas refusing to even get out of bed. Taren gathered some fresh eggs from the henhouse and went about frying them up for breakfast along with making some porridge.

Wyat grunted thanks when Taren placed the food in front of him, eating mechanically. Elyas eventually joined them, picking at his food. Taren was shocked and saddened at the dramatic change, for with Shenai’s passing, all of the warmth had gone out of the home. Its loving heart had stopped beating.

As the days passed and summer neared, their moods generally improved though Wyat seemed to have aged several years in just the past few weeks. Elyas decided to postpone his enlistment again to help out around the farm, worrying about his father’s melancholy. Wyat didn’t try to talk him out of it, simply telling him he shouldn’t set his life aside just because of him. Taren didn’t try to dissuade Elyas either though he thought Elyas should travel and join the army to face new challenges and keep his mind off Shenai’s passing. He supposed they each harbored an unspoken fear of breaking up the family even more.

The approach of Midsummer Festival was on everyone’s lips next time they went into town, and Taren was relieved to see Elyas’s growing enthusiasm about the festival. He’d apparently renewed his interest in whatever lass he was seeing, which Taren took for a good sign. He himself certainly looked forward to seeing all the vendors with their exotic goods, the entertaining street performers, and especially Gradnik’s promised pyrotechnic show.

Beyond all that, though, the loss of one mother stoked Taren’s desire to meet his true mother, a journey that would lead to another plane altogether. That sojourn would require a passage into manhood and, with it, the realization that childhood was forever lost to him. That was a step that seemed terrifying at the time even though the promise of adventure stirred his soul.

During those next few trying weeks, he maintained an uneven balance, caught between youth and manhood. For the time being, he felt no rush to leave and had plenty to keep him busy around the farm.




















Chapter 5

Snowflakes swirled in the small courtyard of the monastery. A stiff northern wind roared out of the heights of the Giantspear Mountains, whipping up a maelstrom of snowflakes, dried leaves, and grit nearly strong enough to sting any exposed skin. Despite the flurries and wind, the sun shone brightly, still low in the sky even as winter retreated reluctantly and spring bloomed. At the White Monastery, in the far northern reaches of Easilon and high in the mountains, spring was a pale imitation of what it was farther south.

Miralei was paying little heed to the effects of the elements around her. She sat with eyes closed, cross-legged on the cold stones of the courtyard, hands resting comfortably on her thighs. The sun shone on her tanned face while the wind tugged at her rough-spun clothes, pulling them taut across her wiry frame. She wore neither coat nor gloves, for discomforts caused by the cold had not had the power to trouble her for several years. Through mental discipline and expenditure of her ki energy, she was able to fortify her body against the effects of the cold. Hence, her exposed skin felt neither cutting wind nor stinging snowflakes.

Nevertheless, frustration was threatening to creep into Mira’s meditative state. Try as she might, she wasn’t yet able to embrace the Weave of Fate and, by doing so, witness the tendrils tying all the multiverse together. The Weave bound all things, and her duty was to maintain the Balance above all. Without being able to discern the Weave’s pattern, she couldn’t ascend to higher levels of enlightenment within the Order of the Illuminated Path.

Breathe in… Hold… Breathe out. Maintain awareness of my body as I still my thoughts. Mira started at the beginning again with the simple mantras any novice learned during early training in meditative techniques. She focused on the flow of her ki from within her and the gentle expenditure to her extremities to ward off the cold. Next, she visualized her ki flowing through her mind and emanating outward, connected to the Weave all around her. She strove to enhance her focus, trying to expand her senses outward and see the world without use of her eyes, yet her efforts were fruitless. After a long time, during which she made no headway, she became frustrated and tried to force her ki outward in order to see beyond herself.

Something shifted within her, and a soft light bloomed in her inner vision. A moment of dizziness followed, then she could clearly see the courtyard. Leaves swirled and blew around as the wind gusted. The sun was nearing its apex low in the southern sky.

Almost time for devotions. I’ll have to tell Brother Cerador I’ve failed yet again.

Smallfoot, the furry gray squirrel that lived in the tree in the courtyard, watched her curiously from a high bough. A trio of young novices chatted as they were washing pots and pans out behind the kitchen on the other side of the building, yet nowhere was the Weave visible, described to her by others as a glowing web of light interlacing all things, wondrous to behold.

As her perspective rose, Mira saw herself, sitting frozen in place in her meditative posture. She seemed to float above her still form. A moment of unease threatened to upset her focus. The wind gusted, and she felt herself, light as air, caught up by the wind. It threatened to hurl her away, dispersing her into nothingness like a wisp of smoke from a candle and leaving an empty shell of her body behind. She clung to the image of her body below, noting a thin, silvery filament linking her spirit to her body. She reached for it yet had no hands or arms, nor any manner with which to reel herself back toward her earthly shell.

Panic gripped the edges of her mental calm, striving to tear it away. Her mind raced, trying to puzzle out how she could return to her body. Just then, another gust of wind swept her up and over the low roof of the monastery. Beneath her were the sheer cliffs of the Giantspears and the mainland far, far below.

A familiar figure strode out into the courtyard, approaching her still body. The senior monk of the White Monastery and Mira’s mentor, Brother Cerador, walked with the smooth, confident gait of a mountain lion. The man’s patch of hair atop his shaved head had turned silver over the past years, yet his body remained lean and fit.

Relief flooded through Mira at the sight of Cerador. “Brother Cerador! Please aid me!” She had no mouth with which to voice her plea, only her mind.

Brother Cerador looked around curiously for a moment as if he had heard her then returned his focus to her seated form. He sat down before her, mirroring her meditative posture.

“I can’t return to my body!” she cried.

Cerador frowned, studying her face as if sensing something amiss. After a moment, he reached out and placed both hands upon her temples, then he closed his eyes.

Mira lost sight of him. The wind swept her weightless form over the edge of the monastery roof, and she gained momentum as the wind roared down the steep cliffs. She cried out again, a wordless shriek of fright as what remained of her focus shattered. Her spirit would be lost to her body, and without her spirit maintaining the flow of ki, her body could freeze to death in the courtyard.

As she tumbled down the steep mountainside, she noticed a red hawk streaking down toward her, diving faster than even the mighty wind could blow. The hawk caught up to her within moments. It glided beside her and regarded her with dark eyes. Its beak opened, and a shriek issued forth, yet she understood it nonetheless, recognizing the spirit form of her mentor. 

“You’ve become detached from your body, Miralei.” 

“I know—I’m sorry! Please help me.”

“You must help yourself. But allow me to guide you.” The reassuring voice filled her mind as the bird of prey cried out to the mountains below.

“I’m without substance! I can’t resist the wind!”

“But you can. With your spirit, you can become anything you wish. Reestablish your focus. Imagine yourself a bird, your powerful wings feeling the air pushing against them, tickling the feathers…”

His soothing voice calmed her nerves. As she focused on the shape of her nebulous form, one edge shifted into the form of a wing. Blocking out everything save her spirit form, she narrowed her focus and transformed the rest of her airy shape into one of the small, nimble black-capped birds that she enjoyed feeding in the summertime while listening to their cheerful songs. Soon, she could feel the wind stirring her feathers.

“Good. Now, with strokes of your wings, halt your descent, and fly back to the monastery.” Cerador’s red hawk banked sharply and circled back, his powerful wings propelling him swiftly up toward the monastery.

Mira did the same. The strong wind buffeted her tiny form, pushing her around, yet she was quick and nimble and flittered along, following the swift hawk. After a couple minutes, she swooped over the roof and into the courtyard.

“Follow your lifeline back to your body.” Cerador’s spirit hawk blurred and seemed to pour back into his body, then his eyes opened.

Mira focused on the silver thread and flew back to her body. A moment of disorientation followed, then she reawakened with a shudder.

Immediately, the cold seized her as if she’d leaped into one of the frigid pools of snowmelt near the monastery. Her teeth chattered, and she shivered uncontrollably. Muscles clenched of their own accord, and she felt frozen in place. She tried to sense her ki, to stoke the flame and warm herself, but she was too cold, too drained after her harrowing mistake.

Brother Cerador’s strong hands gripped her shoulders, then he was lifting her to her feet. She stumbled and would’ve fallen had he not picked her up in his strong arms as he would an infant.

“I-I’m s-s-sorry…” she stuttered, trying to string together a coherent sentence. “I—”

“Hush, there’s nothing to apologize for. The fault was mine, thinking you ready to embrace the Weave.” They passed into the warmth of the monastery, and he set her down before the blazing hearth on a quilted rug. A moment later, he dropped a thick woolen blanket across her shoulders and wrapped her in it.

“Afna! Bring us a pot of tea, would you?” Cerador called.

He sat down beside her in front of the hearth. “Tell me what happened, Miralei.” His voice was as calm as always. Cerador never got angry, but he did get disappointed with her progress, as he had been of late. However, she sensed none of that now, only curiosity.

Mira sighed. Her numb fingers were achy as warmth seeped back into them. Without her spirit channeling ki to resist the cold, nothing was keeping her body from succumbing to it. I could’ve died had he not come along when he did.

“I was trying to embrace the Weave yet again. I grew frustrated at my inability to perform such a feat, and I tried forcing my senses outward. Somehow, I dislodged my spirit from my body.” She shivered.

Cerador was silent a long time, and Afna appeared with a pot of tea. Her pretty hazel eyes held concern when she saw Mira, but she didn’t interrupt the two of them. She poured Mira a cup and offered it to her.

Mira thanked her friend and gratefully drank the tea, relishing the hot liquid warming her belly. Afna squeezed her shoulder briefly before silently departing.

“You cannot force the Weave to reveal itself,” Cerador said finally. “You must open your spirit to the Weave. Welcome it into your heart, Miralei. Do not be dismayed at yourself—only those most experienced in our Order can discern the Weave in our lives.”

“I know, Brother, yet I feel I should be able to succeed by now. I’ve trained so hard, yet it eludes me.”

Cerador smiled gently. “I had hoped so as well, for you are a promising student, yet unfortunately our time here has come to an end.”

Mira gasped. “Truly?” She was filled with a sense of foreboding, for her path, which had been alluded to since she was a young girl and first began training with the monks, was finally about to be revealed. A sense of excitement quickly followed.

“Yes. Master Dagun has summoned us. We must leave this very afternoon, for he is not long for this world and has wisdom to impart to you before he Ascends.”

She remembered well the long journey she’d undertaken to reach the White Monastery, the training ground for the Crimson Fist, the militant arm of the Order of the Illuminated Path. Seven years prior, she’d been sent north to train there with Brother Cerador and the others, a trek that took months of travel.

Master Dagun, the kindly head of the Order, raised her almost as his granddaughter. She feared if he was in ill health, he might not live long enough to see them arrive. Ascension was nothing to feel sorrowful over, for it only meant Master Dagun was prepared to move on to a higher plane of existence and continue his journey. 

She stared into the dancing flames in the hearth for a time. “Won’t the long trip…?”

“It might. That is why we shall take a shortcut, one that should bring us to the Illuminated Path Monastery in but a week.”

Curiosity swelled in her, yet she knew better than to ask a bunch of silly questions. All would be revealed in its proper time. 

“I shall pack at once,” she said.

Cerador patted her on the arm. “There is yet time. We shall speak more on the road, but for now, warm yourself until you are feeling well again.” He rose and left her before the hearth.

Mira stared into the flames, wondering what was to come. She idly touched the simple necklace she wore, the only clue to her parentage and, more importantly, a link to her. It was a simple thing, a poor birthright in truth, yet she prized it as the only link to her past. A braided strand of horsehair was strung with some glass and wooden beads of varying colors, carved pieces of wood, and a small piece of silver worked into the shape of a leaping fish.

Just then, Afna sat down beside her, regarding her with concern. “Are you well, Mira?”

Afna was nearly twenty years Mira’s senior, yet her friend was almost like an older sister to her. She had a youthful energy that made her look and act as if she was only a few years older than Mira.

“Brother Cerador just informed me we’ll be leaving this afternoon for the Illuminated Path Monastery. Master Dagun summons us. He is preparing to Ascend.”

Afna gripped her hand and squeezed it hard. “Your Balance Quest! This is what you’ve always dreamed about. Are you excited?”

“I am, but… I’m afraid I’m not ready. I tried to see the Weave and failed yet again. To make matters worse, I somehow loosed my spirit from my body. Brother Cerador had to save me.” She flushed from embarrassment.

Afna looked at her with a mixture of surprise and amusement. “That is something I’ve barely managed, and I’ve been training more than thirty years now! To spirit walk is a feat only the furthest-advanced monks can learn. How did it happen?”

Mira shrugged. “I tried to force my senses outward to sense the Weave, and then… that happened. I might’ve frozen to death in a few more minutes had he not come along.”

The older monk put an arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “The Weave works in mysterious ways. I’ll miss you, Mira.”

“And I you.” She hugged her friend back. “Although I won’t miss this place. It has a stark beauty, but it’s too cold. I welcome a return to the green country I grew up in around the Illuminated Path Monastery.”

Afna smiled but didn’t reply. They sat there in companionable silence for a time. Mira poured herself another cup of green tea.

“I can’t believe, after all these years, I’ll finally be able to perform my service for her. Tell me again of the Lady of Twilight, Afna.” She’d heard the tale many times over the years yet was always fascinated by her friend’s adventure to the Nexus of the Planes.

Afna smiled again, and her eyes took on a faraway look, reliving her experiences over twenty years past. “We were already in Nexus for about a month, as directed by Master Dagun. One day, Brother Cerador summoned us from our studies and told us the time had come and we must leave at once. So we departed the library where we had been studying and went down to the gates of Nexus. The war was in full conflagration then, the city besieged. Fiends roamed the streets, and we were attacked several times along the way. Smoke filled the air. It was hard to breathe. We arrived precisely when Cerador said we were needed. I remember it as if it were yesterday—the smoke cleared and there she stood, magnificent in her glory. Tall, beautiful, her eyes blazing like burning coals. I’ve never seen anything like it—without even focusing on the Weave, I could see the glowing strands of light enveloping her, intertwining everything and everyone around—it was incredible, like a hundred times greater even than Master Dagun’s place in the Weave. The Lady, with a simple thought, snuffed out a fire raging through several buildings. Brother Cerador offered our services, and she accepted. I was given the honor to lead five others to protect a gnome in charge of the Machine and key to the Lady’s plans. We defeated some hellhounds then found the gnome and protected him until the Lady summoned him. At that point, the war was finished and our duties done. The Weave directed us to return to Easilon once the portals were restored.”

Mira sighed. She could only imagine what meeting the Lady of Twilight would be like. Before assuming her mantle as the ruler of Nexus, Neratiri herself had found Mira, abandoned as a babe and sole survivor of the massacre of Lakeshore. She’d pulled Mira from the ruins of a home and eventually turned her over to Master Dagun after defeating the angry spirit that had decimated their order. Mira knew their strands of fate were intertwined from that point forward.

“Perhaps I’ll get to meet her someday,” Mira said wistfully.

“If you are, then you’d better get packed and ready. Brother Cerador won’t wish to be kept waiting.” Afna sprang nimbly to her feet and yanked Mira up by the arm.

Mira managed to prevent her remaining tea from spilling, allowing herself to be pulled along toward their rooms by her enthusiastic friend. Afna’s infectious excitement rubbed off on Mira.

She had trained all her life for her Balance Quest, in which she would follow the Weave wherever it led her in service of the Balance, whether it be a matter of a few days or weeks or even years. Oftentimes, monks perished along the path, the Balance claiming their lives as payment, yet many survived. Once a monk completed her calling, she often returned to a life of peace to continue her studies of the greater mysteries. Afna’s Balance Quest had taken her to Nexus at the precise time the Lady of Twilight needed her and the others.

I can only hope I can make such a momentous contribution to the Balance myself.

She eagerly set about packing her meager possessions.




















Chapter 6

With an anticipatory smile, Nesnys strode up to the double doors of the parlor where the war council was meeting. The Nebaran army had occupied a large manse at the far northern edge of the empire and set up its base of operations there, a short distance from the mountain pass separating the empire from its neighbor to the north, Ketania.

A pair of guards lowered their pikes to bar her way. 

“Halt! None are authorized entry without the general’s writ.” The guard addressing her was short and squat, with a thick neck and shoulders. 

Despite his glower, she sensed unease at her confident approach. The other guard, a tall youth, couldn’t prevent his roving eyes from taking in the curves of her body revealed by her formfitting scale mail.

“Stand aside! I am the emperor’s military advisor.” Nesnys fixed the short guard with an imperious glare.

He blanched but stood his ground. “Apologies, milady, but I do not recognize you. No word was sent of the arrival of a new advisor.”

Her gaze smoldered with disdain, and she stood with hands on hips before the pair. “And the emperor is obligated to send word anytime he or his councilors deign to act? And to a pair of mere guardsmen at that.”

The youthful guard lowered his eyes, and his pike wavered. Not in the mood to be kept waiting or arguing with these fools, Nesnys snatched the pike from his hand. The youth’s mouth opened in protest, but he evidently thought better of it.

More brains than this other fool, at least. Nesnys swung the pike and cracked the shaft hard into the face of the short guard before he could react. He staggered and fell onto his backside, his pike clanging loudly to the floor. Blood dripped from his crooked nose, and he blinked stupidly up at her. She ignored him and tossed the pike back to the youth, who stood stunned, mouth still open wide.

Nesnys threw the doors of the parlor open. She was pleased to see the dozen men seated around the table start as the doors banged open loudly. A few had the look of hardened soldiers, but the majority had the soft look of lords and nobles and advisors. Maps were spread out across the table, along with decanters of wine and a goblet for each of them. Several men surged to their feet in outrage while the rest sat looking aghast at the intrusion.

Nesnys didn’t slow, striding across the room, eyes challenging each of them for an instant.

“Who… what is the meaning of this?” demanded an older man. He had thinning gray hair, cropped close on the sides of his head, and a sturdy frame. From his age and soldierly look, she assumed he must be the general.

“General Leodegar?” she asked.

“Aye. And who in the Abyss are you?” The general studied her, unintimidated.

You’re more correct than you’d ever believe, she thought, giving the general a smirk. “I’m the emperor’s chief military advisor. You can refer to me as Lady Nesnys.”

“I’ve not heard of you before. Whence do you hail?” asked one of the older lords with a confused glance at the noble beside him.

“I hail directly from the palace in Orialan is all you’ve a need to know,” she snapped. “Seems you are no one of importance if you’ve not heard of me.” She gave the nobles a sneer, causing the lord who’d spoken out to flush in anger. She turned her attention back to the general.

Leodegar kept a straight face throughout the exchange. Evidently adept at politics as well as warfare, he said placatingly, “We all serve at his Imperial Majesty’s pleasure, Lady Nesnys. What might I do for you?”

At least this one is not a total fool, then. “You can start by explaining the cause of the delayed military action, General. The invasion is behind schedule, and the emperor is most displeased.” Nesnys cast an intimidating glare around the table. 

Save the general, the rest were cowed and looked away, unable to hold her gaze. Her lip curled in disdain as she took note of all the grayhairs with their soft bellies and weak sword arms.

This lot will not do. A bunch of gelded old men. I require someone with youthful vigor, a born leader—a champion to lead and inspire this rabble. Perhaps a young officer will step forward and distinguish himself.

General Leodegar cleared his throat. “We are bottled up at the Helmsfield Pass. The Ketanians’ Helmsfield Keep, a formidable fortress, occupies the strategic position, manned by a thousand troops reinforced by a cadre of mages. All attempts thus far to breach the gates have met with costly losses. The only other way around, save by sea, is to cross the Burning Wastes, and that would mean certain death for my army. Transporting this entire army by sea is impractical and would require months.”

“A thousand men hiding behind walls are containing the entire might of the Nebaran empire? Have we no mages of our own?”

“Aye, we do, but all are of middling talent at best. None can get close enough with their defenses of ballista and catapults, archers and sorcerers. With such a steep and narrow approach as the pass provides, we cannot bring our numbers to bear, and the combined defenses will decimate my men.”

“A score of men could hold that pass with those defenses,” one of the lords observed sagely, and others nodded their heads and muttered agreement.

Nesnys had to restrain the urge to throttle the lot of them. “The emperor is not interested in excuses, nor am I. Give me two score of your best veterans and five mages. I will open those gates, and I expect the fortress pacified by sundown. Is that clear?”

Leodegar had just taken a drink of wine. At her last statement, he choked on it, spattering droplets on the map before him. “By sundown?” After meeting her hard gaze for a moment, he swallowed hard, stifling his protest. “Aye, my lady. ’Twill be done by sundown as you wish.”

Nesnys smile coldly. “Much better answer. From now on, I will be taking command of this military operation. You will all address me as ‘warlord’ of this army. Now, have those men attend to me in the courtyard in one hour. And have your full army on the march in ten minutes.”

The general stammered his acquiescence, and she strode out of the war room, pleased with the outcome of the first skirmish. The next one looked to be even more gratifying, for it would be no bloodless battle of wills.

Blood shall be spilt this very day.




***




The two score Nebaran soldiers assigned to Nesnys were solid veterans to a man. The mages, on the other hand, were all either young or weak of talent or both. No matter. They should prove sufficient. Had she wished, she likely could have opened the gates by her own devices, but she needed the distraction the humans would provide and couldn’t risk even a slight chance of failure in front of her army, should mages or priests powerful enough to thwart her be holed up in the keep.

The entire army was marching up the pass toward Helmsfield Keep. As the general had noted, the twenty-thousand-strong force couldn’t effectively bring its might to bear, due to the constraints of the pass, but once the gates of the keep were opened, the defenders would be routed and the victory hers.

Nesnys turned to the men and women gathered before her. “Today is your chance to prove your courage and earn glory and recognition by helping to secure this key victory for His Imperial Majesty’s army. Tend to the task given you, and the day will end in a victory celebration.”

The soldiers watched her curiously, the mages somewhat fearfully. 

“And what tasks will you assign us, milady?” asked a grizzled soldier, the sergeant assigned leadership of the group.

“I will teleport all of us inside Helmsfield Keep. While the enemy is focused on defending the walls from the threat outside, we shall take them from within. Your tasks are to defeat the mages, archers, and those manning the ballistae and catapults on the walls. I will throw open the gates for the army.”

“M-my lady… there’s a thousand men within those walls!” An older mage regarded her, eyes wide with fear. “Surely, we’ll be cut down within moments.”

She fixed the wizard with a stare that made him gulp audibly. “Tend to your own tasks—defeat the enemy mages. Let me worry about the rest. Anyone else have anything to add?”

The soldiers were silent, used to following orders without complaint. The mages exchanged nervous glances, but nobody else spoke up.

“Very well. Stand close to me, and ready your weapons. I suggest using arrows first then swords.” Nesnys shapeshifted back to her true form, knowing it would instill fear in their foes.

Mutters of shock and surprise surrounded her. Faces ranged from awed to frightened. The many warding signs made against evil she found amusing. She drew Willbreaker, keeping its form as a longsword. The sergeant barked a command, and the group closed in around her, arrows nocked and ready.

“On my mark,” she warned. She spoke a few harsh words in the fell speech. The manse’s courtyard blurred around them and reformed into the grim bailey of the fortress as she remembered it from flying overhead previous to interrupting the strategy meeting.

“Attack!” Her spell finished, she launched into the air with quick strokes of her wings. 

Several hundred men were milling around in the courtyard, readying for the assault at the gates while many more were issuing forth from the barracks. About three score were manning the walls, backs turned as they faced the army marching up the pass.

Startled oaths rang out upon their arrival. Her soldiers immediately loosed arrows at hastily chosen targets, and men fell from the walls. The sergeant barked orders, sending half the fighters rushing into the mass of milling Ketanians, laying about with their swords and axes and causing a chaotic scramble while maintaining a defensive perimeter. The remaining soldiers continued to loose arrows at the Ketanian defenders on the walls. The mages responded by casting minor offensive spells. A couple robed figures cried out and fell from the walls when struck by bolts of energy.

An arrow shattered against Nesnys’s wings as she flew up atop the barbican and landed on the outside walkway among a handful of shocked warriors. Willbreaker lashed out, cleaving a startled soldier nearly in twain, the man sent tumbling from the wall with a shrill scream. She whirled, flaring her wings, and the sharp tips slashed two other soldiers who had moved in to attack, forcing them back. Nesnys was on them in an instant. Willbreaker hewed off the first soldier’s arm at the shoulder. He screamed and fell into the bailey below. She drew Bedlam Judge in her left hand and spun, slashing the second soldier. The droexhal dagger sliced the man across the cheek, and black veins of corruption erupted across his face and into his eye, the white of the orb darkening as if ink were pouring in. The man screamed in agony as he died.

Nesnys ran inside the barbican. A trio of soldiers moved to surround her. One man, who had been standing beside the door, threw an arm around her neck, striving to take her down. Another jabbed his sword at her stomach. She slammed the man on her back against the wall, moving out of reach of the stabbing sword. Unprepared for her strength, the soldier grunted as he slammed hard into stone and his grip around her neck loosened. She drove her elbow into the man’s sternum. Bone cracked, and he wheezed harshly. She then slashed Bedlam Judge across the meat of his forearm. With his grip loosened, she sidestepped, grasping his wrist and slinging the man around to intercept his fellow soldier. The second man’s attempt to stab Nesnys went awry, his blade instead sliding into the first man’s back.

She ignored the dying man and leaped at the second soldier, who was staring wide-eyed at his bloody blade. Willbreaker struck his head from his shoulders. The other two defenders balked and fell back a few paces. She snapped her wrist, and Willbreaker flowed into the form of a whip, the laksaar teeth coming apart before reengaging. She whipped the lash out to snake around the forearm of the man on her right. With an easy tug, she set the whip tightening. The soldier’s eyes bulged as the teeth cut deep into flesh, tearing through muscle and sinew then grinding through the bones. With a wet crunch, the whip severed his arm. He wailed in agony as his blood spurted onto the floor.

The fourth soldier turned to flee out the other side of the gatehouse. He made it two paces before Willbreaker entangled his legs. He tripped up and smacked the ground hard, his sword tumbling from his hand.

“Where do you think you’re going?” She pulled on the whip, dragging the terrified soldier toward her. He shrieked in fear, nails scrabbling against the stone floor. The stench of urine filled the small room as his bladder let loose.

“For the hate of Shaol, show some courage, you bloody craven.” Nesnys spat in disgust on the floor. She had thought to drink the man’s blood, but the blood of a coward would be deeply unsatisfying. Instead, she jabbed Bedlam Judge into his back, barely sparing him a backward glance as his feet drummed on the ground in his death throes.

Nesnys threw the latch for the portcullis mechanism. Chains clanked, and counterweights descended, drawing the portcullis below upward. She peered through an arrow slit and saw the front ranks of the Nebaran army a bowshot away and closing fast at a steady jog, ducking behind their raised shields. Arrows fell upon them but no ballista bolts or stones hurled from catapults, which pleased her.

Exiting the barbican, Nesnys saw that her group’s assault on the walls had bogged down. Her soldiers were dying on the stairs as the Ketanian archers regrouped, turning their bows upon them. Black-and-gold clad bodies littered the bailey and steps, yet a few were fighting on determinedly. Down in the courtyard, the weakest mages had fallen, save one woman who was in the process of casting a desperate spell though harassed by swords and spears.

“Weakling fools.” Nesnys wasn’t terribly disappointed, for the defenders posed no true challenge to her, and her gambit had bought her the time and distraction she needed. However, she had still to ensure the gates were opened.

She dropped down from the wall, wings extended to slow her descent, gliding beneath the barbican. The portcullis was up, yet the thick gates, formed of ironbound planks of wood, were secured with a stout crossbeam.

Aware of a squad of men approaching rapidly, Nesnys spread her wings to momentarily shield herself. Crossbow bolts and arrows impacted against the Abyssal iron harmlessly.

Ignoring the missiles, she focused on the iron binding the gates, using innate powers inherited from her father. She’d never bothered to hone that particular skill, for she regarded it as little more than a curiosity, yet it proved to be of use in this situation. She gestured sharply, and the iron hooks holding the crossbeam drooped, and the log tumbled free. Iron bands loosened, suddenly viscous as if turned to molasses. The wooden planks sagged, and the hinges snapped off, and both gates collapsed flat.

The portal stood open to her army, now twenty paces away. Nesnys beckoned them to enter.

A voice boomed behind her. “Face me, fiend! I challenge you!”

Nesnys turned to find an imposing warrior facing her. He was a big man, a barbarian by the look of him, bearing scars from many battles. He wore armor fashioned of thick hides, and tribal tattoos covered his muscular arms. A greatsword was clutched in his large hands.

“Finally, a foe with some stones. I had thought all Ketanians to be eunuchs.” Nesnys strode forward to meet the barbarian, grinning broadly, eager to face a foe with some mettle.

Someone loosed an arrow at Nesnys. It glanced off the armor at her hip. She scowled, looking for the archer.

The barbarian whirled, face flushed with anger. “Hold! I challenge this bitch to single combat.” After a moment, he turned back around. “Enjoy your last breath, for this is the day that you die at the hand of Kelfromm, son of Kelveidr.”

“Then let us see what you are made of, Kelfromm,” Nesnys replied.

Kelfromm approached cautiously, rather than rushing in as she’d expected. Nesnys felt no need to be cautious, however. She uncoiled Willbreaker and lashed it at the big man. He tried to swat the lash aside with his sword, but the whip coiled around his blade, and she tugged, attempting to disarm the man. His muscles bulged as he held on, at first merely maintaining his weapon but then striving to disarm her.

She was impressed with the man’s strength. They each held their ground, straining their grips, with neither gaining advantage. Nesnys loosened the whip, and it snaked free of the man’s sword. The resistance abruptly gone, he stumbled backward.

Nesnys sprang at him, spinning around and allowing her wing to buffet the barbarian, slashing his forearm. He grunted and strove to grasp her arm, but Nesnys drove a fist into his jaw, rocking his head back. She formed Willbreaker back into a sword and slashed, but the big man parried.

Her entire body seemed to pulse with bloodlust—she longed to slay the man and slake her thirst with his blood. She sheathed Bedlam Judge, not wanting to spoil her prey with its corruption. Kelfromm thrust the greatsword at her, and she parried his strike, dodging away and slashing at him, but he sidestepped. They exchanged several blows, blades clashing together with neither gaining advantage. They came together, crossguards locked. The barbarian was bigger and heavier than Nesnys, and he shoved his greatsword against Willbreaker with all his might, eventually forcing her back a step. His mouth was wide in a snarl, and hatred gleamed in his brown eyes.

Nesnys fed off it, enjoying every moment of their battle, yet all things must end. She suddenly disengaged her sword from his, dropping backward to the ground. The barbarian stumbled forward, falling onto her. She brought her feet up and into his midsection, kicking him up and over her. He fell heavily, rolling over, and sought to regain his feet.

By that time, Nesnys was already on him. She dashed in, stabbing down into the big man’s chest. He wheezed softly, his greatsword falling from his hands and eyes going wide with shock. Even as she leaned on the blade, driving it deeper, he reached up, seizing her neck in a meaty hand, trying to crush her throat. Despite Willbreaker’s tip biting into the flagstones beneath Kellfromm, his grip on her neck still remained powerful, and his gasping breaths sent droplets of blood to spatter her face. Nesnys licked the salty drops from her lips, bloodlust nearly consuming her even as her foe choked off her air. She rocked the sword back and forth in his chest, watching the flow intensify around the blade. Finally, the barbarian’s grasp weakened as the life drained out of him.

Nesnys released the sword, leaving it embedded in his chest. She knelt and clutched him to her breast, feeling his heartbeat slowing in his chest. She twisted his head to the side and tore open his jugular with her sharp teeth. Blood poured from his vein, and she sucked it as she would a honeycomb, shuddering with pleasure at the taste of such vitality. She witnessed his end, reveling in the pain of his final moments even as she respected the passing of a formidable opponent. The spark in the barbarian’s eyes faded, and Kelfromm, son of Kelveidr was no more.

She became aware of the shouts and renewed sounds of battle around her. Scores of Nebarans had swarmed the bailey, and more poured through the breach, forcing back the defenders. The keep would be secured in short order.

Nesnys rose and withdrew Willbreaker from the barbarian’s chest, sheathing it once more. “You proved a worthy opponent, Kelfromm son of Kelveidr. Travel with pride to the hall of whatever god you worship.” She briefly lamented the fact that such a mighty warrior was exactly whom she was seeking as her own champion.

After several moments, General Leodegar marched up to her. His sword was stained with blood, a detail that earned him a small amount of respect in her eyes. He regarded her with fear and a bit of disgust, evidently having seen the resolution of her duel.

Nesnys smirked at him defiantly, her mouth and chin stained with the barbarian’s blood. “The gates are open as promised, General. You have your victory.” She gave a mocking bow. “Best get this campaign on track now if you know what’s good for you.” She brushed against him, slowly tracing one talon across his ornamented breastplate, which made an unnerving screech that made the general flinch.

“What now?” he asked.

“Now you do what you’ve been charged to do. Pacify this keep, and move the army into southern Ketania. Any more blunders, and you’re likely to be replaced.” Nesnys brushed her hair back from her face and regarded him with a hard stare.

“Aye, it shall be done, Warlord.” He bowed stiffly and turned away.

Nesnys looked around to see if she could find any more worthwhile defenders to fight, but the situation was well in hand. Troops were still pouring through the gates, and the last of the defenders were being cut down in the bailey and on the walls. Squads were sweeping through the barracks, inner keep, and outbuildings, mopping up the last bits of resistance.

With a sigh, Nesnys took to the air, soaring upward until she was high above the fortress. She turned to a southerly bearing and headed back toward the capital of Orialan. She could have teleported herself, but she was drunk on the sensations of battle and partially satiated bloodlust and was content to enjoy the simple freedom of flight.

A pity my fun is to be for such a brief time, but I must return and check in with Zegrath and Amralad. She needed her Inquisition teams on the ground to begin rounding up mages for interrogation.

That can wait for the morrow. I’ve a long flight to reach Orialan and may need to make an impromptu stop along the way. She smiled to herself and flew south, savoring the sensation of the wind streaming through her hair even as her pulse raced, demanding that more blood be shed.




















Chapter 7

Three robbers entered the camp shortly after Mira and Brother Cerador finished a humble meal over a small campfire. She turned at the sound of loose gravel scuffing and found the three hard-faced men standing at the edge of the firelight.

Mira let out a gasp. Brother Cerador calmly looked up at the men over his mug of tea. All three were dressed in filthy ragged clothes and were armed.

“Give us your food and coin,” the first man growled. He was lean and dirty, with an axe in hand and a thick red beard.

The other two were larger. The one on the left had a round face and a rusty mail shirt and held a bow with nocked arrow. The man on the right had a scarred face and crooked nose and carried a notched sword.

“We carry very little food or coin,” Cerador replied quietly. “If you deprive us of that, we shall likely not survive the trip out of the mountains.”

“He lies.” The round-faced man spat on the ground. “You two are from that temple up top o’ the peaks. We heard you’ve got lots of treasure up there—eating off gold plates and drinking from jeweled goblets.”

Cerador looked amused. “I assure you, that is not the case. We are but humble monks, seeking enlightenment. That is all. We only keep what we need to get by.”

Seeking enlightenment… and training to defeat the enemies of the Balance by martial means. Mira had been taught her skills were to never be used to harm others unless she herself or the innocent or helpless were in danger. Or if the Balance itself was threatened.

“We ain’t gonna stand here and argue with you, old man,” Red Beard snapped. “Hand over your food and coin, or you and the girl will get hurt. Piss us off enough, we might even take her with us for some company.” Crooked yellow teeth showed when he gave them a grin devoid of any humor.

“This is your next test, Miralei,” Cerador said, ignoring the bandits. “These men have threatened our lives. See that they are shown the error of their ways… while remaining alive to appreciate the lesson, preferably.” He remained seated and took another sip of tea, unconcerned by the looming violence.

Mira rose smoothly to her feet, her staff in hand. “As you say, Brother.” She bowed respectfully to her mentor then took a deep breath, focusing on drawing her ki.

The red-bearded robber guffawed while the other two stared at her in astonishment. “You really think this little—urk!”

Mira drove her staff into Red Beard’s solar plexus with a quick jab like a striking snake. The bandit stumbled away, wheezing for breath.

“Foolish wench.” Round Face drew and loosed his arrow at Mira.

She reacted the moment the arrow cleared the string. With her intense focus, time seemed to slow, and she saw the fletching rotating and the shaft of the arrow wobbling slightly in midair. She swept one end of her staff across to the left and struck the arrow midshaft, swatting it aside and sending it flying harmlessly off into the darkness.

The archer stared, shocked, and Mira was on him before he could react. She sprang forward, planting the staff on the ground to support her weight, and pivoted her body around. Her foot caught Round Face in the jaw. His teeth snapped shut with a loud click, and he reeled backward, dropping hard onto his backside.

Scar Face swung his sword at Mira. She brought her staff up to block. Rather than catching the blade on the staff, which could break if struck by a strong enough foe, she deflected her foe’s blade to the side then effortlessly spun the staff in her hands, reversing it and driving the end into the man’s chest. Scar Face grunted and reeled away.

Red Beard came at her again at the same time, swinging his axe at her exposed back. Mira sensed his attack, dodging aside and driving her elbow into his nose. He grunted as his nose broke, blood spattering his mouth and bearded chin.

Scar Face grabbed Mira’s arm. She immediately ducked low and threw her hip into the bandit, pulling on his arm. Scar Face launched into the air, flipping over and slamming to the ground. A strike of her fist to the face bounced his head off the ground, and his eyes rolled back as he fell unconscious.

Red Beard raised the axe again. Mira swept his legs out from under him with her staff. He fell awkwardly, catching himself with one hand on the ground. She kicked his planted forearm and the bone snapped. He screamed, and she silenced him with a blow of the staff to the side of the head.

Remembering the third man with the bow, she quickly scanned her surroundings. His boots were sticking out from beneath a bush at the edge of the firelight, and she was relieved to find him unconscious.

“Well done, Miralei.” Cerador hadn’t stirred from beside the fire, but his eyes shone in the light. “Perhaps they will learn their lesson about accosting simple travelers after that showing.”

Mira flushed with pride. She relieved the men of their weapons, cast them away into the darkness, and rejoined Cerador by the fire. He handed over her mug of tea, which he had placed near the flames to keep warm.

After a few minutes, the bandits stirred. Round Face was the first to recover. He slowly regained his feet, cursing as he fought his way free of the bush, then glared at Mira but made no move toward the two of them again. Instead, he roused his two companions.

“Do not think to try to ambush us further along the trail,” Cerador warned. “The next time, my student won’t be so forgiving.”

The three robbers cast wary glances at the two monks before stumbling off down the trail into the night.

“My sole critique,” Cerador said, “is to maintain greater awareness of the terrain. It is unwise to rely on planting and putting weight on your staff for a strike. The ground here is sloping and rocky, with patches of loose scree. It could prove unstable, and your attack could have failed, allowing them to injure or kill you.”

“Yes, Brother. I’ll remember that for next time.” Mira bowed her head. 

She replayed the fight over and over in her mind. That was the first time she’d used her martial skills against an actual opponent who meant her harm. Seeing the results of years of rigorous training felt good, not having to pull her punches as she was used to doing. She noted several areas for improvement and even saw how her strikes could’ve been fatal had she so chosen, for her ki expenditure had been minimal.

“Judging from this encounter, it would be prudent to set a watch from here on out,” Cerador observed. “Times must be lean if robbers are way up here in the high country. I’ll take first watch. You should get some rest.”

Mira finished her tea and lay down. She stared at the stars for a time, fearing she wouldn’t be able to sleep as she was still excited and adrenalized from the combat. After going through a series of simple relaxation exercises, though, she fell into a deep sleep.




***




Toward the end of the second day, they were nearing the edge of the Giantspears’ foothills when the clamor of battle sounded from ahead. Battle cries and bellowed curses, grunts and squeals, all punctuated by the clash of steel, shattered the tranquil evening.

Mira stopped, not sure if they should proceed or not, for visibility ahead was poor, the narrow path twisting between encroaching boulders and bushes. A thick stand of brush choked the lower part of the canyon, obscuring their view of what lay ahead. Brother Cerador stepped up beside her, a wrinkle of puzzlement on his brow.

“Who would be fighting this far north, Brother?” she asked.

The elder monk just shook his head. He opened his mouth to speak when a squeal of fright came from the opposite side of the thick brush a few dozen paces ahead. The bushes rustled, and twigs snapped before a dozen small creatures burst free, plunging headlong in their direction. The creatures were wiry, standing waist-high or slightly more. They had dark-green skin, with beady yellow eyes, flat noses, and wide mouths full of needlelike teeth. The creatures wore hides and skins, and most carried rusty and notched swords and axes in their small, clawed hands. Preoccupied as they were, casting fearful glances over their shoulders, they didn’t see Mira and Cerador.

“Goblins,” Cerador said, clearly surprised.

The goblins huffed and grumbled amongst themselves, scrabbling spryly across the rocky ground until they reached the trail, where they picked up speed.

“Halt!” Cerador commanded, his voice booming with authority.

The goblins skidded to a stop, eyes wide as they evaluated the new potential threat. A couple muttered in the goblin tongue before a larger specimen shoved its fellows aside and pointed a rusty sword with a broken-off tip in their direction. It opened its mouth, but before it could speak, one of the others barked something in the goblin tongue then turned and bolted back into the bushes.

The bushes rustled for a moment, and the ground pounded as if from a galloping horse before a squeal of alarm sounded. Brush crunched, and the goblin came flying back out of the bushes as if launched from a catapult, to smack into the side of a boulder. It was plastered there a moment before sliding brokenly to the ground.

The remaining goblins shuffled and looked in alarm at the rustling bushes. The apparent leader pointed its broken sword at Mira and Cerador.

“Skatch!” it shouted.

The small creatures growled and scampered forward a few paces, the leader content to let its minions take the lead. The bushes behind them crunched and snapped loudly, then a broad, shaggy head with large curling horns shoved through the leaves. Mira saw dark, liquid eyes regarding them a moment before the rest of the sturdy mountain goat pushed through the brush, its coat a thick brown fur.

Mira’s eyes grew even wider at the sight of a rider perched upon a saddle on the goat’s back. A female dwarf in gleaming plate mail and carrying a huge warhammer rode on the animal. Her eyes were a bright amber green and her hair a thick mass of blond-and-brown braids spilling down her back from beneath her helm. She halted her mount, studying the goblins and monks.

The goblins whimpered in fright at the sight of the dwarven maid. A moment later, two more mounted dwarves, both male with thick beards down to their waists, rode from the bushes to take their places on either side of the woman.

Deciding they’d rather take their chances with the monks, the goblins broke and fled up the trail, rushing toward Mira and Cerador. They came upon the pair, waving their shoddy weapons, but went no further.

Mira swept her staff in a broad arc, cracking one goblin on the raised elbow. The bone cracked, and the rusty sword dropped from its grip, then it screeched and reeled away. Her staff continued on its path and struck the next goblin in the chin, dropping it like a stone.

Cerador turned his body slightly sideways and shifted his weight on his right foot. His left foot lashed out in a powerful side kick, slamming the nearest goblin in the chest. Its breath whooshed from its lungs, and it was propelled backward, taking the two goblins behind with it and sending them all sprawling back down the path.

Another goblin nimbly leaped at Mira, a rusty, serrated dagger slashing out at her left leg. She shifted her leg back out of its range and brought her right knee across in a sharp blow, smashing the goblin in the ear. It yelped and stumbled into the goblin beside it.

Cerador lashed out again, and two more goblins flew backward from a circle kick. The two goblins left standing stood open-mouthed a moment then turned and fled.

They didn’t get far, running right into the dwarves, who’d spurred their mounts forward. The dwarven maid brought her rune-inscribed hammer down and split the skull of the goblin leader, making yellowish goop spurt out its ears. The second goblin hacked at her from the opposite side with its rusty axe, but one of her dwarven companions cleaved its skinny arm off at the shoulder with a quick swipe of his own axe before its blow could land.

Then the trio of dwarves spurred their mounts forward into the mass of wounded and fallen goblins. The goats butted with their horns and trampled them beneath their hooves while the warriors lay about with hammer and axes. In a moment, it was finished. Green goblin blood and yellow brains painted the ground around them.

Mira watched the whole fight curiously, impressed at the dwarves’ methodical efficiency in mopping up.

The silver-armored dwarven maid turned her attention to them and raised her hammer in a salute. “Ho, travelers! Well met and well fought. I am Sioned Hammerhelm of the Silver Anvil Hall.”

“Well met, Lady Hammerhelm,” Brother Cerador said with a polite bow. He introduced the two of them.

Sioned’s goat brayed, and she patted it on the neck before hopping down to the ground. She walked over and clasped hands companionably with Cerador and then Mira. The crown of Sioned’s helm came up only to Mira’s chest, who stood five and a half feet tall, but the dwarf’s powerful grip nearly crushed her hand with unexpected strength. She had a round face and dimples when she smiled. Mira had never seen a dwarf before and was surprised to realize the maid was as beautiful as she was formidable.

“Have ye seen any more o’ these scum? We tracked ’em from their lair in some caves about a mile east of here. They were preying on merchant caravans on the road.”

“No,” Cerador replied. “These are the first goblins we’ve encountered, and we’re two days on the road now from the White Monastery.”

“Monks, eh? Good to hear no more o’ the scum made it up the trail, then.” Sioned scowled at the corpses around her.

Another dwarf, this one on foot, ran up the path, puffing and red-faced. He paused a moment to catch his breath. “Me Queen! That be all of ’em. We rounded up the rest.”

“Aye. Good work, men.” Sioned turned back to the monks and grinned. “’Twas well met and a pleasure squashin’ goblins with ye! If ye’re passing by Silver Anvil Hall, ye’re welcome at our hearth. Ye’ll have friends there and ale a’plenty!”

Mira instantly liked the fiery dwarf. She returned Sioned’s grin, and Cerador even cracked a smile as well. 

“Many thanks for the offer, Lady Sioned, but our travels take us far to the south, I’m afraid,” he said.

Sioned nodded. “Farewell then, me friends! May Reiktir watch over ye.” She swung back into the goat’s saddle and turned the beast. The other dwarves nodded at them, then they all disappeared back down the canyon in a clatter of hooves, the lone dwarf afoot having to run puffing after them.

“This is quickly turning out to be an interesting journey,” Mira said.

“Indeed. Most unexpected, especially this far north.”

They followed the path down onto a broad, grassy plain where the dwarves had routed the goblins. The dwarves were formed up and marching back eastward, with a handful mounted on their goats and a few others on ponies while a couple score marched on foot, a precision column of gleaming steel. Their baritone voices were bellowing out some dwarven victory song.

Squashed remains of goblins littered the plain. Mira could see from the trail of corpses that the goblins must have fled some caves up in the hills only to be fallen upon by the larger group of dwarves lying in wait. The crows and vultures wasted no time swooping down and taking part in the gory feast laid out before them.

Mira and Cerador continued southwest toward Vallonde and the port city of Finhalla, where stood a magical portal that would shorten their journey considerably.




















Chapter 8

Nesnys flew over the darkened countryside of Nebara, the night air cool on her skin. The glow from a country cottage’s windows in the distance drew her attention. Her bloodlust not fully satiated following her battle with the barbarian, she banked and glided toward the house. Her Abyssal iron wings sheared through the air as would the keenest blade.

She landed gracefully in the yard before the small cottage. The scent of freshly tilled earth and cooking meat and onions mingled in the air.

A pair of dogs raced around the corner of the cottage, barking furiously. Their hackles were raised, and they maintained their distance, yet their incessant yapping irritated Nesnys.

“Silence!” The command in the fell speech struck the animals like a palpable force. With strangled yelps, they turned and fled, tails tucked between their legs. She turned her attention back to the house.

The door opened, and a man stepped outside, a short bow in hand with a nocked arrow.

“What are you two going on about?” the farmer asked, squinting into the darkness in search of his dogs.

“Not the most cordial greeting for a weary traveler,” Nesnys replied. She tucked her wings against her back and sauntered toward the man, making sure to let her hips sway enticingly. Knowing nothing could pose any threat to her here, she had allowed her armor to recede to a minimum, revealing what was a scandalous amount of skin to these simple people.

The man spotted her, and his jaw sagged open. “Uh, pardon, miss. Can’t be too careful, times being what they are of late. Are you in need of aid?”

Nesnys fixated her gaze on the farmer and stepped closer. “You have what I seek.”

The farmer let the short bow fall to his side, the arrow dropping to the ground unnoticed. He couldn’t seem to keep his eyes from traveling over her body, staring spellbound as she approached, standing nearly a head taller than him.

“What… uh, what is it you s-seek?”

Nesnys placed her hand upon his chest, talons digging lightly into his skin through his rough tunic, and in that instant, he seemed to realize something was amiss. He blinked in surprise, jaw working soundlessly, and he futilely raised his bow. She hooked his neck with her claws and yanked him up against herself. With a quick slash, she tore his throat out. The man gurgled as his blood pumped from his neck. She lowered her mouth and drank greedily, savoring the salty taste of fresh mortal blood.

An unintelligible voice called out from inside the farmhouse, rousing Nesnys from her bliss. She let the man’s corpse drop, smearing the spatters of blood across her breasts and stomach.

The door opened, and a woman stuck her head through the gap. “Darling, are you coming in for dinner?” Her eyes widened, traveling between Nesnys and the crumpled form of her slain husband.

“I thought you’d never ask,” Nesnys purred with a broad smile.




***




So this is what those two fools have given me to work with.

Nesnys swaggered up to the men she had summoned, eyeing them head to toe. She was grudgingly impressed despite herself when the two held up to her scrutiny, barely flinching once they had gotten over the initial shock at her appearance. She’d arrived in Orialan an hour earlier, just before dawn, following her layover at the farmhouse. She’d neglected to shapeshift back to her human form, and blood still spattered her face and armor, which was restored to its battle appearance. She cared not for what the men might think of her true nature, for she expected them to get accustomed to the sight of her.

Inquisitor Tellast, a short man whose head didn’t even reach Nesnys’s shoulder, stood at attention, his back straight as an arrow. He was garbed in the black and gold of the empire although he wore a curious greatcoat with a stiff-necked collar that must have been sweltering in the early heat. His uniform was starched and his boots shined to a polish. The little man paled at her inspection but remained poised, his cruel eyes gleaming with intelligence. He bowed respectfully.

Colonel Cornix, the Butcher of Almanes, was Tellast’s opposite in nearly every regard. He was the rabid dog she had expected. The man was tall and large framed although gaunt from his time spent in the dungeons. His dark hair and beard were wild and untrimmed, and he was covered in scars, one ear a ragged stump, his nose crooked and oft broken. His dark eyes glowered with insolence and perhaps a bit of lust as he boldly looked her over. Despite his ragged appearance, he wore a fine mail shirt and had a large well-crafted axe strapped to his back, along with a sword on his hip. He met her piercing stare with a slight smirk on his face. After holding her gaze an impudently long time, he finally bowed slightly.

These two hounds should do—one cunning, the other vicious—provided I keep the leash tight enough, lest they get out of control.

“I am Warlord Nesnys. You may address me as simply Warlord from now on. The wizard and priest should have briefed you already, but I will give you your orders. The bottleneck at Helmsfield Keep has been eliminated just yesterday. As a result, my army is even now spreading out into southern Ketania. We will sow chaos and bloodshed all the way to the northern mountains and bring glory to the emperor and Nebara.” She paused to note their reactions.

Tellast smiled and nodded eagerly. Cornix could have been a starving hound eyeing a bloody haunch of meat.

As I expected. “Your particular skills are needed in this campaign, hence the reason you both stand here before me, your respective units poised for missions of critical importance. Colonel, you and your Hundred Scorpions shall be the point of my spear to crush the army of the Ketanian king once he gets off his soft arse and marches to meet us. Your numbers are insufficient for my requirements, so you will recruit and swell your manning tenfold over the next months. Begin selection and training immediately. You have the entire army to recruit from, so choose well. Is this something you can manage?”

The Butcher of Almanes nodded eagerly. “Aye, my men will be eagerly awaiting your command, Warlord.” His voice was a rough growl.

She nodded curtly and turned her attention to Tellast. “And you, Inquisitor, will be responsible for bringing to me—alive and unharmed—a young magic user of strategic value: a girl or boy of human appearance and roughly twenty summers of age, who may or may not have come into control of his or her talents. Nonetheless, this young mage will hold significant power and is not to be underestimated. In the process of your… inquiries in finding this young mage, you are to put to the noose or the sword all other magic users you come across. Those orders are the same for all units of the Nebaran army, but you shall operate independently behind enemy lines and flush this young mage out like a rabbit. Are you capable of this task?”

Tellast looked every bit as eager as Cornix, as if he might salivate at the prospect. “Yes, Warlord. My men are well suited for such an endeavor and shall not disappoint.”

“Very well, gentlemen.” The term didn’t quite apply, especially to the butcher, but she was in a good mood and feeling gracious. “Fear is our ally, so stoke it well in the Ketanian citizenry. A kingdom gripped by terror and confusion is a kingdom ready to be torn open like a fresh carcass.” She smirked at Cornix at the last statement. “Be about your business, and you will be contacted as needed. You, Inquisitor, shall work in concert with units of scouts already deployed to the western portion of Ketania. Begin your search there, and work your way east, for the army will push north to Ammon Nor and press into the heartland of Ketania. If our quarry is anywhere in the south, he or she shall be flushed out. Gather your men, and meet back here at high sun. I shall teleport you into Ketania to begin your hunt. Any questions?”

“No, Warlord,” they both replied with a bow.

“Very well. Do not fail me in this, or you’ll both regret it. Dismissed.”

When the two had departed, Nesnys returned to her chambers for a few hours’ rest and to make additional preparations.

Thus far, all is going according to plan. I shall have to summon my lieutenants soon, for I cannot be everywhere at once.




















Chapter 9

Daybreak was brightening to morning, the rays of pink and orange painted against the clouds fading as the sky deepened to blue. A thinning mist yet hung over a small lake, turning its normally sapphire waters gray and making it seem unnaturally still, intimate even. Thickly forested hills rose around the lake in gently undulating green waves.

All in all, the morning was beautiful, certainly too fine a day for Dakarai Creel to be conducting his veritably grim business.

“I’ll find you one of these days, you gods-damned bloody whoreson,” snarled the undying man before him. His fine black robes had become sodden and muddied from soaking up the water leaking into the bottom of the skiff. His features looked bestial, eyes narrowed to slits and perfect teeth gleaming in a rictus snarl. “I’ll carve up your women and young. Anyone who you care for and cares for you in turn shall find naught but—mmph!”

Odd how alike we are, yet so different. Creel fervently hoped he never ended up becoming such a twisted, sadistic bastard. The gods certainly are cryptic in their machinations.

He looked down at the man, Thalko Cannog, whose mouth he’d stuffed with a soggy, dirty rag. “Don’t ruin such a lovely morning, Thalko. You’d have to escape your fate in order to come after me, which is quite a hopeful thought on your part. Are you so confident your dark mistress shall deign to forgive you after your failures?” A cold smile spread across Creel’s face, more for Thalko’s sake than from any amusement to be found in the circumstances.

He ignored Thalko’s mumbles and murderous glare, instead nodding in approval at the brief look of horror that filled the man’s eyes at the reminder of Veharis’s cruel mercies awaiting him. The goddess of pain and torment was a mistress Creel suspected had neither patience nor forgiveness for her minions’ failures.

Looking around, Creel judged that they were in the center of the lake. He let the oars rest in the stern of the small craft. The skiff rocked from Thalko’s struggles against the chains binding him, sending small waves rolling across the lake’s placid surface.

“’Tis a damned shame to foul the waters of this pristine lake with scum such as yourself.” Creel rose to his feet, maintaining his balance as the skiff rocked from side to side. Water in the bottom sloshed around his feet, but he ignored it. He cleared his throat and spoke the words his employer bade him speak.

“Thalko Cannog, I hereby condemn you to be drowned until dead in the depths of this lake for your crimes against House Nakire. For betraying the trust of House Nakire; usurping the widow Nakire’s lands following the untimely death of Lord Endarril; repeated attempts to assassinate the widow; and abusing, torturing, and murdering the widow’s daughter, members of the keep’s staff, and vassals of the Nakire lands. And for being an insufferable arsehole. That last part I added.” He drove the toe of his boot into Thalko’s ribs none too gently, eliciting a grunt of pain. “Each day, you shall awaken anew and have moments to ruminate over your plight before the water fills your lungs and you drown until dead once more… to be continued ad infinitum. May the gods curse your black soul.”

Thalko struggled again, but he was bound tightly in thick iron chains with a heavy flagstone secured to his chest. He could do little more than set the boat rocking with his motions.

Creel leaned forward, careful to keep his feet braced against each side of the hull, gripped the chains, and heaved, lifting Thalko until their faces were separated by a couple handbreadths. The bound man snarled and struggled with renewed vigor, his hateful glare replaced by a look of stark terror.

With a grunt, Creel shoved Thalko over the gunwale and immediately dropped to a crouch and leaned to the opposite side to balance the boat. The skiff rocked alarmingly as Thalko went over the side, hitting the water with a loud splash and immediately sinking into the depths.

Creel regained his seat and waited until the water stilled. The bubbles rising from the bottom ended after a minute or two. He grimaced, noting the leaky boat was filled with a handbreadth of water, but judged he could just make it back to shore before it reached the verge of sinking. The deed done, he took up the oars and stroked smoothly, turning the small craft and propelling it back to shore.

The sun crested the hills and sent a blinding glare off the surface of the water. Creel squinted but maintained his steady pace. Several minutes later, the waterlogged skiff, wallowing low in the water, ground its keel on the sandy beach.

Creel leaped into the water and flipped the boat over to drain it. Then he dragged the skiff ashore and beached it. His feet squelched in his old boots, which were beginning to come apart at the seams, so he pulled them off and sat on the beach, content to enjoy the lovely morning while his footgear dried out. He was in no hurry, for he had nowhere in particular to be. Much like Thalko prior to his downfall, Creel had nothing but time on his hands.

Now that this ugly business is out of the way, I’ll be moving on… wherever the winds or the gods lead me. First, I’ll inform Lady Nakire the deed is done. Hopefully, she and her people can find some amount of peace and dignity that’s been denied them these long years.

Somewhere in the depths of the lake, the villain Thalko had drowned, the corpse awaiting the dawn of the next day when his curse would bring him back from the dead once more—for a brief moment, at least—until he could hold his breath no longer and the dark waters rushed back in to fill his lungs anew.




***




Creel rode west across the riverlands and away from Nakire Keep, heading toward central Ketania. Nearly a month had passed since the distasteful task of disposing of Thalko, and he was restless to get back on the road once more.

Delfina Nakire had been pleased with his service and offered him some small amount of jewels as payment, but she was practically impoverished, and he’d failed to save the life of her daughter, so he declined her offer. Eating from the castle larder and drinking the fine wine the region was renowned for had been enough of a reward for him—that and seeing the region liberated from the tyrant who had usurped and terrorized the lands.

In addition to the offer of coin, Delfina had also asked him to stay on as captain of the guard. However, Creel had no desire to work as a guard any longer, for that belonged in a past life to a man who had died long before, so he declined that offer as well. He had stuck around long enough for her to hire a score of men, whose potential he’d helped evaluate, for guarding the walls of the keep. He figured as long as they weren’t part of that corrupt and sadistic lot that had previously served under Thalko’s rule, that was a good start. Most of the hires were locals with no experience at wielding a sword yet were happy to sign up since Lady Nakire had regained control of her lands. Several were men well past their prime, and a couple were beardless boys. Fortunately, five men among them were from the region and had soldiered or worked as sellswords in the past. Creel paid closest attention to that latter group. Satisfied they seemed relatively trustworthy, he’d approved of the hires. Soon, the experienced men were drilling the others under Creel’s watchful eye. By the time he was ready to leave, a solid veteran from a nearby hamlet had distinguished himself and been promoted to captain. Despite what may have been going on in the rest of the kingdom, that small corner of the realm was a better place than when he’d arrived, a fact he could take pride in.

On the third day after leaving Nakire Keep, Creel reached a crossroads and came across the scene of a slaughter. A wagon, likely a merchant’s, had been overturned and set to the torch. Eight corpses lay where they had fallen, bloated and rotting in the afternoon sun. Blood flies were thick in the air, and maggots squirmed in the discolored flesh.

“Bandits?” he wondered aloud.

The lands in the distant south of Ketania, within fifty miles of the mountains separating the kingdom from Nebara, could be fairly lawless, far from the capital city and the long arm of the king’s law. In those parts, local lords were responsible for keeping the roads safe from monsters and brigands. If they were in similar or worse shape than the Nakire lands, then the locals would be left to fend for themselves. Hence, the farthest reaches of Ketania were ripe for a monster hunter’s business and kept Creel employed.

He pulled a kerchief over his nose and mouth to muffle the stench. Deep tracks of men and horses covered the ground, dry presently, but rain had fallen two days past. Thus, the attack occurred within the past two days while the ground was muddy. The men hadn’t been taken unaware—quite the contrary, for several swords and a couple bows remained where they had fallen. Other corpses still wore armor.

Bandits would’ve scavenged the arms or armor to use or sell. Monsters? Not likely.

He followed the convoluted series of tracks around the scene, and after a short time, a vision of what had occurred formed. The merchants had been traveling east along the same road he was following and set camp there near the crossroads. A troop of mounted men, roughly a score, rode up from the south, came upon the merchant caravan, and fell upon their camp. A struggle ensued, but the merchant and his guards were quickly overwhelmed. The attackers had then continued on the road, traveling westward.

A bad feeling sank into Creel’s gut. Why attack the caravan? These weren’t brigands, but perhaps they wanted it to look as such. Nebarans? He’d heard rumors throughout the southlands of the empire mustering its troops and posturing for war, but if that was true, the purpose was yet unknown. How would a party of Nebarans have gotten here, with Helmsfield Pass not far, the way protected by a formidable keep? Unless these were scouts and had found another route through the mountains. He looked over the corpses, lying where they had fallen around the remains of a campfire, and then realized why they had been slain.

They were killed to ensure nobody witnessed the presence of the armed band here, well within Ketania.

“Gods, they really are planning to invade. But why?” 

The emperor was an old man and likely passing into senility, based upon what Creel had heard over the years. 

“This makes little sense. A sortie as a precursor to invasion. Why invade Ketania at all? There’s no bad blood, to my knowledge, and Ketania is a powerful kingdom—a war would be long and costly for both sides.”

Creel remounted his horse, able only to shake his head while he speculated. He decided to ride for Ammon Nor, the largest southland city and also the nearest army garrison. It was a few days’ ride, but he meant to deliver the tidings so the call to arms could go out. With any luck, the garrison commander would mobilize Ketanian army patrols to drive the Nebarans back whence they came. With a sigh, he turned his mount along the western road, following the tracks of the armed band.

I’d better try to determine where these bastards have gone. The thought of getting sucked into a military matter soured his mood further.

As if in accord with his darkening disposition, a gust of wind stirred the air carrying the smell of rain while thunder rumbled in dark clouds gathering on the horizon.




***




The sound of a weeping child reached Creel’s keen ears over the ambient patter of raindrops and the splashing of his horse’s hooves in the mud of the road. He reined in the horse, listening to try to pinpoint the source of the sound.

A ramshackle barn was barely visible from the road. Ahead through the curtain of rain, the huddled forms of homes in a village could be made out: Oostberg, if memory served him right. He nudged his horse, guiding it toward the barn.

“Will be nice to get out of this damned rain for a time, anyway,” he muttered. 

A sudden spasm of pain down his back made him clench his jaw and hold on to the saddle horn lest he lose his balance. Fortunately, the spasm was relatively minor, yet it indicated worse was on the way. 

“This cold rain seeps into the bones and aggravates the pain.”

Creel dismounted and dragged the barn door open with a rusty squeal of its hinges. He led his horse inside out of the rain, and the smell of fresh hay filled his nose. The grateful horse walked over to a filled manger and began contentedly munching away on the hay.

The sobbing had stopped, and Creel listened. All was silent save for the horse’s chewing and the rain drumming on the roof and dripping from leaks, yet he could smell the child’s faint scent inside the barn.

“It’s all right, you can come on out of there,” he called. His eyes were focused on a pair of stalls at the rear, each filled with large haystacks, the only hiding place available in the ramshackle barn.

After a moment, a young boy of eight or nine summers stepped out from the stall on the right. He regarded Creel silently, his eyes red and face streaked with tears. He made no move to approach or flee, simply staring fearfully.

“I won’t hurt you, lad. I just needed a few moments to get out of the rain.” He patted the horse’s flank and went about removing the saddle and bridle, thinking the barn would be as good a place as any to bed down for a few hours, at least until the rain let up. “What’s your name?”

“Osgar, sir.” The boy met his eyes for a moment then looked away again.

“Well, Osgar, can you tell me what’s making you so sad?”

“Those bad men took Abigale!” He broke out bawling again.

“Who’s Abigale? And which bad men?”

The boy sniffled. “She’s nice… Mama says she’s a witch but a good one. She helped my papa when he was sick last winter. Mama says he woulda died if not for Abigale. Those mean men said they’re fixin’ to hang her from the big ash tree! They hit her, and she fell in the mud, then they kicked her and dragged her away by her hair.”

“Are they bandits?” he asked although he suspected not, based on their singling out the witch.

“I don’t know who they are. They wore black-and-yellow clothes, like bees.”

Creel paused then refastened the horse’s tack. Seems that war band has come to this small village for some odd reason. He knelt before the boy, but before he could say anything, Osgar threw his arms around his neck and blubbered into his shoulder.

“I don’t want Abigale to die,” he mumbled between bouts of tears. “Please, sir, can you help her?”

He patted the boy on the back awkwardly then held him at arm’s length and looked him in his teary eyes again.

“I’ll see what I can do to help Abigale, all right, Osgar? But I want you to promise you’ll run along home to your parents right away.”

“Yessir.”

“Now, where’s this tree?”

A few minutes later, Creel was circling past the town at a canter, heading toward the big tree at its eastern edge. The hood of his cloak blew back, but he ignored it, the cold rain drenching his hair and chilling him, save for the fire of anger burning inside.

These Nebaran bastards can’t just swarm the countryside and kidnap and kill village folk at their whims. Where’s the damned local militia? Why haven’t they mustered their forces if enemy troops are here in Ketania? Word needs to be sent to the king at once.

Through the curtain of rain, he saw a number of Nebaran soldiers shouting commands and forcing villagers back into their homes. For the time, they didn’t appear to intend harm to anyone save the witch.

A woman’s cry met his ears moments before the group appeared out of the rain. The witch, a plump, middle-aged woman with a kindly face frozen in terror, was being restrained by a pair of soldiers while a third looped a noose around her neck. Blood leaked from a split lip, and bruises marred her cheeks. Three other soldiers, one with the plumed helm of an officer, stood by, observing.

As one, the group turned to regard him as he rode up on horseback. Taking advantage of their surprise, Creel raised a crossbow he’d scavenged from the slain merchant caravan. He squeezed the trigger, and a quarrel sprouted from the chest of one of the soldiers. Dropping the crossbow, he drew his longsword, Final Strike, and leaped from the saddle.

The Nebaran soldiers were startled by his unexpected attack against their greater numbers. Creel opened the throat of the nearest soldier before he could draw steel. He then spun and lashed out at the officer, knocking his clumsy parry aside and stabbing him through the gut. The officer fell with a cry, and Creel charged the other three, who were yet dealing with the witch.

Abigale pulled her arm free of the surprised soldier on her left, turned, and kneed the other man holding her in the groin. His sword was halfway free of its scabbard before she struck him, making the man groan and stagger backward, releasing the witch.

Creel came in quickly at the soldier on the left. The man tried to dodge away but slipped in the muck and paid the price. Final Strike bit into his neck and sent his head spinning through the air. The other two soldiers had recovered from their surprise enough to get their blades drawn. The man holding the noose swung his sword at Abigale. With a warning cry, Creel lunged in and shouldered the witch out of the way. She slipped and splashed to her knees in the mud. Creel deflected the blow meant for Abigale then, sensing the second man poised to strike his back, spun and drove his elbow into that man’s face, breaking his nose. A second strike from the first soldier struck Creel’s leather cuirass, but the armor turned the blow. Creel seized the man’s wrist and smashed his pommel into his opponent’s forehead then shoved the wavering man into his comrade with the broken nose. The two got tangled up and slipped in the mud, sprawling to the ground. Creel quickly finished them off with precise strokes of his blade.

Abigale stared at Creel wide-eyed. She had crawled away to place her back against the massive trunk of the ash tree, clutching her arms around her knees.

Creel extended a hand and helped her rise. “Easy. You’re going to be fine now.”

“Who are you?” she asked. “Why would you aid me, stranger, and risk the wrath of these soldiers?”

An image of Anissa, another country witch Creel had known, although she had been much more than an ordinary witch, flashed through his mind. He smiled at the memory. “I had a friend who was a country witch. She would’ve approved of my intervention. I’m Dakarai Creel, ma’am.”

“I’m Abigale. You have my thanks, Master Creel.”

The Nebaran officer groaned and cursed, drawing Creel’s attention. He walked over and pointed the tip of Final Strike to his throat.

“Why were you abusing this woman and intent on murdering her?” he demanded.

The officer coughed up blood. At first, Creel thought he wouldn’t reply, but then he groaned and pressed a hand to his gut wound. “The emperor has commanded all mages and witches be put to death,” he said in a thick Nebaran accent.

“Why? Is this a full invasion?”

“Aye, it’s coming, though we’re but a scouting party. The vanguard is a few days behind. I know not the why, only that the Inquisition seeks a youth of roughly a score of summers who possesses magical talent. A tool of Shaol and a threat to all of Easilon, or so they say. Male or female we know not. We are merely to capture any with that description and bring them to the inquisitors. All others are to be sent back to the dirt and an example set.” He coughed more blood and writhed in pain for a few moments. “Ah, gods, the pain… Will you show me a small bit of mercy and grant me a soldier’s death? I don’t want to die the slow agony of a gut wound.”

Creel looked over at Abigale. “Any mercy for you is entirely up to the lady.”

Abigale scowled at the officer for a long moment then turned her eyes toward Creel. He offered her a dagger, hilt extended outward. Abigale regarded it for a long moment before taking it in a trembling hand. She stared at the wounded officer and seemed on the verge of capitulating to his wish, but a glance at the noose still hanging from the bough of the ash tree changed her mind. She shook her head firmly and returned Creel’s dagger before walking away.

“We were simply following orders,” the wounded man moaned.

“Piss on your orders,” Creel snapped.

“You’re a soldier, aren’t you?” The officer gave a pained groan after a moment when Creel didn’t reply. “I saw how you fought… As one soldier to another, will you show mercy?” He looked surprisingly young, his face ashen and twisted in pain.

“The same mercy as you were about to show that woman? I’m no soldier—the man who was died long ago. I’m but a simple monster hunter, and monsters deserve no mercy.” Creel spat on the ground and turned away. He gathered his horse’s reins and followed Abigale back toward the center of town until the officer’s pitiful cries were lost in the patter of the rain.




















Chapter 10

Finhalla, capital city of Vallonde, was a boisterous trading hub on the coast of the Shimmering Sea. Merchants and travelers, rogues and swashbucklers all packed the streets and squares of the city. Mira and Cerador’s journey had been uneventful, following their encounter with the dwarves and goblins several days past. They had made good time following a well-traveled road from the highlands down to Finhalla.

The city was a sprawling conglomeration of varied styles of buildings. A graceful, soaring tower with various spires and minarets thrust into the sky, towering above all Finhalla. The Tower of the Magi, the conclave of wizards who ruled Vallonde, were housed within. Large estates clustered around the great tower much like eager children awaiting treats handed out by a parent. The larger and wealthier the estates were, the closer proximity they had to the Tower of the Magi. Toward the outskirts of the city were clearly the homes of poor folk. Sturdy wood and brick buildings eventually gave way to modest wattle-and-daub houses and flimsy hovels. The wharf and markets were a ramshackle assortment of tents, stalls, and shanties that looked as if they could be swept away by a stiff breeze.

A rainbow assortment of brightly colored silk- and satin-clad passersby caught the eye. The scents of roasting food, animal dung, and perfumes filled the air in a pungent mélange, all of it overlaying the briny smell of the sea. Mira sneezed when she caught a particularly potent whiff of fragrance from a woman she took to be a noble, judging by her rich attire, haughty demeanor, and stony-faced bodyguards. Donkeys brayed, and oxen bellowed, pulling their wagons and carts along the tight confines of the streets. Throughout the marketplace, sprinkled among the prevalent humans, Mira spied groups of both sturdy dwarves selling arms and armor and graceful elves selling fine bolts of cloth and trinkets. Voices were raised as folk shouted their wares and haggled in different accents and languages. Hawkers and barkers assailed them, trying to get them to purchase everything from roasted rats-on-a-stick to passage to the Starshield Isles aboard a ship to spending the afternoon in a brothel.

“Care for an afternoon of sensual pleasure, young miss? We’ve men and women both. Doesn’t matter which you prefer. With those pretty eyes of yours, I’ll even give you a special rate.” A painted courtesan dressed in silks that left little to the imagination glided her long fingers along Mira’s arm enticingly. 

She blushed furiously at the offer, and Brother Cerador simply shooed the courtesan away with a placid expression.

“The portal is just ahead, Miralei,” he said. “Once we pass through and exit the next city, we can make camp.”

Mira couldn’t help but feel relieved at the thought of making camp in the serenity of the wilderness again. The long miles they were covering each day were nothing compared to the toll the bewildering crush of people and animals took on her, nearly overwhelming her senses—a sharp contrast to the peaceful, simple existence she’d always known, having lived in monasteries since she was a child. She recalled vague memories of a kindly woman who had taken her into her home to raise as an infant until she was a child of ten summers, when she had been delivered to Master Dagun. However, the memories were just that—vague and often dreamlike—and she could no longer picture the face of the woman who had first raised her. The Order of the Illuminated Path was the only family and home she’d ever truly known.

They wended their way through the crowds until they reached a packed square near the wharf. At the center of the plaza was an immense stone archway ten paces wide and half again as high. Caravans and lone travelers alike passed through the archway after paying tolls to collectors with heavy purses attached to harnesses on their chests. Plenty of armed guards shadowed the toll collectors, alert for pickpockets and those trying to sneak through without paying. The air within the arch shimmered like a soap bubble, and through the portal, Mira could see a similar scene of controlled chaos in the market in Hargelond, the southernmost city of Vallonde. A line was marked in the center to separate those arriving and departing.

She had learned from Brother Cerador during their journey that powerful mages, who now ruled Vallonde, had constructed the portals centuries earlier to facilitate travel and trade throughout the nation. As a result, Vallonde had become an economic powerhouse with clout that far outweighed its small size.

“Ten bits a head,” the bored toll collector said, glancing over the two monks with little interest.

Cerador counted the required toll from his coin purse and handed it over.

“Step on through. Don’t tarry, or you’ll hold up the line.”

Mira followed a step behind as her mentor approached the portal. Without hesitation, he walked through. The soap bubble rippled, and a man and woman stepped forth from Hargelond just to Mira’s left. She took a deep breath and followed her mentor. In an instant, with virtually no disorientation, she passed from a cool, sunny day to a warm, humid, cloudy one. Puddles from a recent downpour filled the square.

Other than the change in weather, the southern city appeared much the same, although smaller in size. Colorful people with their profusion of wares filled the square and city streets as before. The biggest difference was the omission of the hulking wizards’ tower dominating the skyline.

Brother Cerador took a moment to orient himself then turned and led a brisk pace through the central square. Within minutes, they were through the majority of the bustle and following a road outside town and leading east, judging by the sun’s position. A swiftly flowing river ran alongside the road to their right.

“See there, ahead?” Cerador asked. “The Arkada Mountains.”

Mira smiled at the sight of the green masses of the familiar mountains in the distance. They made good time the rest of that day, Cerador quickening their pace as if in a hurry to reach their destination. Mira was anxious to get away from the crush of the city although the experience had proved quite eye-opening. They stopped an hour after dusk to make camp on a low rise overlooking the river. The road had turned south across a stone bridge and into southern Ketania. The path they were following was little more than a dirt track that would climb a high pass through the Arkada Mountains, and from there, they would reach the monastery in two days’ time.

As she lay down in her bedroll, she couldn’t help but wonder what their return would bring. Master Dagun would speak with her first, then she would receive her Balance Quest. She was equally excited and nervous about her quest, but a few simple mantras allowed her to calm her mind and put those thoughts aside.

She quickly fell asleep to the reassuring sounds of chirping crickets and the crackling of the small campfire while her mentor kept watch.




***




Mira smiled when the ancient stone walls of the Illuminated Path Monastery appeared around the bend, as welcoming as an old friend. Built flush against the mountainside, she thought the grouped buildings resembled some of the black-capped songbirds always huddled together against winter’s bitter cold, on the eaves of the White Monastery. The giant aspen growing in the southern monastery’s courtyard spread its canopy overhead, green leaves shimmering in a light breeze. She remembered Master Dagun had once told her the aspen was unusual in that it grew so well alone. Normally, those trees thrived best when together in a grove, yet that one had stood there ever since the monks first called the monastery home.

Strangely, she wondered whether she would stand tall on her own now that she was being sent away from the order on her own quest. Away from my brothers and sisters who support me, can I thrive as this giant tree? Will my service to the Balance bring honor upon those who have trained and nurtured me?

The wide gates stood open as usual during the daytime. Past the gates, a long, narrow courtyard extended outward from the buildings on the left to a short wall and sheer cliff straight down to the valley below. Several monks were working the earth in the vegetable garden at the end of the courtyard, and one of them she recognized when he turned slightly.

Mira barely suppressed a startled gasp at the sight of Master Dagun. The old man had always seemed ancient, like a brittle piece of leather with bright eyes and an easy smile, but now he truly looked ill. He had wasted away to the point that his bones stuck out prominently and sinew shifted beneath his parchment-thin skin. His normally tan complexion had a yellowish tint.

He’d been imbibing the drake sumac resin, preparing to Ascend, she realized. To Ascend in such a manner was a great honor although it was a feat only performed by the strongest of will and ki, for it was torturous upon the body. Drake sumac resin was used commonly as a wood lacquer, waterproofing it and sealing it against the elements. When consumed, it was a slow-working poison, incapacitating to any not of strong mind and body.

Master Dagun was to become a living statue while his soul Ascended to a higher plane in search of further enlightenment. She had to carefully compose her emotions, for the thought of losing the old man who was like a grandfather was sorrowful even though she knew she should be feeling joyful for him.

“Miralei, my dear!” Master Dagun slowly got to his feet from where he had been kneeling in the soft earth. He walked toward her, still relatively spry despite his sickly appearance.

Mira stopped before him and bowed low in respect. Master Dagun would have none of that, however. He stepped forward and embraced her, his thin arms feeling like sticks enfolding her. She was careful not to squeeze his bony back too hard when she returned his embrace.

He held her at arm’s length and studied her. “Ah, my dear, you are looking vigorous. Your time at the White Monastery has made you into an exceptional young woman. I understand your studies are progressing well?” In the sunlight, his skin had a brassy sheen to it, a glimpse of the living statue he was soon to become.

“Yes, Master Dagun, although I’m disheartened I’m not able to embrace the Weave yet.”

“That will come in time. Although we do seem to be short of that, unfortunately. There is never enough time—that is the one thing all sages and wise men seem to agree on.” He greeted Brother Cerador, who bowed low as Mira had. “Come, I would speak with both of you in my chamber.”

“I’ll gather some tea and a light repast, for Mira and I have been long on the road,” Brother Cerador offered.

“Certainly, Brother,” Master Dagun replied. He beckoned Mira to walk with him.

Her eyes went to the giant aspen in the center of the courtyard when they passed. The white bark of its thick trunk bore black scars from claw marks and fire, all caused by the rage of an angry spirit that Neratiri and her companions had battled in that very spot more than a score of years earlier. The day she found me in the village.

“Thinking about her, are you?” Master Dagun’s eyes twinkled with good humor.

He misses nothing. Mira nodded, unsure what to say.

“I’m afraid the time is now upon us to fulfill our final debt to the Lady Neratiri, the path the Weave has chosen for you since you were an infant. Sooner than I’d like, unfortunately, but we shall make do as we always have.”

“Of course, Master. I’m prepared, Balance willing.”

Master Dagun’s chambers were austere although a bit more spacious than those of the other monks, as befitted his station. A simple desk with a hard wooden chair, a narrow pallet to sleep on, and an old battered chest were the only furnishings other than a bookshelf. The scrolls and tomes of the Order of the Illuminated Path filling the bookshelf were the only treasures Master Dagun had need or desire to keep.

“Will you fetch a couple chairs from outside?” he asked.

Mira returned with a pair of wooden chairs, identical to Master Dagun’s. Brother Cerador entered a moment later and set a tray on the desk. On it was a pot of green tea, three cups, and a bowl of apples and pears, along with a loaf of fresh bread.

Cerador served them all tea, and once they were seated, Master Dagun regarded them.

“You have trained her well, Brother. She is a woman grown, and her ki is strong, I sense.”

“As is her fortitude and discipline. She’s been an apt student. I could not have wished for one better.” Cerador nodded at her with a faint smile.

Mira blushed at the compliment. She was surprised at his praise, for she’d always felt as though she fell short of whatever expectations Cerador had in training her as a Crimson Fist. She looked away, suddenly shy as their penetrating gazes rested on her, and noticed again the bowl of fruit. Her stomach rumbled at the sight, causing her to flush even more with embarrassment.

Master Dagun chuckled. “Help yourself, child. You’ve had a long journey. Was the trip uneventful?” he asked Cerador.

Mira gratefully took an apple and bit into it. She had to wipe the juice from the delicious fruit off her chin—they grew in the lower valley and were just as she remembered them from the years she’d lived there, crisp and juicy and slightly tart.

“We encountered some bandits on the trail very near the White Monastery,” Cerador said. “Unusual, especially for so early in the season. Even though it’s summer down here, up north, winter is barely surrendering its clutches to warmer weather. They must have been either desperate or especially foolhardy, for they threatened us, demanding food and coin.”

“And was it resolved in short order?” Master Dagun took a long sip of tea, unconcerned.

“Yes. Miralei taught them a lesson they’ll not easily forget.” The ghost of a smile hovered on his face.

Mira thought back on the fight. She’d incapacitated the bandits, intentionally inflicting hurt on another person for the first time in her life. The forms had come to her easily, as if the robbers had been moving in slow motion, and she knew instinctively what they were about to do and how to react to it. The opponents with extraordinary control of self, displaying no emotion or tell to reveal their moves, were the truly dangerous ones, she remembered Cerador had once told her.

Master Dagun seemed pleased. He focused on Mira again. “Events are progressing faster than anticipated—some unknown force is stirring the southern empire to war, threatening the Balance.”

He was silent for a long moment, so Mira spoke up. “What must I do, Master?”

“You shall seek out the Lady Neratiri’s son and protect him, that he may fulfill his destiny.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Me? But I’m not even a full sister of the order yet. If he’s her son… isn’t he a powerful warrior himself? Or magic user perhaps?” She couldn’t fathom how her simple abilities could protect one such as the son of a demigod.

“Ah, but you are. The honorifics just won’t be performed until this eve.” Master Dagun smiled as she sat up straighter, surprised. “Miralei, as you sit here before me, I see your skein in the Weave, the strands radiating outward like a sunburst. I see one fiber in particular, a lifeline nearly, seeking him out even as he draws others to him.”

“Like the ripples in a pond?” Mira asked. 

Master Dagun had once taught her of the Weave and how people’s lives were like a handful of pebbles tossed in a pond, their ripples spreading out and interacting with the ripples of others. However, some individuals were so influential in the Weave that the waves they produced swept aside all others like a tsunami, even threatening to overflow the pond’s banks, as if a boulder had been dropped in.

“Indeed.” Master Dagun nodded. “This young man will by necessity have had his heritage concealed from those around. The forces sowing discord seek him out though I don’t believe he has uncovered his talents yet. Thus, he’ll still be vulnerable. His precise location is unknown to me, yet I sense he’s in the southlands somewhere. Brother Cerador’s path lies elsewhere, and you yourself have not the woodland skills needed. Therefore, I’ll ask if Kennitt will be so kind as to escort you in your quest.”

She remembered Kennitt from her youth. He was a ranger that lived in the wilderness in the valley below the monastery and was a staunch friend to the monks, often trading meat he hunted and trapped for bread and vegetables. He wasn’t much for conversation, yet none knew the lands better than he. If Neratiri’s son is hiding in the southlands, Kennitt can find him. If I could but see the Weave, it would be much easier. However, despite her renewed determination and lessons given by Cerador in their spare time at camp during the past week of their travels, the ability still eluded her.

Master Dagun leaned forward and gripped her hand, his wise, piercing gaze pinning her in place. “I wish I could say your path will be easy, dear child, yet I fear it will not. You’ll be tested in ways you never thought possible. Would that I could switch roles with you, yet that is not in the pattern of the Weave, for such has it been since that day she rescued you from the ruins. Her influence has affected you ever since, much like a lodestone drawing iron filings.” He blinked then, and moisture filled his eyes.

“I will do what is needed. I serve the Balance,” Mira replied, not knowing what else to say.

“Indeed you do, bold heart.” His sad smile nearly caused her eyes to well up also. “But fear not, for you’ve the fortitude necessary to pay the Balance’s due, of that I have no doubt. Pay not too much heed to an old man’s sentimental thoughts.”

Mira sat there, uncomfortable and emotional herself, not knowing how to reply.

“I shall dispatch a messenger to Kennitt in the valley and see about the preparations for the ceremony,” Brother Cerador said, filling the awkward lull. When Master Dagun thanked him, he politely excused himself.

“How much longer do you have until you Ascend?” Mira asked, changing the subject.

“Not long, I suspect. Days rather than weeks. The resin of the drake sumac saps my strength and constitution greatly. I can tolerate naught but rice and tea and water now—soon my body will shut down completely, and I shall begin my next journey. My catacomb is already prepared—I’ll be sealed inside to harness my spirit until I Ascend, leaving but an effigy of this mortal shell behind. Alas, I fear we shan’t see each other again in this lifetime once you set foot outside these grounds on the morrow.” Master Dagun gently wiped a tear from the corner of her eye with a brass-colored, callused thumb. “Be not sorrowful for me, dear child, for my quest for further enlightenment is just beginning. Death is not the end but merely a stop along the journey.”

Mira couldn’t control herself any longer. As tears streamed down her face, she moved to embrace the old man who was a grandfather to her and, for a brief time, allowed her emotions to get the better of her.




***




The next morning, Mira said her farewells to Master Dagun, Brother Cerador, and the other members of the monastery, all two score of whom had turned out to see her off. She was able to control her emotions this day—the prior day’s weakness had been a much-needed release, and she felt renewed and much clearer, ready for the challenge ahead to preserve the Balance in all things.

Kennitt, a sturdy man in his fifth decade but who looked a couple dozen years older from his deeply tanned and windburned skin, waited just outside the gates. A large horned owl sat on his shoulder, its striking amber eyes missing nothing.

Around Mira’s waist rested the crimson sash she had been awarded the prior evening upon being inducted as a Crimson Fist, a militant and full sister in the Order of the Illuminated Path. Master Dagun had intoned the words while Brother Cerador secured the sash around her waist.

She straightened the sash as she thought back on Master Dagun’s words. “Bold of spirit, stout of heart, strong of intellect and body, we welcome our sister, Miralei, into our fold. She was born and plucked from the ashes of Lakeshore and came into our order as a girl of ten summers. Now, she leaves through these same gates a woman grown and a fellow sister. The path she shall tread will be arduous, yet she shall persevere until the Balance is finished with her. I am proud to bestow the honor of the Crimson Fist upon her. Our best wishes go with you, Sister Miralei.”

She cleared her throat, returning her thoughts to the present to address the patient group of monks standing before her. “I shall see you all again, my brothers and sisters, whether it be in this life or the next. In all things, I serve the Balance.” Mira bowed low after saying the traditional words of one leaving on her Balance Quest.

“Go in peace, Sister, and the Weave guide and protect you.” Master Dagun bowed in return.

The other monks all applauded politely then approached her in an orderly line, each wishing her success on her quest. She thanked them and bowed to each. Finally, she reached the end of the line. Brother Cerador surprised her with a friendly hand clasp.

“Go in peace, Sister Miralei, and the Weave guide and protect you,” he said. “As a Crimson Fist, be not hesitant to smite down those foes of the Balance, should the need arise.” He smiled at the last part, and she grinned in return.

Then he stepped aside, and she faced Master Dagun. His skin seemed to shine even more metallic in the morning light than the day past, with a sheen like polished brass.

Before she could speak, Master Dagun gave her a warm embrace. “There isn’t much more to be said, child. We shall meet again in the next life, of that I have no doubt. Go in peace, and the Weave guide and protect you.”

“And you, Master Dagun. I look forward to our next meeting.” She bowed deeply, and when Master Dagun bowed in return, she turned on her heel and strode toward the monastery gates. She picked up her pack of meager possessions and her stout staff and didn’t look back, fearing that if she did, she’d have another moment of weakness with her emotions getting the better of her.

“About time all that blathering was through,” Kennitt grumbled. He stood up from the boulder he was sitting on and walked down the path when she approached. An unstrung yew longbow was slung across his back along with his pack while a quiver of arrows hung from one hip. “The sun is already a quarter of the way in the sky.”

“I thank you for your aid, Master Kennitt,” Mira replied sweetly. She knew the gruff ranger wasn’t truly irritated though he might sound as though he were. “The Weave wills as it does, and we are departing precisely the time we should be.”

Kennitt grunted in amusement. “So you say, miss. Just Kennitt, none of that ‘Master’ shite, if you please.”

“Fair enough, if you call me Mira.”

The ranger caught her eye and nodded. “As you say.”

The owl stared at her a long moment, bobbing along on Kennitt’s free shoulder, and she could have sworn it squinted at her knowingly before it hooted softly and rotated its head to the front again.

“Whisper seems to approve of you,” Kennitt remarked. “Not that she has much sense about people.”

“She’s beautiful.” Mira could picture the magnificent owl soaring silently on the night air, swooping down to snatch her unsuspecting prey with ease.

Kennitt glanced over at Whisper and snorted softly. “Don’t let that compliment go to your head.”

Mira grinned at the two. “How do you mean to find this young man I seek? Master Dagun says you can find him.”

“It’s not gonna be easy—I won’t lie. But Whisper has a good set of eyes, don’t you, girl?” He stroked the owl’s feathered breast. “We’ll ask around where we can and hope for some good old-fashioned luck. How many young lads around a score of summers can there be in southern Ketania?” His voice was dripping with sarcasm.

Mira raised her eyebrows at that but made no reply. I truly wish I could see the Weave—would be much easier, were that the case. Of course, the Weave didn’t succumb to her wishes, and she was resigned to walking what promised to be a long road ahead.




















Chapter 11

“Have a good time at the festival,” Wyat said. “Don’t drink too much or get in any fights.”

Taren nodded in agreement. “We’ll be careful, Uncle.”

He could barely contain his excitement about going to the Midsummer Festival. He looked forward to the variety of foods and wines, the exotic goods on sale by traveling merchants, and also the minstrels and other performers who would be in attendance—and the girls, of course. Lots of pretty girls would be at the festival in search of a partner to dance with beneath the maypole. Elyas had been pestering Taren for quite a while that it was past time he lay with a girl and became a man in that regard. Taren would’ve been content to just observe the pretty lasses. The thought of having to dance and embarrassing himself in front of the whole town made him nervous. Perhaps there’ll be a magician or two at the festival. I can find enough ways to entertain myself and skip the dance altogether.

“Don’t worry, Father. We’re old enough to take care of ourselves,” Elyas replied with an eye roll. “And if we do get in any fights, I’ll be able to handle it—for the both of us.” He clapped Taren on the shoulder hard enough to make him stumble.

Wyat shook his head but couldn’t conceal a grin. “Son, I used to think the same about myself for a long time—until I got my arse kicked by a group of big barbarian bastards in a bar brawl. They were thoroughly drunk and quick to anger. Tough whoresons those were… taught me a valuable lesson that day.”

“We’ll be sure to avoid any drunken barbarians if we happen across any.” Taren hid a smile. Normally, he would’ve been eager to listen to a tale of his uncle’s exploits, even if a lecture came with this one, but the festival’s lure was greater than that of an old warrior’s past battles. Taren straightened his best tunic, freshly washed, and stepped out the door.

Elyas followed right on his heels. “Balor’s balls, the old man never lets up,” he complained, uttering one of his father’s favorite oaths. “I’ll have seen twenty summers in a couple weeks—I’m a man grown and can take care of myself. I should’ve joined the army by now, which I would’ve, had it not been for Ma passing away. I think the old man must be lonely.” The two of them walked down the trail away from the farmstead. They were meeting up with Vonn and Erwan as usual for a ride into town.

“Of course he’s lonely, facing the prospect of losing a wife and son both in one year—one to consumption, the other to the army.”

“Aye. And what of you? You’ve seen seventeen summers yourself. What will you do for a trade? You aren’t much good with a sword, but I reckon you could be a decent archer in the army.”

Taren shrugged, not wanting to argue with Elyas, who was enamored with the idea of soldiering. The last thing Taren wanted was to be a soldier. “Perhaps I’ll seek out my mother.” The desire to travel to the bizarre city of Nexus that Wyat and his other uncle, Arron, told so many stories about had always been in his blood and, after the loss of Aunt Shenai, had become an even more powerful lure. However, his mother wasn’t even on the same plane, and reaching a portal would be a daunting journey lasting a month or longer.

Elyas looked at him curiously, perhaps with some longing of his own to put the simple life behind and travel the planes as his father had. “There’s plenty of adventure to find right here in Easilon. To start with, you can help fight these Nebaran bastards that are itching for conflict.”

“You don’t think all the talk of war is mere rumor? I hear the emperor is old and infirm—certainly in no condition to prosecute a war.”

“Bah, not like that matters. The generals are the ones who run the war. Doubtless, he’s got plenty of sons and grandsons chomping at the bit to prove themselves with deeds and seeking to take his place on the throne. I reckon the only thing that matters to old men like that is leaving a legacy for themselves. What better than conqueror of Ketania?”

Taren thought on that and realized Elyas likely had a good point about the political situation in Nebara. The empire was almost certainly in the midst of some form of power struggle. The Nebarans were legendary for their courtly intrigue and ruthless political machinations. Assassination was reputedly a lucrative business in Orialan.

Thank the gods that’s nothing we’ll ever have to worry about in this quiet corner of Easilon.

He turned his thoughts back to the excitement of the festival and thought nothing more about war.




***




Taren watched wide-eyed as the flame-tosser sent burning brands spinning through the air. After he had drunk a couple cups of wine, the night had taken on a pleasantly dreamy quality, growing soft around the fringes. The juggler kept three brands aloft then added another then one more until five of the flaming sticks were in the air. With great dexterity, the performer caught and then sent each in turn twirling back into the air, the flames cutting bright ribbons of light through the deepening dusk. A drummer pounded out a quickening beat as the flame-tosser juggled them faster and faster until he seemed to be holding a blazing ring of fire.

The drummer’s beats reached a crescendo, and the flame-tosser suddenly plucked the brands from the air one by one until he held them all in his right hand. Once consolidated, the slim sticks burned brightly like a torch. The juggler then dropped to one knee and tilted his head back. With a flourish, he stuck the flaming brands into his mouth, to the gasps of the crowd. The flaming sticks went down his throat, and he closed his mouth and pulled them free, extinguished and smoking.

The crowd applauded and shouted in appreciation. The flame-tosser opened his mouth and belched loudly, puffing a large smoke ring, to the delighted laughter of the young children. His face took on a distressed look, and he rubbed at his stomach as if afflicted with a bellyache. The drummer resumed the beat, letting the applause build, then the flame-tosser lunged forward dramatically toward a couple young girls in the front row and belched a large cloud of flame above their heads.

The girls shrieked, and the crowd applauded even harder.

“Thank you, thank you! Have a wonderful evening, folks!” the flame-tosser cried.

He and his assistant on the drum bowed low. Spectators dropped coins into the brightly colored hats they held out.

Taren tossed them a few coppers, a big smile on his face. I suppose I should check on Elyas and make sure he hasn’t gotten himself in trouble. His cousin and two friends had gone their own way an hour earlier, to the Melted Candle, as was the norm.

He turned quickly and bumped into a pretty red-haired girl of about his own age. She wore a sage-colored wool dress that set off her large green eyes, and freckles dusted her nose and cheeks. The girl’s eyes went wide, and she stumbled from the collision.

“Oh, my apologies, miss.” He reached out and gently grasped the girl’s elbow to steady her. “I ought to watch where I’m going,” he said, embarrassed.

She too looked flustered, but her lips curved into a ready smile when their eyes met. “I should watch closer as well. I was quite caught up in the show. Wasn’t it marvelous?”

“Indeed it was. Surely, he must swallow some strong spirits to breathe fire like that even though I didn’t see him quaff any. I do wonder how he avoids getting burned by the fire, though.”

“Magic. What other explanation is there?”

“Surely not,” Taren said dismissively. “He likely drinks a concoction beforehand to protect his mouth and throat from the fire.”

“Don’t you believe in magic?” The girl’s voice dripped with disapproval, and she crossed her arms over her chest, studying him intently, eyes narrowed and lips pursed.

So fierce did she look of a sudden, that Taren got the impression a wrong answer could earn him a punch in the face. “Ah, well sure I do. I just don’t think a juggler at a country fair would have true magic, that’s all.”

“So it is beneath a magic user to perform at a country fair?” Her bright green eyes twinkled, and her lips quirked. 

He found it hard to look away from such beauty. “No, of course not,” he stammered, feeling his face growing red. “I, uh, shouldn’t have brought it up…”

The girl burst into laughter, not helping Taren’s embarrassment any. Before he could say anything else, the girl seized his arm, slipping her own arm though his and tugging him in a random direction.

“I’m just having fun with you. I’m Yethri, by the way.”

He tried to ignore the curve of her hip brushing against him and the clean scent of her curly hair as she tossed her head. “Um, I’m Taren.”

“Well met, Taren.” They walked down the lane away from the juggler. He didn’t know where she was leading him but didn’t really care, content to simply enjoy the company. “Would you like to see some real magic?”

He looked at her, eyes wide. “Are you a mage?”

Yethri’s face fell a bit. “Nay, I haven’t the touch. My grandma is a seeress, though. Will you come and have her read your fortune?”

“Sure.” 

They strolled through the crowds for a few minutes, and Taren smelled some roasting almonds at one of the stalls. Once drizzled with a sugary glaze, they were delicious treats. He stopped and purchased a small bundle. He offered some to Yethri, and she popped a couple in her mouth, favoring him with a captivating smile.

“So are you from Swanford, Taren?” Yethri led him down the lane.

Taren finished eating a mouthful of almonds, delighting in the sweet, crunchy treats. “From a farm a short ways out of town. And you?”

“We go wherever the wind takes us. Grandma and I travel across the southern and central parts of Ketania, stopping at different festivals during the season. Not northern, though. Too cold—Grandma doesn’t like it—says her joints get too sore. We usually winter around Carran. You don’t seem much like a farm boy.”

“Oh? And what’s a farm boy supposed to be like?”

“I don’t know… tanned skin, straw in his hair, simple way of talking.” She giggled.

“Ah, well sorry to disappoint. I made sure to use a brush to remove all the straw before I came to town. I do like to read and learn as much as I can about the world around me.”

“You can read?”

“Yes. My uncle taught me the basics although he struggles sometimes with the big words.” Taren smiled, feeling his pulse race when Yethri met his eyes and smiled in return. “My friend Gradnik here in town helped me learn more. He loans me books quite often that he acquires in his travels. Wish I could travel the realms… Perhaps one of these days, I’ll ask Gradnik if he could use any company on his next journey.”

“What’s stopping you?”

Taren shrugged. “Well, I’ve been helping my uncle out on the farm. It’s been tough on him since Aunt Shenai passed. My cousin Elyas is getting ready to join the army, so there’ll be even more work to do once he leaves.”

“No matter where you are, there’ll always be work to be done. At some point, you should let the gods guide you where they will. Mayhap Grandma’s fortunetelling will give you a kick in the rear to get going on an adventure.” She winked at him then tugged firmly on his arm, abruptly changing directions to avoid a pair of stumbling drunks supporting a nearly comatose companion between them.

They walked for a bit through the market. Tents were set up with vendors selling unusual wares from all over Ketania, but all that went by in a blur, thoroughly eclipsed by the beautiful girl walking beside him. They did stop for a few moments at a crowd of mostly mothers and children to watch a puppeteer’s marionette show. The kids laughed and squealed in delight at the puppets’ antics on the enclosed stage.

The crowd thinned out as they moved on, and Yethri led him to a wooden covered wagon at the edge of the market, parked beneath the boughs of a big oak tree. The wagon was a bright mint-green hue and gaily decorated with streamers of various colors. An old woman sat near the rear door in a chair, a kettle heating water over a small fire. A banner hung over the back of the wagon read, Mistress Hetsatsa, Fortuneteller. 1 Silver.

“Grandma! I’ve found a boy who wants a reading. This is Taren.” Yethri squeezed his arm, urging him forward.

The old woman looked up to regard him with clear eyes set in a wrinkled face. “Do you now, lad? My dear Yethri can be quite convincing,” she added with a kindly smile.

Is this all just an act to get me to buy a fortunetelling? He glanced over at Yethri, who giggled and squeezed his arm against her side. “She is indeed convincing, but I’m always interested in seeing some magic.”

Mistress Hetsatsa regarded him intently. “I warn you, lad, these are no parlor tricks. I can trace my lineage back three hundred years to the shamans of the northern tribes. The spirits rarely tell us what we want to hear but instead what we need to.”

“Even better, for I am interested in true magic, not charlatans.” Taren’s smile faltered at her intense gaze. He looked away, noting the banner again, and realized belatedly he didn’t have a silver piece, merely eight coppers remaining, only enough for a few more drinks. “I’m sorry, I just realized I don’t have a silver piece.”

“We can make an exception, right, Grandma?” Yethri asked, green eyes pleading. “Taren is a gentleman—he can escort me to the maypole dance later this evening. That chivalrous deed could be his payment.”

“No, I don’t expect… Well, of course, I’d be delighted to keep you company, I mean,” Taren stammered. “I can pay you some coppers, ma’am.” Taren shook his remaining coppers from his purse and handed them to Hetsatsa.

She stared at Taren then looked sharply at Yethri. After a moment, she cackled. “I do believe my granddaughter fancies you, lad.”

Yethri blushed furiously, and Taren stood there uncomfortably for a moment, both pleased and embarrassed.

“Come inside, then. And put your coin purse away, lest one of the shiny bits catches a crow’s eye and the little thief swoops down and snatches it away.” Hetsatsa rose unsteadily from her chair.

Taren stepped forward and extended his arm, and Hetsatsa clutched it with a clawlike hand to steady herself. She nodded thanks.

“Prepare my tea, will you dear?” she asked Yethri.

The young woman agreed, taking the pot off the fire and opening a small satchel of herbs beside the old woman’s chair.

Taren helped the seeress up three wooden steps into the back of the cramped wagon. Incense filled the air, and a number of unlit candles ringed a small round table. Two chairs sat across from each other. Trunks and baskets and stacks of garments were all piled against the walls. Shelves were lined with an assortment of baubles and trinkets. To the rear of the space was a canvas curtain pulled shut over the sleeping compartment.

Hetsatsa sat in one of the chairs and beckoned Taren to sit across from her. A moment later, Yethri climbed inside with a steaming mug of tea, the scent pungent with herbs Taren was unfamiliar with. The young woman took a taper and lit the small candles ringing the table.

“Place your hands upon the table, like so.” Hetsatsa rested her hands, palms upward. Her skin was wrinkled and leathery, as if shrunken too tight across the protruding blue veins. 

The old woman took a sip of the tea and grunted in approval then tipped it back and drained the entire cup in one swallow. She looked down at the table, studying her hands. After long moments of silence, Taren glanced questioningly at Yethri, who sat on one of the trunks beside the door.

Yethri smiled faintly and held up a finger to her lips.

Taren looked back at Hetsatsa and was alarmed to see her eyes suddenly pop open, but the brown orbs looked faded and distant, as if covered with a thin sheet of frost. Whatever she was seeing was something far away, perhaps in the lands of her ancestors far to the north, or even something not of that world. Her hands snaked out and snatched Taren’s like the pinching claws of a bird. The edges of the tiny room seemed to recede until lost in shadow, and all that remained was the illumination of the candles and the seeress’s awful, frosty gaze pinning Taren in place.

Hetsatsa stared blankly into his eyes a long moment, then she gasped. “Who are you who seeks out the counsel of the spirits? You are birthed of no mortal woman.” Her alien voice was the rasp of a disused hinge, raising goose bumps on Taren’s arms. He opened his mouth to reply, but before he could, she continued, her claws digging painfully into his hands. “A grim future awaits you, thaumaturge, one filled with much anguish and strife. In your hands rests the power to break the world… or clutch the broken pieces together as the tides of war seek to sluice it all away into chaos. The path you tread is perilous… one small misstep, and all could fall to ruin. Death and tragedy shall follow close upon your heels, vultures eager to feast upon the fallen. Of those who you love best, one will die willingly, another a sacrifice unwilling, the last seduced by evil.” Glimpses of the seeress’s words flashed through his mind in an instant, much too swiftly to actually discern any meaning, but he saw flames and bloody swords and the tramp of steel-shod boots over corpses. A cold sweat trickled down his back as the words and images threatened to bury him in a stifling cloud of dread and darkness.

Taren felt something unhinge deep inside him in response, and the surrounding air felt charged with hair-raising tension as during a lightning storm. Glass shattered somewhere in the distance, and the clunking of falling objects reached his ears. The seat beneath him trembled as if the ground was shaking. A startled cry sounded in the distance but was drowned out as the seeress continued to speak.

“There is an infernal device, its purpose beyond comprehension, its power vast enough to bring ruin down upon this world. You must prevent those who seek to use it for ill. Beware of the seeker with ebon wings and the men who were yet are no longer. Keep close the one who follows the weft of fate, for a truer companion you could not wish for. The deathless wanderer has lost his way—it is up to you to guide his feet onto his true path. You must control your power and wield it wisely, thaumaturge, for the fate of the planes shall rest on your shoulders.”

The seeress suddenly shuddered violently, then her head drooped, her hands releasing Taren’s. With the break in contact, the frightful images and overpowering sense of doom abruptly retreated. A loud slam was followed by the strain of protesting wood, and Taren lurched in his seat, nearly upended. Someone cursed, and he could hear items clattering to the ground. He blinked stupidly, looking around him and feeling he was somewhere else. As before, he was sitting at the table before Hetsatsa, who was hunched over so far that her head was nearly lying on the tabletop.

Everything else was different, though. The wagon was dark, the candles extinguished. No, that wasn’t exactly right—they were instead missing from the edges of the table. Smoke had filled the air. Someone coughed and moved in the gloom, and he became aware of Yethri stamping out a curtain that had caught fire. The inside of the wagon looked as if a cyclone had struck—trinkets and clothing had all fallen from their hooks and shelves and lay strewn about on the floor.

He stared at Hetsatsa then Yethri, shocked by the experience and trying to massage the blood back into his hands. “What the Abyss happened? Your grandmother, is she—”

“Happens to her all the time. But this…” Yethri waved a vague hand around. “None of this has ever happened.” She seemed rattled as she helped her grandmother, gently pulling the old woman back into her chair and holding another cup of tea to her lips, this one smelling strongly of mint. “Come on, drink your tea, Grandma.”

“That was intense.” Taren tried to comprehend all that he had heard. Power to break the world? Death and tragedy shall follow close upon my heels? Those I love best will die and be seduced by evil… His head was reeling, and he had a pressing need for fresh air, for the wagon was suffocating with smoke and incense, stuffy and hot. He felt curiously drained somehow, chalking it up to the effects of the wine from earlier making him feel woozy. He stumbled to his feet and leaned against the doorframe, breathing deeply of the fresh night air.

“Aye, so it goes,” Yethri muttered, “yet not every day do the spirits foretell such doom and gloom. ‘The fate of the planes shall rest on your shoulders?’ Who exactly are you, farm boy?” Yethri studied Taren intently, suspiciously, as if seeing him for the first time. “Nay, on second thought, don’t tell me… What the spirits speak of is for your ears alone. Although this is certainly a first—having them pick up the wagon and toss it about like a drunk shaking a handful of dice.”

He stared, not understanding what had occurred. Did I somehow do this to the wagon? He remembered the electric sensation around him, and now he felt woozy and drained. “We should get her outside into the fresh air,” he decided after a moment, seeing how unsteady Hetsatsa looked.

Together, they helped the old woman, who seemed only half conscious, back outside to her seat by the small fire. She clutched her tea, sipping at it occasionally as she stared, unseeing, into the fire.

Taren sat in one of the other chairs beside the fire, his mind spinning from the cryptic foretelling. Can this be truth? He’d always wanted to believe he was meant for great deeds, yet what Hetsatsa had spoken of was too much to comprehend. Surely, I can influence my own fate… Perhaps the seeress hints at what could be, not what will.

A hand fell on his shoulder, and he started, for he’d been staring into the flames, mesmerized, for some time. Yethri squeezed his shoulder, then she leaned forward and peered into his face, her green eyes gleaming in the firelight.

“I don’t know who you really are, Taren, but it sounds as if the gods have quite the adventure laid out before you.” After a moment, Yethri relaxed and walked around the fire, facing him and spreading her hands. “Sorry about all this… Not quite what I expected. Hopefully, this won’t end the night on a sour note.”

“I suppose I should’ve known better.” With such a heritage, it’s doubtful my life would be as simple as my mother may have hoped, for the gods have a way of twisting the most carefully wrought plans to their own aims. That last part was from an adage Gradnik was fond of.

“Cheer up, Taren! You still owe me my deed for payment. I, for one, don’t want to go to bed after that and be plagued with bad dreams. At least we can enjoy more of this lovely evening. The maypole dance should be about to start.” Yethri’s eyes sparkled, her good cheer returned, cheeks dimpling when she smiled.

He heaved himself to his feet, his gloomy thoughts banished by her infectious charm. “Is your grandmother going to be all right?”

“Aye, she just needs to rest a bit. This foretelling was a bit… nay, a lot more demanding of her than most.”

Not just for her.

“I should help you straighten up the wagon before we leave.”

Yethri’s curls bounced as she shook her head. “Already done. I tidied up when you were seeking to become one with the fire earlier.”

It had felt like only a couple minutes, but she was right, for a glance in the wagon revealed the mess had indeed been straightened up. Feeling guilty for some reason he couldn’t quite fathom, Taren slipped a few coppers from his purse. “I feel bad about not leaving something for her efforts.”

Yethri took his hand and closed his fingers back around the coins. “Then show a lass a nice time. Perhaps some wine and a few more of those tasty almonds?”

Taren remembered the bundle of almonds in his pocket and removed the treats. Yethri popped a few in her mouth then grabbed his arm and tugged him back toward the thick of the festival. He stopped at the first wine vendor’s booth and bought them each a cup of wine.

The crowds were migrating toward a large, grassy clearing near the town center. Minstrels were playing a popular song, and people were gathering around the maypole.

“Come, Taren! The maypole dance is about to begin.” Yethri pulled him eagerly toward the crowd.

The maypole was about ten paces high and gaily decorated with blue and white ribbons, the colors representing the kingdom of Ketania. Young maidens held the streamers away from the pole, giving the illusion it formed a circular tent. After a few moments, the group of minstrels, consisting of two lutists, a flutist, and a drummer, began playing a sprightly tune. The maidens danced in a complicated weave, ducking low and raising their ribbons high in alternating sequences as they danced around the pole. The result was the streamers wrapping around the pole until it became banded with alternating blue and white ribbons. Around and round the dancers moved as they neared the pole. When they couldn’t weave the ribbons any more tightly, they let them fall loose and turned toward the audience. The music ended, and the dancers bowed to the crowd, who cheered exuberantly.

The dancers retreated into the crowd, many of them drawing partners forth as the dance was opened up to everyone. The minstrels launched into another cheery tune, and before Taren knew it, Yethri had his hand and was guiding him through the other dancers near the maypole. A couple dozen other couples, ranging from barely more than ten summers up to sixty or more, all danced around them.

Taren felt like a clumsy oaf, unfamiliar with the dance, but Yethri showed him the steps. After a couple stumbles and an accidental tread on her foot, he caught on and became adept enough to avoid making a further fool of himself. Yethri took it all in stride, and her face was radiant in the lantern light as she grinned in delight.

At one point, Taren saw Elyas in the crowd, a tankard raised in salute to him as he danced past with a wave. Elyas had his arm around Bretta, a curvy girl who looked near to falling out of her blouse.

The song transitioned into another, followed by a third, and Taren lost track of all time. Eventually, needing a break, they stepped away from the dancers. Taren fetched them more wine, and they watched the dancing and chatted for a long while. Later, he wouldn’t remember much of the conversation, only Yethri’s contagious cheerfulness.

Eventually, the music ended, and the town’s mayor took the small stage where the minstrels were performing and rapped a wooden gavel on a podium.

“Welcome, friends and neighbors, to Swanford’s Midsummer Festival!” the mayor exclaimed. When the goodhearted cheers quieted, he continued, “I’d like to thank everyone that participated in this wonderful event and those who volunteered their time and donated coin to ensure that it is a great success.”

He went on for a while, calling people out by name, but Taren didn’t care about the rest. He was too busy trying to focus on the lovely young woman beside him through the haze of the wine, her thigh pressed tightly against his on the long bench they shared with a number of other townsfolk. Her eyes twinkled with amusement, cheeks flushed from the wine, and he thought she was the loveliest girl he’d ever seen.

The crowd cheered again, much more heartily, and Taren turned his attention back to the stage to see his old friend Gradnik step up near the podium. The old man looked awful—he was battling illness, which Taren had found out earlier when he’d stopped by the old man’s shop to say hello upon arriving in town. Regardless, he dragged himself on stage to set off the pyrotechnics as promised.

“Let’s get closer to the stage,” Taren suggested.

Yethri agreed, and they wove their way around the crowd until they were beside the edge of the stage, looking across at the hundreds of revelers.

Gradnik coughed wetly, his whole body shaking from the fit, before he caught his breath again. “Good evening, folks,” he managed before another coughing fit struck. Once it passed, he raised the wand overhead dramatically.

“Firrsu!” he commanded.

Sparks of blue and white arced from the wand into the sky while the crowd oohed and aahed. The sparks erupted overhead into explosions of light. Gold, red, green, orange, and purple streamers followed, scintillating and sparkling, lighting up the night sky and the upturned faces of the delighted crowd.

The show went on for long minutes, Gradnik waving the wand around, ever the dramatic showman. After a time, a particularly fierce coughing fit overtook him. He leaned on the edge of the podium and Taren saw with horror he was about to keel over.

Taren vaulted onto the stage and was at Gradnik’s side in an instant, catching the old man as he fell. He eased him down to a sitting position. The wand fell from Gradnik’s hand and rolled beneath the podium. His frail body shook with coughing, and Taren could only kneel beside him powerlessly, thinking back to Shenai’s suffering and hoping his friend wasn’t afflicted with consumption as well.

The mayor appeared at the podium, his face briefly concerned before smoothing out into a practiced smile. “Thanks for coming, folks, and have a wonderful evening!”

The crowd cheered again and began dispersing. A number of people stopped by to inquire about Gradnik’s health and wish him well.

Gradnik had withdrawn a handkerchief from a pocket and coughed weakly into it. When he removed it, Taren was startled to see blood on the cloth.

“Gradnik, will you be all right?” he asked.

“Just need rest, lad,” the old adventurer croaked.

A couple of older men came over and helped Gradnik to his feet. 

“We’ll get you back to bed, Gradnik. Great show you put on,” one of the men said.

“Be well, Gradnik,” Taren wished him, filled with worry. 

His friend was in bad shape, but he recognized one of the men as the local herbalist and healer.

Yethri touched Taren’s hand, and he looked over, surprised she was still there. “Take the wand,” she said, her face oddly blank and eyes staring.

“What?” He looked at her in confusion.

“The wand,” she repeated. After a moment, she blinked rapidly then smiled at Taren. Wherever she’d been for a moment, she had returned.

“What is it?” she asked, noting his concerned look.

“I’m not sure… You tell me. That was odd… You went blank and told me to take the wand. Where did you go just now?” The manner in which she’d spoken had reminded him of her grandmother during the foretelling.

“I was right here by you, watching the pyrotechnics,” Yethri replied, looking mystified. She frowned, noting the dispersing crowd. “Is the show over? Did Gradnik leave already?”

“It is. Didn’t you see him collapse on stage?”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Nay. Is he well?”

“I don’t know… He looked pretty ill. I fear he might be sick with consumption—my aunt died a few months back from the same. I sure hope he recovers from whatever it is. You don’t remember any of that?”

She shook her head, suddenly looking concerned. “Nay, I was standing with you, watching the pyrotechnics. The next moment, everyone is gone, and you’re here looking at me like you saw a phantom. What was that about a wand?”

Taren knelt down and retrieved the bright-red wand from where it had rolled beneath the podium. “You said very clearly, ‘Take the wand.’”

“Guess you’d better take it, then.” Yethri smiled wanly, but she had an anxious look on her face.

He shrugged and stuck the wand into his pocket, planning on returning it to Gradnik next time he saw him. Over near the wine vendor, a figure was sitting on a bench, leaning up against the table and seeming to stare right at them. Oddly for such a warm night, the person wore a cloak, the cowl pulled low over the face. Taren stared at the figure a moment, an uneasy feeling stealing over him.

Yethri nudged him, and concern for the girl filled him after one look at her pallid complexion. He quickly forgot all about the cowled figure. 

“Come on,” she said. “I’m feeling a bit dizzy. Will you walk me back to the wagon?”

The crowds were quickly dispersing, following the conclusion of the pyrotechnic show. Parents with young children returned home, leaving mainly older youths and young couples behind to carouse late into the night. Many walked hand in hand with a special companion, even more were drunk or well on their way, and nearly everyone had a smile.

When they arrived at Hetsatsa and Yethri’s wagon, the door was closed, but soft candlelight was leaking through the gaps around it. Yethri had been mostly quiet during the walk back. Despite her assurances she wasn’t troubled by what had occurred earlier, she certainly appeared to be.

Yethri sighed. “It’s getting late, and I should make sure Grandma is all right.” She scuffed one foot in the dirt as if reluctant to go.

Taren looked around for Elyas and his two friends but didn’t see them around the square. They would likely still be back at the Melted Candle or one of the ale tents. “I’d better find my cousin. Hopefully, he’s not too besotted by now to make it back home.”

“We’ll be in town another day then be leaving in the morn the day after tomorrow. Will you come back to see me before we leave?” Yethri’s hopeful green eyes were luminous in the lantern light.

“Yes, I’d like that very much.”

“Me too.” Yethri looked conflicted a moment then abruptly stood on her tiptoes and kissed Taren on the cheek. “Until tomorrow, then.”

Taren flushed and grinned like a fool as she quietly opened the door and climbed into the back of the wagon. She glanced back with a smile and a wave before closing the door behind herself. He turned and started down the street toward the Melted Candle, barely noticing anything around him. All he could think about was Yethri and the hopeful look in her eyes at the thought of seeing him again. He touched his cheek as if that would bring back the feel of her soft lips pressed there.

The next day couldn’t come quick enough.




















Chapter 12

Elyas nearly knocked Taren’s teeth loose with an enthusiastic slap on the back after he told him about his night with Yethri.

“Balor’s balls! My cousin finally found himself a pretty maid to pull his nose out of his books.” He laughed heartily. “Hopefully, she’ll make a man out of you yet.”

Taren felt his cheeks go hot, but Elyas didn’t notice in the darkness. If it had been high noon, Elyas likely wouldn’t have noticed, for he was having difficulty putting one foot in front of the other. Vonn had been barely coherent, and Erwan immediately passed out in the back of the cart once the group left the festival. Taren had waited to tell Elyas about Yethri until after the other two had headed home.

“I thought I saw you dancing with a red-haired lass,” Elyas continued, tongue loosened by the ale. “But by that point, the entire evening was swirling past in a jumble, so I couldn’t tell just who you were with.” He belched and stumbled but maintained his feet.

Taren grinned at the memory of Yethri, her hair bouncing around her face as they danced, and the dimples in her cheeks when she smiled.

“Hold up a moment, Taren. That damned ale’s going through me like a sieve.” Elyas stepped off the road a couple paces to relieve himself.

Taren continued a short distance, slowing his pace. While he waited for his cousin to finish his lengthy piss, he idly shifted to his second sight. The warmth of the earth magic glowed softly in his vision, and he extended his senses, wondering how Hetsatsa’s words could ever come to pass. The gods knew he couldn’t even conjure a spark to light a candle in the darkness, let alone wield power to shake the world.

Perhaps a long bowshot off, the amber glow of a man on the road gave Taren pause. His form was indistinct, but he could have been wearing a hooded cloak, unusual for a warm summer night. His aura was unremarkable, but he held something in one hand that gave off a bright light like a miniature star shining—a magical emanation, the same as Taren had seen with some of the magical items Gradnik occasionally stocked in his store.

“I’d like to meet the horse that could match that piss.” Elyas staggered up to Taren then furrowed his brow at seeing the look of concern on his face. “What is it?”

“There’s someone on the road behind us. A man carrying a magic item.”

Elyas shrugged. “Lots of folk went to the festival. Strange that he’s got magic, though… Mayhap he bought some trinket from a merchant.”

“I think I saw him at the festival, wearing a hooded cloak. Strange on such a warm night as this. He was watching me earlier when I was with Yethri.”

“Probably admiring your lass same as you were. Come on.” They began walking again.

After a few minutes, they reached a crossroad. To the east and west lay a number of farmsteads along a rutted dirt road. Straight ahead was only the path that led to Wyat’s farm half a mile away.

“What should we do?” Taren asked.

“Pass out on my bed and hope my head won’t explode, come morning.”

“No, I mean about that traveler. I think he’s following us.”

“You sure about this?” Elyas scowled into the darkness behind them.

“Let’s hide in that copse over there and watch what he does.” Taren pointed to a knot of trees about twenty paces east of the road.

They hid within the stand of trees and waited. Taren watched with his second sight as the figure continued in the direction they’d been heading, magic item in hand and glancing at it occasionally. After a few minutes, the individual came into view, and Taren could see him in the moonlight, covered in a hooded cloak as the man at the festival had been. The figure walked past their hiding spot then paused at the center of the crossroad. He glanced at the item in his hand and slowly turned to face their direction, then began walking down the eastern path. Taren held his breath as the man passed near their hiding spot. What appeared to be a smooth, flat stone rested in his palm, and Taren could have sworn he saw runes flicker on it, glowing softly in the darkness.

“Just a traveler,” Elyas whispered.

Taren was about to reluctantly agree when the man stopped once again. He slowly turned until he was facing their hiding place. The cowl rose, and a chill ran down Taren’s spine, for the stranger was staring directly at him. He reached for his belt, but of course he hadn’t worn his daggers to the festival. Seeing a good-sized rock on the ground, he picked it up, glad for the reassuring heft in his hand.

Elyas grunted. “I’ll see what this fool is about.” He rose, steadying himself against the bole of a tree, then walked forward. “Ho there! You lost on the road?”

The figure regarded him silently.

“I asked you a question!” Elyas’s fists clenched, and he drew nearer the man.

“Careful,” Taren warned. He followed a few paces behind Elyas.

The cowl shifted slightly, staring directly at Taren. A rune on the stone’s surface nearest him was glowing a faint orange that brightened when the man shifted his hand.

“Oi! Something wrong with your hearing, man?” Elyas swatted at the man’s extended hand, seeking to knock the stone away.

The man recoiled, smoothly slipping the stone into a pocket. A dagger appeared in his other hand, and he slashed Elyas across the forearm. The big man yelped and reeled backward. His pain swiftly turned to rage, and he charged the smaller man, seeking to tackle him.

The stranger dodged nimbly and stabbed at Elyas’s back. His drunkenness likely saved his life, for Elyas stumbled and fell, the point of the knife nicking his tunic but not drawing blood.

Taren hefted the rock and threw it. It smacked the man between the shoulder blades with a meaty thump. He grunted a curse and stumbled forward. Elyas rolled over and kicked out, striking the man in a shin and knocking his feet out from under him. Elyas tried to pin his opponent down, but the man was as slippery as a weasel. He squirmed away, slashing with the knife at Elyas’s grasping hands.

Taren looked around for another stone or a stout tree branch or some other makeshift weapon, but he didn’t see anything of use. The man was scrambling away from the drunk and angry Elyas, intent on evading him and regaining his feet, momentarily losing sight of Taren.

Seeing his opportunity, Taren stepped up and kicked the stranger in the back of the head. The man grunted and fell onto his back, going still for a moment, apparently stunned. Taren stomped on his wrist, and the knife tumbled from his grasp. Elyas seized the man’s leg, dragging his smaller opponent closer, and rained blows down on his stomach and chest while the man ineffectively sought to protect himself. In the scuffle, the man’s cowl fell back, revealing the sharp features of a Nebaran—black hair and beard with dark eyes and a hooked nose, his skin deeply suntanned. One of Elyas’s wild punches clipped the Nebaran on the jaw, and his head rocked back, then he lay still.

“Elyas? Are you all right?” Taren warily circled the still Nebaran.

“Bastard cut me.” 

Elyas held up his wounded arm, and they both could see the forearm gash was fairly deep. Blood had soaked the sleeve of his tunic. A shallower cut was bleeding from the back of his hand. Taren gripped Elyas’s wrist and helped him to his feet.

Elyas scowled down at the man lying motionless in the dirt. “Nebaran whoreson—a spy, I reckon.”

“What should we do about him? There aren’t any militia patrols in this area.”

“Cut his throat, and leave him for the scavengers.” Elyas spat on the ground.

“Are you serious? He was defending himself.” He knew from experience that Elyas could be intimidating when angry, especially so when fueled with ale.

“And following us, or have you forgotten that?”

“We could question him.”

“And if he doesn’t talk?”

“Your da will know what to do with him.” Taren shrugged. He had no idea what to do about the man now that they’d subdued him. “Let’s bandage up your arm.”

At that moment, the fallen Nebaran lashed out, sweeping Elyas’s leg out from under him and sending him crashing to his backside with a curse. The man, who’d recovered his knife, rolled to his feet and stabbed at Taren. He backpedaled, dodging the strike. Eyes wide, he readied himself to run, knowing he had not the skill, unarmed, to disarm or fight the man off.

Instead, the Nebaran turned and ran off into the night, pelting down the eastward road. Within moments, he was lost to sight.

“Did he cut you?” Elyas climbed back to his feet.

Taren shook his head. He switched to his second sight and watched the man become lost in the distance, running hard to the east. “Let’s hope he doesn’t have any companions with him. We’d better get home and tell your da about this.” He noticed something gleaming on the ground nearby although its luminescence had faded significantly since he’d seen it but a few moments earlier.

Taren leaned down and picked up the magical stone the Nebaran had lost during the struggle. It was warm to the touch, about the diameter of a hen’s egg, and round but flat. The stone glowed a warm yellowish orange in his hand, the magical aura flaring brightly once more. It must be activated when you touch it. Fascinated, he yearned to examine it further, but they had no time for that. Elyas’s injuries needed tending to, and he knew they shouldn’t remain out on the open road. He slipped the stone into his pocket to examine further.

He bound Elyas’s wounds with a strip of cloth torn from the big man’s sleeve, which had already been soiled with blood. They made it back to the farmhouse a few minutes later.

Wyat was in bed but roused when he heard them come in. They rapidly told the story of what had occurred on the road, at times talking over each other in their excitement. Wyat had to calm them down to get the whole story out.

“And you think that person followed you all the way from the festival, Taren?” he asked.

“I remember a hooded figure in the square during the pyrotechnic show. Who else would wear a cloak in such warm weather? I’m sure it must be the same man.”

“Who indeed?” Wyat’s brow was furrowed. “This concerns me. This man obviously picked you two out for some reason and followed you back here.”

“A Nebaran spy,” Elyas said.

“Sounds that way. But I wonder why he singled you two out. How could he know anything of your heritage, Taren? If that’s the reason for his interest, and we’d best assume it is.” Wyat scratched at his beard thoughtfully for a moment. “How does that stone work?”

Taren felt a chill at Wyat’s words, but he withdrew the stone from his pocket and handed it over. An arrowhead-shaped glyph carved in the stone glowed, more evident when it was held farther away. Wyat walked around the room, and it swiveled to point directly and unerringly at Taren.

“I’ll be damned,” Wyat said. “Some type of locator stone.”

“How is it attuned to me?” Taren felt a twinge of fear. The more he thought about the encounter with the spy, the more uneasy he became. “Wait…” He dug into his pockets, finding Gradnik’s wand, a few coppers, the package of remaining roasted almonds, and an unfamiliar stone that had sunk to the bottom. The stone was the same type and shape as the one Wyat held, but it had a smooth hole bored through the center. He couldn’t see any other markings on it.

The locator stone in Wyat’s hand flared brighter when Taren held the second stone up. Wyat approached and touched the stones together. Once he did, the glow faded and went out.

“They’re attuned to each other,” Wyat said thoughtfully.

Taren knew his uncle was correct. A fine line of magic seemed to tether the two together, barely visible in his second sight since they’d gone inactive, but clearly there.

“That Nebaran must have slipped this other stone into my pocket during the festival. Wouldn’t be too hard among the jostling crowds.”

“Why you?” Elyas demanded. “What led this bastard to you?” He looked angry and a little scared since he’d had some time to start sobering up.

“I don’t know.” Even before the words left his mouth, though, he was thinking of his experience with Hetsatsa and the strange ransacking of the wagon during the fortunetelling. Could that have been my magic after all? “There was something odd that happened…” He briefly described to the best of his ability what had occurred with the seeress.

“That spy must have either witnessed what happened or eavesdropped. Or he may be able to sense magic somehow, perhaps with another trinket of his.” Wyat thought a long moment. “You’d best remain around here for the time being. It’s too dangerous to return to Swanford.”

“But I’ve got to meet Yethri on the morrow!” he protested.

“Yethri?” Wyat asked.

“A lass Taren met,” Elyas supplied.

“Yes. I… I really like her. She’s leaving with her grandmother. Tomorrow is her last day in town.”

Wyat sighed heavily, sorrow on his face. “Taren… I’m sorry, but it’s too dangerous to go back into town right now.” He held up a hand to stave off Taren’s objection. “I’d like nothing more than let you go back to talk to this lass, believe me. But I gave my word long ago to your mother and Arron to keep you safe until you are of age.”

“But I am of age—or nearly so in a few months!”

“I know, lad. How much do you really know of this lass and her grandmother? Strange, don’t you think, how she sought you out in the crowds and took you to the old woman for a fortunetelling? And how is it that whatever she did could’ve made your power manifest itself?”

Taren didn’t want to believe that, but since the excitement and effects of the alcohol had worn off, his mind examined the facts logically, and he realized Wyat had a good point. But the chemistry… It was mutual, was it not? It had certainly seemed so, but he was tired and afraid and angry and starting to doubt his own memories.

Wyat saw his shoulders slump and put a hand on his shoulder. “If I could guarantee your safety, I’d even escort you to town myself, but this could just be a portent of dark events to come. War is brewing, judging from the rumors. I fear soon enough we will all be thrust into events beyond our control. But this is too soon.”

Taren’s eyes met those of Elyas, who sat there in a chair at the kitchen table, bandages soaked with blood, and he realized he had no right to jeopardize the others so he could selfishly go and meet a girl he barely knew.

“You’re right, Uncle. It would be foolish to return without knowing what I might have stirred up.”

In the end, Taren went to bed, deciding to remain home the next day. Wyat tended to his son’s wounds by lamplight, the deep gash on his forearm needing to be stitched up. Taren placed the two magical stones beside his bed and lay there for a long time, his thoughts a jumble about Yethri, the man on the road, and what everything could mean. Sleep was a long time in coming, and when it did, it brought troubled dreams with it.




















Chapter 13

Creel reached Ammon Nor in the late afternoon after three days of hard riding, following his rescue of the witch Abigale. The woman had refused to leave her home and go into hiding after being bullied by some “Nebaran thugs,” a sentiment Creel respected.

He had remained at the village of Oostberg to ensure the remaining soldiers didn’t decide to take vengeance on the innocents in that town, but he needn’t have worried. Creel had whittled down their numbers substantially, and when the others discovered what had befallen their commander and fellow troops, and spurred on by a falsehood Creel voiced of a Ketanian patrol approaching the village, the remainder of the advance party had swiftly ridden back south, likely to regroup with the inquisitors or wait for the vanguard of the army if a full-scale invasion was coming. His travel had been uneventful after leaving Oostberg.

Ammon Nor was a midsized city of several thousand people, lying at the ford of the Black Channel, and was an important trading hub for southern Ketania. Creel arrived to find the population had nearly doubled in size with the swelling Ketanian army garrison. The commanders, at least, must have had the sense to begin filling the ranks in the event of war. If the Nebarans launched a full assault into Ketania and the defenders failed to hold them at the ford, the whole midlands of the kingdom would lie open before them. Preventing the enemy from crossing the river at such a strategic point would force the Nebarans to take several weeks to march to the east or west to find another suitable passage by which they could invade the kingdom’s heartland. Whoever controlled Ammon Nor controlled access to the rest of the kingdom.

The day turned out to be as rainy and gray as the day before it, and Creel was soaked through and spattered with mud from head to toe upon arrival. A city of tents stretched out from the eastern edge of the city along the northern bank of the Black Channel, hundreds of them lost to sight through the curtain of rain.

His horse had developed a limp on the road earlier that afternoon. Creel had removed a sharp stone from one hoof, but he’d taken to walking the past few hours to spare the animal greater injury.

Creel hailed one of the sentries at the edge of camp. “Where’s your commander? I bear urgent news from the south.”

“Captain Palam’s in town to meet with the locals. Lieutenant Mons should be in the command tent.”

Creel nodded and led his horse through the camp, which looked as sodden and miserable as he felt. He wanted nothing more than to get a warm meal in his belly, some fiery spirits to warm the chill in his bones, and a hot bath and soft bed.

He spied larger and more brightly colored tents, those of the officers, and headed toward them until he reached the large command pavilion, striped in the blue and white colors of the king’s army. The red falcon pennant hung limp and wet in the rain above the large tent.

“What’s your business?” a guard demanded as soon as he approached the tent. The man looked as if he’d rather be anywhere besides standing out in the rain.

“I bear urgent news of an attack to the south. I’d speak with your commanding officer.”

“The lieutenant is the only one around right now. Wait here.” The guard pushed inside the tent and spoke to someone within. After a moment, he came back out. “Go on in.” He held the tent flap aside but made no move to follow.

The command pavilion was warm and dry, heated by several braziers around the perimeter. A young man wearing officer garb, along with a couple grizzled veterans, sat at a table heaped high with maps and missives.

“Palam should be dealing with this… All he does is drink and…” Lieutenant Mons trailed off at the sight of Creel. 

The two veterans looked up disinterestedly.

“And you are…?” the lieutenant asked.

“Dakarai Creel. I’ve ridden directly from the village of Oostberg to the south. A Nebaran scouting party rode into the village, searching for magic users. They tried to hang a local witch there but were unsuccessful. East of there, they murdered and torched a merchant caravan on the road to hide their presence, trying to make it look like bandits.” He upended the purse he’d taken off the Nebaran officer and let the foreign coins spill onto the table, revealing the aristocratic face of Emperor Ignatius the Third staring up at them. “The officer leading the party claimed the vanguard of the army was only a few days behind them.”

The men exchanged nervous glances. “The army’s vanguard is here in Ketania?” the lieutenant asked, clearly astonished.

One of the veterans pointed out a spot on the map and traced his finger down from it. “Oostberg is here, and if the vanguard is but a few days south…” His eyes widened, and he exchanged glances with the other older man.

“Then Helmsfield Keep must have fallen.” The lieutenant let out a long breath, eyes flicking to the map and back to Creel. “And you know all this, how, exactly?”

“I was there. I personally put down six of their men in the mud. The rest fled Oostberg back to the south.”

“Good riddance,” grunted one of the veterans, nodding in approval.

“I’ve traveled all across the riverlands and heard nary a word about any local lords raising a muster,” Creel continued. “Nor have I seen any signs of Ketanian patrols. Is your commander not aware of what’s occurring?”

Lieutenant Mons exchanged another look with the veterans. When he looked back at Creel, he had a pained expression. “We’ve only heard from our spies in Nebara that they are marshaling their forces. The commander of Helmsfield Keep’s last missive assured us all was well, with only one recent sortie on the walls, and that was crushed easily. Captain Palam hasn’t received any orders from the crown other than to hold position here and conscript a number of the locals to swell our ranks in the event this is more than just bluster.”

He looks like he’s barely seen a score of summers. I hope this captain of his is more experienced. “Well, it’s more than bluster now that the enemy is marching an army inside our kingdom, their patrols harassing and killing travelers and townsfolk. Before he died, the officer of that unit confessed to being ordered to root out magic users and kill or capture them, depending on if they fit a certain criteria of one they were searching for or not. And he claimed this was by order of the Inquisition.”

Their shocked faces turned even grimmer.

“I’d recommend your captain get word to the crown at once. The common folk are suffering, with no patrols to keep the roads and towns safe. I imagine a flood of refugees is already on its way here as well.”

“Aye, I’ll inform Captain Palam at once, sir,” said the lieutenant. “I thank you for your news, bleak though it may be.”

Creel nodded and walked back out into the rain. “I bet you’d like a nice, warm stable and some fresh hay, wouldn’t you?” He patted the flank of his horse then led it from camp and across the hundred paces of muddy ground into Ammon Nor.

The streets were practically empty of townsfolk, due to the weather, but soldiers and conscripts were everywhere. He passed by several of the larger, fancier inns, hoping the Disarmed Bandit would have an available room. He could already taste its spiced potatoes and dwarven spirits.

When a stableboy came out to take his horse, Creel tipped him a couple coppers. “Take good care of her—she’s traveled a long way, and her right forehoof is sore.”

“Aye, sir.”

The Disarmed Bandit was a medium-sized inn located off a side street. A carved wooden sign hung over the door, with the likeness of a sinister-looking one-armed man with a hood pulled low and a kerchief tied around the lower part of his face. Creel stepped into the inn, his drenched cloak dripping water in the mud-caked entryway. The common room was half filled, but it was warm and cozy, and the scent of the inn’s specialty, the spiced potatoes, made his mouth water.

“Master Creel, you’ve returned!” Enna, a friendly barmaid, flashed him a grin as she came from the kitchen carrying a platter of food. She was young and buxom, with a pretty smile and curly brown hair.

“Aye, and it’s been a long road, the weather miserable.” He hung his cloak on a hook near the hearth so that it could dry out and took his usual seat toward the rear of the common room. Even out of the chill rain, a dull ache had settled deep in his bones. “Time to fix my special brew,” he said to himself.

Enna came over a moment later. “What can I get ya?”

“A mug of hot water, dwarven spirits, and a plate of whatever smells so enticing, piled high with the spiced potatoes, of course. A room and a hot bath after that, if you aren’t full up.”

“Aye, we’ve a few rooms to spare yet. Have you come from up north?”

“Nay, down south. War is coming—you can bet on that. Nebaran soldiers on the roads and nobody to greet them with steel. What’s been happening around Ammon Nor?”

She put her hands on hips, annoyance on her round face. “These soldiers are good for business, I reckon, but they make more trouble than whatever good they do. Lots of drunken brawls and other nonsense all the time.” She sighed. “I wish it would go back to how it was last summer. Just the small garrison and no dark rumors carrying on the wind.”

“Aye, so do I, lass.” He met her eyes and smiled as reassuringly as he could. “I would expect the king to lead his army afore long and send the Nebarans fleeing back to whence they came.”

Enna nodded but didn’t look as if she believed it. She went to bring his food and drink.

When he got his food a few minutes later, a big bread bowl of mutton and vegetable stew, along with a heaping stack of fried spiced potatoes on the side, Creel wolfed it down like a starving man. He had added a few pinches of some reagents from his satchel to his mug of hot water, allowing them to steep. Once his belly was properly filled and his concoction properly prepared, he drank it down swiftly then turned his attention to his cup of dwarven spirits.

“Everything to your liking?” Enna gathered up his plate and empty mug. “I’ll get you a refill of your drink.”

“Aye, delicious as always. How’s your husband?” He recalled her mentioning during his past stay at the inn that she was newly wed to a young carpenter in town.

Enna’s face fell. “He got conscripted a couple weeks past. They’ve had him drilling and training with the bow. Said he was more liable to hurt himself than the enemy with a sword or spear.”

“That’s probably for the best. With the contingent of archers, he’ll be out of the thick of the fighting that way. If it even comes to fighting at all.”

Her gaze slid over to Final Strike on Creel’s hip. “I just hope the gods are watching out for him. For all of us, should it come to war.”

Creel nodded agreement. When he was finished with his spirits, he went to enjoy a hot bath, scrubbing the grime from his skin and letting the hot water loosen his tired muscles. His concoction had soothed the aches in his bones, and he felt years younger by the time he climbed out of the bath. He turned in early and slept like the dead.




***




Creel remained at the Disarmed Bandit for the next couple days. Having nowhere in particular he needed to be, he was enjoying sleeping in a dry bed under a roof and having good food in his belly. Also, he wanted to allow his horse time to recover. When refugees began streaming into Ammon Nor, carrying word that the Nebaran vanguard was three days’ march south, he decided he’d leave on the morrow.

This war is not my concern. I did my duty to the crown. Now, the king and his commanders can take charge of this. Mayhap I’ll head northeast toward the Azure Sea and see what contracts are available in those parts.

The thought of stopping in Llantry, the nearest thing to a permanent home for him, brought mixed feelings. On the one hand, relaxing and seeing his friends again in familiar surroundings would be nice, but on the other, he had neither the energy nor desire to get into another quarrel with his sometimes partner, Rada. Their relationship had been hot and cold for many years, and he wasn’t sure which he would face if he returned.

He pushed those thoughts aside and was just digging into his dinner when the tavern door burst open and a trio of Ketanian army officers swaggered inside. Their silver buttons gleamed on their starched blue-and-white uniforms, their boots shiny and polished, thanks in part to the drier weather and less mud.

“A tankard of ale for myself and my friends!” The lead officer, a captain, judging by his rank insignia, snapped his order at the barkeep and strode across the common room, eyes passing across the crowd as if challenging anyone to meet his stare. He was tall and blond, with an arrogant manner, likely some minor lordling. He walked with his back as rigidly straight as if he had the shaft of a spear rammed up his arse all the way to his shoulder blades. His two crony lieutenants puffed up their chests as they trailed in the wake of their superior officer.

Creel, taking a cue from the other townsfolk, focused on his plate of sausage, spiced potatoes, and boiled cabbage, and tried his best to ignore the officers. He was heartened to see that Lieutenant Mons, who had seemed a decent young officer, wasn’t with this lot of preening peacocks.

“Such a grim mood in here!” the captain shouted jovially. “Where’s a bloody minstrel when you could use one?” He stopped beside the table of a dining family, likely farmers, judging by their rough garb, who eyed him with trepidation. “Cheer up, folks, for the valiant Ketanian contingent shall march across the Black Channel on the morrow and win a great victory against the approaching Nebaran curs!” He clapped the father on the shoulders, causing the man to start and spill a portion of his stew. 

One of the lieutenants snickered, and the captain strode to an open table. He kicked the chair out and threw himself down in it, resting his polished boots on the edge of the table. His two minions joined him, joking about the farmer’s misfortune with his stew.

“Prancing dandies,” Creel muttered under his breath. So the vanguard has pushed north faster than expected. 

He took a long swallow of dwarven spirits, grimacing at the burn of the strong booze—not quite the quality he normally favored, but it was what was stocked. The thought crossed his mind that he might be better off leaving Ammon Nor that very night, but he decided against it, choosing instead to go with his original plan of leaving in the morn. Another night’s rest for himself and his horse would do them both good.

Enna delivered the tankards the captain had demanded, setting them on the officers’ table. When she turned away to leave them, the captain reached out and caught her by the wrist. He pulled her backward with a startled squeak and onto his lap. His arms quickly encircled her waist.

“Where you off to in such a hurry, sweetheart? Me and the lads could use a bit of more pleasant company for a spell. This town is short on available maids, and planning a war is tiring work.”

Enna’s eyes were a trapped doe’s as she sought a way to escape without angering the officer and starting a scene.

Gehrt, the barkeep and owner, scowled at the situation but made no move to interfere.

“Well I’m not available, sir,” Enna said with as much dignity as she could muster. “My husband is sure to take issue.”

“Is that so?” The captain laughed before taking a long draught of his ale. He slammed the ceramic tankard back on the table. When he returned his hand to her waist, he brushed it across one of her breasts. “I think he won’t have too much to say. A man of age to be wedded to you ought to be fighting for his kingdom, eh?”

The barmaid flushed. “Aye, sir, he’s among the conscripts who’s been drilling the past couple weeks. I hoped to see him off tonight afore the battle.” She wiped away a tear.

“I doubt he’ll mind if you spend some time with me first.” The captain grinned, a nasty gleam in his dark eyes. He nuzzled the barmaid’s neck and squeezed her thigh. “In case you didn’t know, I’m in command of this garrison. Whether you get to see him again depends on you, darlin’. Mayhap he’ll find himself shoveling shite at the latrines all night before we march at first light.”

Creel looked around, waiting for Gehrt or any of the locals to intervene on Enna’s behalf, but nobody did. He knew Enna was well-liked around town. She was cheerful and hard-working, always with a kind word to spare for someone else. The locals all knew her—they had been chatting freely the entire time Creel had been in the common room, at least until the officers stepped foot in the tavern. Suddenly, everyone in the place was studiously ignoring Enna and her plight. Gehrt looked ashamed but was likely worried about the impact to his business if he pissed off the officers on the eve before they went to war. The other men were too cowardly to intervene, not wanting to chance being press-ganged into service.

The two lieutenants watched in amusement, joking and rapidly draining their ales. The captain, pleased at Enna’s deflating resistance, took another long draught of his ale.

Creel finished his spirits in one long gulp, barely noticing the burn as the liquor went down. He pushed aside the remainder of his plate, no longer hungry. His gaze was locked on Enna’s face, and the sudden resignation filling her eyes sickened him.

Ah, gods. I’m always reminded how monsters come in many forms, some of them even those that should be protecting the innocent, not preying on them.

His chair squealed loudly against the floor in the uncomfortable silence as he got to his feet. Final Strike and the rest of his gear were up in his room, probably for the better. He noted the two lieutenants’ eyes latch on him as he stepped around his table. The captain paid no mind, intent on running his hand up Enna’s thigh, slipping beneath the hem of her dress.

“Shouldn’t your time be better spent planning how to defeat the enemy, Captain?” Creel asked. He stopped a couple paces away.

Enna turned to him, face brightening with sudden hope.

“Who the Abyss you think you’re talking to?” piped up one of the lieutenants, a scrawny youth with a scruffy fuzz on his cheeks.

The captain waved off his crony’s question. He glared at Creel, cheeks flushed red from the ale. “And what would you know about war planning?”

Creel shrugged. “Not much, but the lady already stated she has a husband. I think you should unhand her and be on your way.”

“Captain Palam?” the other lieutenant asked, hand on the pommel of his sword.

Palam ignored the lieutenant and sneered at Creel. “I care not what you think, man. Piss off before you get a taste of my knuckles.”

“That’s the spirit—show that pluck toward the enemy on the morrow. Now, if you’ll unhand the lady…”

Palam released Enna and shoved her roughly off his lap.

Creel caught her arm and prevented her from falling. She shot him a grateful look before retreating to the kitchen.

“I’ve about had enough of your mouth, peasant,” snarled Palam. He shot up out of his chair, and his cronies scrambled to back him up.

“Why don’t we discuss this outside, Captain?” Creel gestured toward the door, taking a step toward it. 

The angry officers followed. 

Change in plans, then. Best to finish this quickly and be on the road before they summon the guard.

The sight of a squad of soldiers loitering outside the door threw a bucket of cold water on his plans. A dozen men who had been lounging about hurriedly scrambled to stand at attention and salute their obviously furious commanding officer.

“Damn it. No good deed goes unpunished.” Creel eyed the soldiers, noting they looked to be a group of hardened veterans. He sighed, resigned to losing this round.

“What was that you wanted to say, peasant?” Palam snapped. “You’re interrupting me from my ale and a nice pair of—”

Creel spun and, faster than the captain could react, drove his fist into the man’s face, breaking his nose with a crunch. The captain crumpled, falling into the arms of his underlings, sending the trio stumbling back into the tavern. The lieutenants squawked indignantly. Palam looked up dazedly, blood gushing from his nose.

That should take his attention off Enna at least.

“Oi there! Get that bastard!”

The squad of soldiers rushed Creel. He glanced around but knew he wouldn’t be escaping. Nor could he fight them all off with just his fists. Deciding not to resist, his goal of freeing Enna from the captain’s clutches accomplished, he raised his hands overhead peacefully. The shaft of a spear struck him in the chin, rocking his head back. A fist to the gut folded him over, then he was knocked to the ground, curling up protectively against the repeated strikes of fists and boots. The barrage subsided after a couple minutes, but not until he’d received a couple cracked ribs, a bloodied face, and plenty of spittle and verbal abuse. He was dragged back to his feet.

“Take that bastard away to the gaol!” Palam screeched. He was clutching a kerchief to his ruined nose. “This peasant hero is gonna be on the front lines come the morrow!”

Creel, the newly minted peasant hero, was dragged off to the gaol.




















Chapter 14

Taren was collecting laundry from the clothesline when the first soldier stepped out of the trees. It took him a moment to realize what he was seeing, at first thinking the man one of the folk from the neighboring farmsteads. He wore a conical helmet revealing a face with a neatly trimmed beard and a black-and-gold surcoat over a suit of mail. A black shield with a golden lion on it was strapped to his left arm. In his right was a crossbow. After a moment, Taren recognized the insignia on the shield as that of the Nebaran Empire.

He froze with one of his extra tunics in hand, for the sight of a Nebaran soldier was so unexpected. The soldier raised a crossbow and aimed it at Taren as calmly as if he were a rodent to be exterminated. The set of breeches hanging on the line a handbreadth to his left suddenly jerked, and a hole appeared in the leg.

He just loosed a quarrel at me. Taren felt his jaw sag open, staring stupidly at the soldier. The man called over his shoulder, and a couple more soldiers appeared with crossbows then a handful more. Before he knew it, at least a dozen men were at the edge of the woods, nearly half with loaded crossbows pointed in his direction.

Run, fool! The tunic fell from his hands, forgotten, and he turned and bolted. More clothing snapped, and a quarrel hissed past his ear.

“Uncle Wyat!” he cried, his panicked voice raising an octave into an almost girlish shriek.

Elyas looked up with a smirk from inside the barn, where he was mucking out the stalls. He opened his mouth as if to voice a jibe until his gaze slid past Taren, and his eyes went wide.

“Where’s Uncle Wyat?” Taren yelled.

Elyas pointed toward the rear of the farmhouse wordlessly.

Taren chanced a glance over his shoulder. The soldiers were pursuing him. More than a dozen, perhaps as many as a score or so of Nebarans were swarming across the open field, looking like angry wasps in their black and gold, their swords and crossbows deadly stingers. They moved at a brisk walk, seemingly in no great rush, fanning out toward the farmhouse and barn.

He redoubled his pace, angling toward the rear of the house. The sight of Wyat brought a tiny bit of relief. His uncle was lining up a piece of wood to chop on a stump, raising the old woodcutting axe with ease in his still-powerful arms.

Wyat noticed Taren, and their eyes met. Immediately, his old warrior instincts kicked in at the sight of Taren’s panic. Wyat strode toward Taren, glancing over to find Elyas also running toward them. The farmhouse obscured the sight of the soldiers momentarily, but they couldn’t have been more than forty or fifty paces away.

“Nebaran soldiers!” Taren gasped. “At least a score coming from the woods to the south. They fired their crossbows at me!”

“Get inside, and arm yourselves,” Wyat said calmly. “And bring my sword, Elyas.”

The three ran to the door of the house. Shouts met their ears, and a pair of soldiers spilled around the corner just as they reached the door. Taren skidded to a stop, Elyas barreling into him and nearly knocking him off his feet.

Wyat didn’t hesitate at the sight of bared steel and a loaded crossbow aimed in their direction. He rushed past the young men, and suddenly one of the Nebarans was lifted off his feet with Wyat’s axe through the ribs. The second soldier stepped back and aimed his crossbow at Wyat. The big man’s left hand shot out and gripped the crossbow’s stirrup. He shoved it upward, and the quarrel released and thudded into the eave of the house. Wyat yanked on the weapon, and the Nebaran didn’t let go in time, stumbling forward. The wood axe chopped into his chest, cleaving through his mail as easily as splitting firewood.

Then Elyas was shoving Taren through the door. He struggled to clamp down his fear, scrambling to gather his thoughts. The sight of his cousin dropping to his knees and pulling his sword from beneath his bed spurred Taren into motion. He went to his own bed and retrieved the pair of sheathed daggers on the belt he’d hung from a nail in the wall. His hands shook, and it took a couple attempts to get the belt buckled properly.

More shouts came from outside, and Wyat bellowed a curse.

“Stay behind me,” Elyas ordered, and Taren didn’t argue. His cousin’s face was pale, but his eyes gleamed with excitement. This was the moment he had always been training for. Elyas pressed Wyat’s old campaign sword into Taren’s hands, a fine weapon which had slain a number of fiends in the Battle of Nexus. “Give Father his sword, and stay back. Help out where you can.”

Taren croaked a reply. He suddenly wished he had drunk some water—his throat was so dry that he could barely talk. The enchanted longsword trembled in his shaking hands, and he nearly dropped it.

Elyas threw the door open and rushed outside, naked sword glinting in the afternoon sun. Wyat was surrounded by six men, sweeps of his axe keeping them at bay for the moment. Elyas hacked into the neck of the nearest soldier, and the man staggered away, a bright geyser of blood spouting up. Wyat charged, bulling into two men before him, axe held out like a battering ram. He ducked the sweep of a sword and drove the head of the axe into his attacker’s chest. The man’s sternum cracked, and he stumbled backward. The other soldier slashed at Wyat and opened a gash on his shoulder blade. He grunted in pain before disengaging from his first opponent. Two more foes came in, stabbing and slashing.

Taren’s dagger was out of its sheath and in his hand before he knew what he was doing. All he could see was the sword descending at Wyat’s exposed back. He slung the dagger with a quick toss of his wrist. The blade glinted as it spun and took the man in the chin. Unfortunately, his timing was off, and it struck hilt-first, but it jolted the Nebaran, making him reel back a couple steps in surprise.

Elyas’s blade punched into that man’s gut, folding him over. He wrenched it free and looked for his next foe.

Wyat cried out from a slash that laid his arm open to the bone. He kicked out, hitting his attacker in the knee. Bone cracked, and the Nebaran staggered and fell.

Taren drew the fine longsword from its sheath. In his peripheral vision, he saw more soldiers swarming around the corners of the farmhouse. He swung the sword and hacked into the arm of the soldier with the wounded knee. The keen blade bit and sliced right through the limb. Taren stumbled forward, surprised at the minimal resistance. The man’s arm tumbled to the ground, sword still gripped in his fist, and blood pumped from the wound. He wailed and tried to crawl away, clutching the stump of his arm.

Wyat, despite his wounds, split open another man’s head with the axe. Elyas was exchanging blows with another. Despite their best efforts, they were about to be surrounded by the remaining dozen men.

“Uncle Wyat.” Taren extended the sword to his uncle.

He nodded and tossed the axe aside, his hands closing around the hilt with old familiarity. Wyat and Elyas stood shoulder to shoulder.

“Get in the house, Taren,” Wyat said quietly.

Taren was surprised by his calm, drawing his own strength from it. “I’ll stand beside the two of you. I’m not afraid.” He gripped his remaining dagger, undecided if he should throw it or wield it in hand. What would I do after I threw it? I’ll be left helpless.

A Nebaran wearing a plumed helm, an officer of some sort, barked a command, and his men drew back a few paces. The officer pushed through to the forefront of his troops. He was tall and thin, with a hooked nose, gold hoops hanging from his ears, and a neatly trimmed goatee, all of which gave him the unsavory look of someone Taren would expect to see in a seedy tavern, cheating at cards.

Wyat stepped closer to Taren and gave him a sad smile which nearly broke his heart. “I know, lad. But I promised your mother I’d keep you safe.” His voice dropped to a low murmur. “Go through the root cellar. You’ll know what to do then.”

What is he asking of me? At first, his words made no sense, but when he realized what Wyat was saying… “Uncle, no. Come with me! Elyas?” He looked over at his cousin’s grim face.

“You go with him, Son,” Wyat said. “Taren has his path to follow, and you yours.”

“Nay, we can take them, Father. I won’t leave you!” Elyas’s voice cracked with a ragged edge of desperation, and tears leaked from his eyes.

“Don’t argue, Son.” Their eyes met for a moment, and Elyas’s shoulders sagged.

The moment was broken when the officer spoke. “Touching scene, but nobody is going anywhere. All of you surrender your weapons at once,” he ordered with a slight Nebaran accent.

“I would know your name and what right you have to trespass on my lands and attack my family,” Wyat demanded.

“I am Lieutenant Riquier. Surrender, and you have my word your boys will come to no harm.”

“He lies!” Taren cried. “They began firing their crossbows at me without making any demands.”

Riquier’s dark, beady eyes sought out Taren, and he frowned. “You question my word, boy?”

“Yes, I do! We can’t trust him.”

“I can handle this, Taren,” Wyat said. “Do as I say, lads. Go inside, and I’ll talk with the lieutenant.” Wyat glanced at the two then back at Riquier. “You’ll allow them to go inside while we talk?”

Riquier waved a dismissive hand. “As you wish.”

Wyat considered a moment then sighed, his shoulders slumping a little. All the spirit seemed to go out of him, and Taren suddenly felt very afraid. He knows, Taren thought with a knife of fear in his gut. He knows he’s going to die!

“Father…” Elyas saw it too—Wyat’s change in posture and the resignation plain on his face.

Wyat lowered the sword and turned to them once more. He reached out and swept both into a crushing hug. “Take the supplies in the root cellar, and run,” he whispered. “Don’t look back. Watch out for each other, and know I love you both as sons.” With a subtle motion, he pressed his old, enchanted longsword into Elyas’s hand and took his son’s ordinary steel blade.

He released them and turned back to the Nebarans, his eyes glimmering with unshed tears, but his face was noble and resolute.

Elyas stood there frozen, on the verge of breaking down. Taren overcame his shock and fear, grasping Elyas’s arm and pulling him inside the house.

“What is it you want of us?” Wyat asked. 

Then the door closed. Taren would never forget that last glimpse of his uncle—the same unflinching courage from a hero who had withstood the charge of a horde of fiends before the gates of Nexus.

Their voices came through the door. “His Majesty, Ignatius the Third of his name, has claimed these lands for his own. All must kneel and swear allegiance to him or suffer the consequences. In addition, all magic users and those of magical talents are to be put to death. Are you harboring magic users?”

“Nay, we are simple farmers. We care naught for politics and affairs of nations.”

“So you say, yet you and your lad have some skill with the sword for simple farmers. My slain men here found that out the hard way.” Riquier’s voice held no anger, merely annoyance, as if the lives lost were naught but an inconvenience to him.

Taren moved away from the door and couldn’t make out any more of the exchange. He knelt and opened the trapdoor to the root cellar. Elyas stood listlessly, staring at the door, Wyat’s campaign sword in hand.

“Come on, Elyas. We must.”

Elyas glanced at him, and a spark of anger and perhaps resentment filled his blue eyes. “I won’t let those dogs cut him down.”

Taren got in his face, clutching a handful of his tunic. “That bastard lies—he won’t spare any of us. His men loosed at me without saying a word, with as little remorse as taking down an unsuspecting rabbit. This is how it must be—how your da wants. I’m sorry, but we must go right now.”

Elyas clenched a fist as if he wanted nothing better than to knock Taren’s teeth out before charging back out the front door. He gritted his teeth but a moment later deflated like a water skin poked full of holes. “Aye… go on then.” His voice quavered.

Taren grabbed his cloak and dropped into the root cellar. The earthy smell of turnips and potatoes was thick in the dusty air. Light filtered down though the floorboards overhead. Hunched over, he made his way over to the far end, where the root cellar came out behind the old oak tree five paces from the rear of the house. He picked up a pack resting there, which he knew was filled with clothes, an old map of Ketania, flint and steel, a purse with some coin, and a few other supplies they’d need. Wyat had positioned the old pack there for the past year. Taren had thought it strange at the time, but now he was thankful. He quickly stuffed his cloak and a few handfuls of potatoes and turnips inside and closed it up.

Elyas grunted as he dropped into the root cellar. He held their longbow and quiver of arrows along with Wyat’s sheathed sword. He pulled the trapdoor down behind him and stood a moment, nearly bent in half beneath the low ceiling. The soldiers would find it in minutes, but those precious few minutes might give them enough of a head start that they’d be able to escape.

Taren hoisted the pack and eased the outer hatch open a crack. The trapdoor was heavy because of the hay bale atop that concealed it. He peered through the crack. All looked clear from what he could see, but the oak tree and the bale blocked his view to one side.

Elyas came up behind and shoved on the trapdoor. The hay bale slid off, then Taren was hoisting himself out of the cellar. He got to his feet and ran toward the woods to the west, a hundred paces distant. A moment later, he heard Elyas’s heavy footsteps and puffing breath behind him.

Cries and the renewed clash of steel arose from the other side of the farmhouse. Taren crushed a sudden desire to look back and forced himself to focus on the tree line ahead.

His boots pounded the soft ground, crushing plant stalks in the field underfoot as he willed the concealment of the trees to reach him sooner.

More cries rose up, insistent, then the voices fell silent. Goose bumps rose on Taren’s arms as he knew what that portended. Tears streamed down his cheeks unbidden. The shadows of the trees approached, twenty paces, fifteen, ten.

“They’re fleeing to the woods! After them!”

Taren made it beneath the boughs of the trees. A quick glance over his shoulder showed Elyas a few paces back. Behind him, Nebaran soldiers had taken up pursuit, swarming around the corner of the house, the nearest just passing the big oak.

So began Taren’s life as a fugitive from the Nebaran Empire.




















Chapter 15

The day dawned bright and sunny though rain had fallen overnight, rendering the ground muddy once more. Creel had slept fitfully in the cramped city gaol, confined along with a number of other unlucky souls, before being dragged out before dawn and tossed into the back of a heavily guarded wagon.

After what seemed hours spent trundling down the road, the covered wagon finally came to a halt. Keys rattled in the lock securing the rear door, which swung wide to reveal Captain Palam’s sneering face. His bleary eyes simmered with hatred as he glared inside at Creel, ignoring the other prisoners. “We’ll find out how much of a hero you are now when faced with the enemy. Take this bastard to the front lines.” He gestured curtly and spat on the ground.

Creel found some grim pleasure at the sight of Palam’s swollen, crooked nose and purple, bruised cheek. A pair of burly soldiers gripped his arms and hauled him from the back of the wagon. Several other former gaol residents and now fresh conscripts sat frozen in fear and disbelief, about to receive the same justice.

“Are you fellas at least gonna untie me and give me a sword?” Creel held up his wrists, still tightly bound with a sturdy length of rope. “Or is the plan to defeat the enemy by heaping harsh curses upon our foes?”

“Aye, you’ll be freed once you’re settled in up front, wisearse,” one of the soldiers replied. He and the other man gripped Creel by the arms and escorted him through the ranks, cursing and shoving their way through.

Creel, unarmed and wearing no armor, was jostled around and slipped on the muddy ground as they made their way toward the front of the lines. Ranks of conscripts and soldiers of the Ketanian army alike all watched curiously.

All of them wondering who this unlucky bastard is, I reckon.

Soon enough, he found himself in the front rank of the army. They shouldered past the final row of conscripts, then nothing but a few hundred paces of muddy field separated him from the imperial forces.

One of Creel’s escorts slashed his bonds with a dagger. The other stuck a poor-quality broadsword in his hand.

“Have at ’em,” one of the soldiers said. He turned to the conscripts around them. “You men,” he barked, “this ’ere is the peasant hero of Ammon Nor! Make sure he doesn’t flee the field.”

“If this bastard tries to flee, I’ll stick him in the gut meself,” growled a rough-looking thug beside him with a scarred face, likely another criminal, judging by his appearance and lack of equipment other than a shoddy sword to match Creel’s.

The two soldiers laughed and disappeared back through the ranks.

Creel worked the kinks out of his muscles as best he could. He took a couple practice swings with the sword. The balance was off, but it would suffice for the short time before he was inevitably cut down.

“What did ya do to piss ’em off?” the scarred man asked, eyeing Creel warily.

“I suggested the captain keep his thoughts focused on the battle rather than taking advantage of one of his soldiers’ wives,” he replied.

“Ha! You shoulda been mindin’ your own arse instead, mate.”

Creel shrugged but didn’t reply. Ofttimes, doing the right thing put one at odds with the gods’ will.

The Ketanian force numbered perhaps two and a half thousand men—perhaps half, at best, seasoned soldiers—and Creel was stuck among the conscripts. That group included farmers, fishermen, cobblers, coopers, wainwrights, criminals, and the like from Ammon Nor and surrounding communities. Most carried poor-quality swords and spears, and the majority of the conscripts were without armor. They were understandably scared and likely would find their deaths in the mud of that field, almost to a man. Many were praying to whatever gods they worshipped or any who they thought might listen. Others chattered nervously or cursed or blubbered their tears while yet others were calm and quiet, swords wavering in trembling hands, resigned to their fate: fighting and surviving or falling on the field.

A thin ribbon of a couple score archers was lined up on a rise behind the infantrymen. Creel wondered if Enna’s husband was among them, the young carpenter’s gut cramping with terror and hands unsteady on his bow as he looked at the enemy across the field. For the young couple’s sake, Creel hoped the archers would be spared from casualties.

In contrast, the Nebarans seemed at ease, from what he could see. They appeared well armed and armored, a group of hardened, professional soldiers. Estimating the vanguard’s numbers was difficult, but he guessed they had at least as many men as the defenders.

Creel suspected the battle would be a slaughter. The garrison force would be smashed, the remnant sent fleeing across the Black Channel, and Ammon Nor either surrounded or falling into the hands of the enemy before nightfall.

The only thing I have any control over is how long I can hold out.

The overnight rainclouds had cleared out, and bright sunshine sparkled on the dew-soaked grass of the rolling fields where men would bleed and die. All in all, not a bad day to die. 

An eerie calm settled over the battlefield. Nervous coughs or muttered oaths or prayers were the only sounds. A couple hundred paces away, the lines of the Nebarans waited patiently. Their black pennant with a golden lion fluttered in the breeze.

After an agonizing half hour or so, a trumpet call carried over the open field, startling many with its loud peal. The Nebaran forces began to advance.

“That’s our call—move out!” someone bellowed from somewhere behind Creel, a sergeant among the veterans.

A drum began to beat, and the Ketanian army lurched into motion. Some eager soul prodded Creel in the back, and he began walking, sword in hand. The ground was soft and muddy from days of rain, ankle deep in places, the long grass slick with dew.

“Loose!” a voice barked from behind.

A dark swarm of arrows arced over the Ketanian lines, seeming to hang a moment in the air before descending among the Nebarans. The disciplined troops raised shields and slowed their approach. The rain of arrows thunked into shields and speared the soft ground. Cries rang out, and a dozen or so men fell, wounded or dead, though the formation held.

The Nebaran front rank split apart, and a line of crossbowmen stepped forward and loosed. Creel hit the ground as did many around him, for none had shields in the front ranks. Men screamed and fell, including a man to Creel’s left, who was too slow to get down and ended up with a bolt through an eye. Quarrels thudded into shields among the veteran troops. Another volley of arrows fell from the friendly archers as the crossbowmen fell back to reload.

“Keep moving, men! Attack now while they’re reloading!”

Creel scrambled back to his feet to avoid getting trampled as the men regained some semblance of order and surged forward although they left a couple score of dead and wounded behind. The second volley had whittled the enemy down slightly more, but all knew the battle would hinge on melee combat.

Once the two armies were within fifty paces of each other, men began screaming battle cries, and the opposing forces broke into a charge. Use of the archers became a liability, with the possibility of hitting their own troops at such close range. Creel ran along with the others, for he could do nothing else but get swept along in the tide.

The forces came together in a thunder of colliding bodies and clashing weapons, screams and grunts and curses filling the air. A Nebaran soldier rushed at Creel, mouth wide in a battle cry, sword raised. Creel parried aside the man’s downward stroke and ran him through. The swordsman staggered and fell. Another foe took his place, then another. Creel slashed and stabbed at his opponents, dodging and parrying as much as he was able within the crush of combatants. The scarred Ketanian criminal near him died, his head split apart. Two more Nebarans fell to Creel’s blade, then he was surrounded by a knot of foes as the majority of his fellow conscripts were slaughtered around him, the enemy pushing forward and leaving Creel an isolated island amid the sea of black and gold.

The clash wasn’t a total rout as the veteran Ketanian soldiers fought determinedly, striving to close the gaps in the decimated conscript lines.

Four Nebarans fighters slashed and stabbed at Creel, surrounding him. He took minor wounds, cuts on his arms and back, but through his economical swordsmanship managed to drop two more of his opponents, only to find them instantly replaced. His lack of armor aided him, as he could maneuver much more easily in the soggy ground than the men weighed down by armor. Yet each wound was taking its toll, and he wondered if he would truly meet his end once someone took his head.

“The peasant hero! Look at that bastard fight!”

Creel was dimly aware of someone crowing in glee at his plight—one of the officers, likely Palam or one of his lieutenants safely ensconced out of the fighting at the rear. He was too busy trying to stay alive to pay much heed. A Nebaran fighter lost his footing and stumbled. Creel stabbed him in the chest. He ducked another slash, but a deep gash to his thigh pained him. A trio of soldiers yet surrounded him, but the majority had moved past, leaving a bubble of space.

If I can get the better of these three, I just may have a slight chance—

An arrow slammed into Creel’s back, launched from the rear of the Ketanian force. He grunted and staggered, slipping in the mud and falling forward—right onto a blade that slid into his belly. His guts were rent, and he cried out in agony. Another blade hacked into his back and another into his sword arm, laying it open to the bone. Swords plunged into him over and over, and the last thing he knew was his face slamming into the mud and then darkness.




















Chapter 16

Nesnys dove from the night sky and landed atop one of the craggy boulders in the foothills north of Helmsfield pass. A myriad of campfires glittered in the darkness of the plains below, where her troops occupied the southernmost reaches of Ketania. After the victory at Helmsfield Keep, they had proceeded to the lowlands unmolested and were pushing northward toward the crossing of the Black Channel at the ancient city of Ammon Nor. She had sent General Leodegar ahead in a rapid advance with the army’s vanguard to surprise the Ammon Nor defenders and attempt to establish a foothold at the ford. Scouts were ranging far and wide, and she had patrols of soldiers and inquisitors sweeping both west and east, poised to capture or herd any promising young mages into her grasp. She was frustrated that, thus far, no mages fitting the description had been discovered and captured although a handful had been executed.

She turned her attention to the corpulent priest making his preparations nearby on the flat-topped hill amid the boulders. He’d been reluctant to leave his haven in Orialan, but she had insisted on his presence and teleported the two of them to the foothills. Zegrath had inscribed a large summoning circle on the ground, the edges of which were illuminated by flickering human tallow candles, as evinced by their pungent odor. Nesnys could have summoned her Triad herself, of course, but she didn’t wish to expend unnecessary power of her own when she had perfectly capable henchman to do the same. Also, the preparations required great attention to detail to avoid unforeseen difficulties, and she grew impatient with the minutiae of such things.

“Are you ready to summon forth my lieutenants, Zegrath?” She needed more powerful minions than the humans already in her service. She felt herself being pulled in too many directions at once, and the much-needed aid of these demons would allow her to focus on more important matters.

Zegrath bobbed his head respectfully. “I am nearly ready, Lady Nesnys. Allow me but another moment.” He studied a scrap of parchment where he had written the three names she had given him, then he folded his hands as if in meditation for a couple minutes.

He took a deep breath and began chanting in the fell speech, the language of the Abyss, to summon the denizens of that black pit. The dark void of a portal opened within the summoning circle, the stony ground becoming rimed with frost from the void’s bitter chill. “I summon thee, servants of Almighty Shaol. Cast off your shackles of imprisonment in the Abyss and traverse the planes to the Prime plane of Easilon. Taananzu, I summon thee!”

A heavy silence weighed down upon them, and the candles flickered as a breeze stirred. Nesnys could sense the arriving presence. Soon, a figure in an inky, voluminous cloak stepped forth from the portal as if the void itself were taking shape. The fiend Taananzu appeared to be an empty set of black robes in the shape of a man, for neither hands nor feet were visible. The only feature discernible within the blackness of the cowl were a pair of eyes glowing a sickly hue of green.

“Bliezahr, I summon thee!” Zegrath cried.

After a few moments, a huge monstrosity lumbered from the portal. Bliezahr towered over Taananzu, a furry batlike head atop a chitin-covered body with four jointed legs and a pair of thick arms ending in massive pincers.

“Scaixal, I summon thee!”

More swiftly than the others, a winged shape streaked through the portal within seconds. It soared upward then struck the cylinder of warding from the summoning circle, bouncing off it in a shower of red sparks. Scaixal shrieked in anger but swiftly recovered his composure, hovering on a pair of broad, leathery wings. The fiend had a cadaverous avian body with leathery skin, a hooked serrated beak, and baleful red eyes.

Nesnys stood tall atop the boulder to address her lieutenants. “Greetings, fellow servants of Lord Shaol. I require your service for this campaign, to sow fire and chaos across this plane of Easilon. In addition to making war, we seek a human child, spawn of Neratiri, the crafty bitch who has assumed control of the Nexus of the Plains. He or she will be around the age of twenty summers and have powerful magic. This child must be brought to me and in turn delivered to Lord Shaol. All other magic users are to be slain.” She would give them the details of her search for the Tellurian Engine later. “Our lord has granted me command, and you shall serve as my lieutenants, my Triad. Each of you knows me as I know you from past campaigns. Your skills are mighty and varied, and such is the reason you’ve been selected. Do not think to cross me, for I have our dark lord’s favor and won’t hesitate to banish you once more. You shall have all the mortal flesh to consume that you could ever desire, provided you obey your commands and perform your assigned duties. All mortals are fair prey save those of my Nebaran army in the black-and-gold colors.”

The three fiends all bowed respectfully. They were all ancient and used to being commanded and understood what was required of them. 

“We have been advised of our roles, Nesnys, and we obey,” Taananzu replied in a hollow voice.

Nesnys smiled broadly. “Very well. Zegrath, remove the wards that my Triad might be freed. Feed well, and then tend to your tasks.” She knew well the overwhelming bloodlust they felt from millennia confined to the Abyss, and her small leniency would ensure their cooperation.

The priest complied, and the fiends scattered into the night, each relishing its freedom, eager to quench its thirst with blood. Once their immediate needs were satiated, they would prove formidable indeed.




















Chapter 17

“What is it, Menard? You find those boys yet?” Lieutenant Riquier asked his second-in-command, who had called him over to see something.

Riquier was still angry at himself for underestimating the skill of the so-called farmer who had bought time for his sons to escape into the woods. His men had finally brought the warrior down, but only after squandering nearly half his remaining men. Riquier’s crossbow bolt through the big man’s chest had finally taken the fight out of him, and he was swiftly cut down after that. The man’s tremendous skill and ferocity of resistance made Riquier suspicious, and he’d ordered a thorough search of the property with the handful of men he’d held back from pursuing the two boys.

Menard knelt beside the big oak tree behind the farmhouse. He turned over a thick calfskin book in his hands that had been resting on a knot of exposed roots. The veteran shook his head at Riquier’s question. “Nay, but we’ve got a dozen men out there searching for them. They’ll shake loose afore long—a pair of foolish youths won’t be able to evade our scouts for long.” He held up the tome. “I reckon you’ll be interested in this.”

Riquier took the book, and his eyes widened. A History of Magic in Easilon it was titled. 

“Mage! I knew that smaller boy didn’t seem right… It was the eyes.” A boy of around a score summers… That’s who we’re to be looking out for. Could very well be the one, especially with such a formidable protector. Finally, a good tip from the spies for once.

He considered for a minute, his excitement building, before issuing his next orders. “Torch the farmhouse, and get the rest of the men into the woods. I want those boys ere nightfall. I’ll drag them to the Inquisition by the stones if I have to.”

As Menard went to convey his orders, Riquier could already see his pleased commanders pinning the rank of captain on his chest at his discovery and capture of the young mage.




***




Taren leaned against the trunk of a big ash tree, chest heaving as he sought to catch his breath. Elyas was breathing heavily as well, but he didn’t look nearly as tired as Taren felt. They’d been running for an hour or more, judging by the sun, which had already passed its apex.

Just when Taren thought they’d gotten away, the sounds of pursuit would pick up again, and they’d have to flee once more.

“Did we lose them yet?” he asked, hopeful this time the answer would be yes. He’d listened but couldn’t hear any signs of their pursuers over their heavy breathing.

Elyas shook his head. “They’ve got a good tracker. It’s the only way they’ve kept up with us thus far. They seem to want us pretty badly, for all those men to keep after us.”

“What the Abyss do they want with us? Why attack the farm? Do they simply want to kill us because we’ve seen their presence here?” That made him wonder how the Nebarans had reached so far into Ketania from the distant empire. They likely landed on the coast and then came north or even, with the right boat, could’ve come up the Krik Run. Leestead was a few days to the south on the coast. He had been to market there on several occasions and knew, with the road and smooth terrain, the march would’ve been easy.

Elyas shrugged. He was more practical than Taren and didn’t care as much about the why as about what to do.

“Where can we go?” Taren continued. “Vonn and Erwan’s farm?” He wondered if Elyas’s friends would shelter them but then realized they’d just be bringing danger down on that family. “Never mind that thought—too dangerous for them. I say we get to Swanford. Gradnik will aid us. He’ll know what we should do.”

“We’ve been running west for over an hour. Swanford is northeast of here. We’d have to slip past their search lines to get there.” Elyas peered around the trunk of the ash tree, again looking for signs of pursuit.

“They’ll catch us before long. Can you take out their tracker?” Taren pointed at the old longbow they used for hunting.

Elyas thought a moment then nodded. “Aye, but it’ll be risky. We’ll have soldiers crawling all over our arses as soon as we do that.”

“It’s our only chance. We need to buy ourselves some time. Without a skilled tracker, we should be able to lose them or at least gain some distance. Once we make it to the road, they won’t know for sure where we went.”

Elyas strung the bow and tested its pull. “That’s a smart plan. Let’s find a good spot to set an ambush.”

“Just so we’re in agreement, once you drop the tracker, we run, right?”

Elyas’s face darkened. “Those whoresons killed my da… and burned our house down. No way they’re getting off without paying for that.” 

They’d seen the smoke through breaks in the trees after running for a time and knew the Nebarans had torched the house. Taren was nearly overcome with sorrow as the memory came rushing back. While fleeing with terror hastening his feet, he’d been able to push the awful memory aside, but since they had stopped, he could imagine Wyat’s last stand, his final act of love to allow his sons to escape. He said he loved me like a son.

His tears started to flow although an ugly rage was stirring just below the anguish. He too wanted to make the Nebarans pay for killing Wyat, but he knew they had to be smart about it. As the situation was, they had no idea how many of their foes were swarming the woods and if additional patrols were nearby or not. Trained soldiers were chasing them, armored and well-armed, whereas the two boys were trained but untested and had only one bow and sword between them. Taren knew Elyas could give a good accounting of himself, but he himself felt useless as he often had since Wyat had begun their training several years earlier.

“We’ll see how many are with the tracker. If there’s more than a handful, we have to run.”

“I’m tired of running.” Elyas had the stubborn look on his face Taren knew well. He could be like an ox that refused to pull the cart no matter if you offered him a treat or the switch.

“Your father wouldn’t want us to die meaninglessly out here in the woods, Elyas.”

“Vengeance isn’t meaningless,” he snapped. “If you’re scared, then I’ll hold them off and you run to your scholarly friend in Swanford.”

“Of course I’m scared. But I won’t leave you to die out here. I just meant that he would want us to look at the greater picture. Would it be better to take out a couple single soldiers at the risk of our own lives or go spread the word, find help, so the Ketanian forces can be mobilized? It’s likely nobody knows that this happened. You can do much more, Elyas. You can join the army as you always wanted to. They need good men now more than ever.”

For a moment, Elyas seemed he might argue further, but then his shoulders slumped a bit. “Aye, there’s sense in that. We buy us some time, then on to Swanford. We can resupply there then head east to the garrison at Ammon Nor.”

Taren nodded, relieved. “All right, that’s good. We’d better find a spot for our ambush—they can’t be too far behind now.”

They continued through the woods, angling northwest as they traversed the bottom of a ravine. Taren didn’t recognize any landmarks in the area and suspected he’d never been this far west in the woods before. Except the time we tracked the wyvern to the Crags… I would think we are near to those.

He spotted a downed tree up near the top of the ridge above. “How about if we sneak up there? The ground is steep, and we can hide behind that fallen tree. They should keep following our tracks and pass right by.”

Elyas nodded. “Aye, that should work.”

They continued onward another few dozen paces until the ravine curved away. There, they made their way up the steep slope to the top of the ridge. They doubled back to the fallen tree and got into position. Elyas laid out three arrows on top of the log. He held a fourth in hand, ready to nock and loose as soon as the enemy tracker was in range.

Taren had a difficult time lying still behind the tree, his imagination running wild with all the ways their ambush might fail. He watched the ravine below through a small gap beneath the log, fidgeting nervously with the pommel of his remaining dagger. He nearly gasped aloud when a stealthy figure dressed in brown and green abruptly came into view in the ravine. The tracker wore leather armor so he could move more swiftly and quietly than the soldiers and carried a strung bow in hand. His eyes darted here and there, from the ground to the path ahead, scanning along the sides of the ravine. Taren held his breath when his gaze passed over their hiding place, but he didn’t spot them. A trickle of sweat ran down his back from nervous anticipation. He tapped Elyas on the leg, and the big man nodded.

The tracker came closer, then Taren could hear others approaching behind him. Three more Nebarans followed a short distance behind, all with loaded crossbows. Their mail jingled, and leaves and twigs crunched loudly underfoot, in stark contrast to the nearly silent tracker.

Elyas nocked his arrow and got to his hands and knees, ready to pop up and fire.

Taren watched the tracker until he was almost directly below them, an easy shot for either of them. “Now,” he whispered.

Elyas rose to a kneeling position, already drawing the bowstring back to his cheek. The tracker froze as soon as he saw movement. He cried out a warning just as Elyas loosed.

The arrow flew true—it thunked into the tracker’s chest, dropping him with a cry. Almost instantly, crossbows were returning fire. Elyas ducked back down, and a quarrel tore a chunk of the log’s bark loose just above his head before thudding into the hillside. Taren heard two more bolts slam into the log.

“I can get them all,” Elyas said. He sat up again, reaching for his placed arrows, but in his nervousness, he knocked the first one over the front side of the log, losing it. He cursed and nocked another.

“Brais, with me!” one of the soldiers shouted. “Keltan, cover us!”

Two of the fighters charged up the steep slope, puffing loudly, shields raised defensively. Loose leaves and soil dislodged underfoot, making it a difficult climb. The third man, Keltan, was reloading his crossbow.

Elyas’s second shot slammed into the lead soldier’s shield. He muttered under his breath and nocked the last arrow while Taren withdrew a couple more from the quiver and laid them on the log, leaving only four remaining. 

Elyas’s third shot hit the lead soldier in the thigh. The man lost his footing, falling and sliding back down. He yelped in pain as the arrow dug deep then snapped off during his tumble.

“Down!” Taren warned.

Elyas dropped back behind the log just as the crossbowman, Keltan, got off another shot. It took a large chunk of bark off the upper edge and missed Elyas by inches.

“Here, you take this. Get that archer.” Elyas shoved the bow into Taren’s hands and stood up, drawing Wyat’s longsword.

The remaining Nebaran, Brais, was nearly on them, breathing heavily as he rushed around the far end of the log. Elyas didn’t wait for him to get a good position—he charged with a bellow of rage.

Elyas’s overhand chop of the sword was blocked on the rim of his foe’s shield, but the impact caused the man to slip a couple steps down the loose slope. Elyas kicked his shield squarely, sending the man flying backward. He tumbled downward and slammed hard into the trunk of a tree, and Elyas was on him in seconds. He swung his sword in a sweeping slash, cleaving into the soldier’s mail shirt. Blood spurted, and the man sagged. His next strike split his head open.

Taren had an arrow drawn back, waiting for a shot at the crossbowman, who had ducked behind a tree to reload. Keltan peered around the trunk at the sounds of fighting, then he leaned around and raised his crossbow as Elyas stormed down the slope.

Taren held his breath and loosed. The crossbowman was suddenly hurled back, slamming hard onto the ground. Taren hadn’t seen where the arrow hit, but he’d been aiming for the man’s face and neck area, the only part exposed. He gathered up the remaining arrows, the quiver, and their pack and started down the slope.

Elyas reached the bottom. Without breaking stride, he drove his sword through the heart of the Nebaran with the wounded leg. After checking to make sure Keltan and the tracker were dead, he wiped his sword off and sheathed it.

“Nice shot,” he called back to Taren.

When Taren reached the bottom of the ravine, he saw the fletchings of his arrow protruding from the crossbowman’s open mouth. His eyes stared blankly at the sky, and gore streaked his face.

Taren turned and retched on the ground, suddenly overcome with revulsion. He wasn’t bothered as much by watching Elyas cut down the enemy, but to see the results of his own handiwork made him queasy.

“No time for weakness, Cousin,” Elyas said. “You did what had to be done—they were trying to kill us. Still are, so we need to move.”

“You’re right. It was just a… shock, I guess.” Taren wiped his mouth and took a drink of water to rid his mouth of the taste of bile.

Elyas was taking the fallen Nebarans’ coin purses. He also took the dead tracker’s bow, quiver of arrows, and a dagger. Realizing the wisdom of this, Taren took another dagger from a fallen man’s sheath to replace the one he’d lost back at home.

Home. But not anymore. A nearly overpowering sadness welled up then, and if not for a shout from somewhere in the distance, he might have broken down right there.

Instead, the two cousins turned and fled farther along the ravine. Thereafter, though, they were heartened by the knowledge they wouldn’t be tracked quite so easily.




***




That evening, Taren and Elyas hid out in a storage shed on one of the neighboring farms. Exhausted after their harrowing ordeal, they had traveled many miles, circling back through the woods to the north and east and then crossing the road. Hoping that would confuse any further pursuit, they decided to try to get some much-needed rest and head to Swanford at first light.

The storage shed was built on the back side of a barn, out of sight of the house across the field and facing away from the woods where they hoped they’d lost the Nebaran troops. Although the folk in those parts were friendly and likely would’ve put them up for the night and fed them, the two young men decided to avoid any of the locals for fear of putting them in danger. The evening was cool and pleasant, and they sat outside the shed by a small cook fire they’d built.

Dinner consisted of boiled potatoes and turnips Taren had grabbed from their root cellar, along with a clump of radishes Elyas had plucked from the nearby field, all dumped into the old cook pot that had been stowed in their pack. Without butter, salt, pepper, or any other seasoning, the meal was unappetizing, but it was all they’d eaten since breakfast, so they managed to finish it off without complaint. Two large turnips, four potatoes, and a small bunch of radishes were left over for the next day.

“We need to resupply in Swanford,” Elyas said for probably the third time that evening. “We’ll never make it to Ammon Nor like this.”

Taren didn’t reply, for Elyas seemed to be restating the obvious. Instead, his thoughts were focused on what he’d do next. He’d always dreamed of going on a grand adventure like those in the tales, perhaps visiting all the distant corners of the map as Vego the Wanderer had over a hundred years earlier. Never would he have imagined being thrust into an adventure as rudely as he had.

He rummaged in the pack and drew out the rolled-up map stowed therein. It had nowhere near the detail of Vego’s map, which he’d seen at Gradnik’s, instead displaying only the southern half of Ketania, with the upper edge ending at Carran, the eastern at Llantry.

He was angry for having lost not only The Battle of Nexus, which Wyat had given him years ago, but also A History of Magic in Easilon. He could picture the latter still sitting where he’d left it on the large knot of roots beneath the old oak tree behind the farmhouse. He’d been reading while the laundry dried. The only book he had remaining was Sir Roland the Bold’s Big Book of Beasts, a volume small enough to have fit in a pocket.

“Well, at least it’s something,” Taren muttered.

Their fire was too small to cast much light, and Taren had to squint at the map. He traced across Ketania the long line of the road that passed through Swanford and continued all the way to Ammon Nor in the east. If the way was clear of enemy troops, it would be the fastest route.

During his inventory of his pockets, he’d found two items of interest: the pair of locator stones he’d taken from the Nebaran spy, along with an item he’d completely forgotten about in the pocket sewn into the inside of his cloak—Gradnik’s Wand of Pyrotechnics.

I wonder if that spy we encountered tipped off those troops. Weeks had passed since Midsummer Festival—enough time to get word back to the spy’s superiors. That lieutenant mentioned something about magic users, didn’t he? He sighed and rubbed his temples, not certain what the inquiry had been but fairly sure he’d asked if any mages were being harbored, and if so, they were to be put to death. They couldn’t have been looking for me—I’m no mage. Unfortunate, for if I was, those bastards would’ve been sorry.

He slipped the smooth stones back in a pocket and turned his attention to the wand. I’ll have to return this to Gradnik. Hard to believe I haven’t seen him since Midsummer Festival. The old man had been quite ill, and Taren hoped he’d recovered. Gradnik hadn’t been in the best of health due to his age even before his illness. As he idly ran his fingers along the wand’s smooth surface, he couldn’t help but think of Yethri and her strange trance when she told him to take the wand. She must have had some of her grandmother’s foresight after all.

Taren sighed, trying to picture the young woman’s face. Thanks to that damned spy, he’d never seen her again since the festival when they’d danced and chatted. She and her grandmother could’ve traveled nearly anywhere since then. He knew his thoughts were foolish, but he hoped for an instant to recall her large green eyes and pretty smile, but he no longer had a boy’s luxury of dreaming of a pretty maiden. His life as he knew it was shattered. Wyat was dead—murdered—and his home burned down, he and Elyas on the run from invading Nebarans. He’d been violently shoved onto the path of manhood, his childhood as much a dream as that wonderful night with Yethtri had been. Enemy troops were searching for them, they were short on food and coin, and he had no clue what he’d do once he reached Ammon Nor with Elyas, only that he’d be on his own.

“You could enlist as an archer, Taren,” Elyas said as if reading his thoughts. “That was a damn fine shot under pressure, taking out that crossbowman back in the woods. I’m sure the kingdom can use archers—and good ones at that.” He was running a rag over the length of his father’s sword, cleaning off bits of dried blood he’d missed earlier. “As an archer, you’d not be in the thick of the fighting.”

“I’d rather seek out my mother,” Taren blurted, the words out before he’d considered them. That once-distant dream of traveling to Nexus and meeting his mother was now possible. He was near enough to coming of age, not that it mattered any longer since it was just he and Elyas, and his cousin had a destination already. The thought of traveling to Nexus felt like the right decision as he thought about it. He had always feared his mother would reject him since she’d sent him away as an infant to be raised by Wyat and Shenai, despite Arron’s claims to the contrary. A year had passed since he’d last seen his Uncle Arron, who traveled to visit them every few years to check in on Taren.

The strange events surrounding his visit to the seeress at the festival had nearly convinced him he truly did have latent magical talent. I just need the right teacher to help me access the magic. Who better than my mother, the ruler of Nexus?

“You want to go to Nexus?” Elyas replied after a long moment. “You should let me go with you. That’s a dangerous place. You’ve heard Da and Arron speak of it before.” He looked conflicted.

“No, I won’t keep you from your path. Your calling is to wield a sword and defend the kingdom. Mine lies… elsewhere, it seems.”

“It’s a long road to Rockwallow.” 

One of two known portals to Nexus was in Rockwallow, a busy trading center along the northern plains, just at the edge of the dwarven kingdoms. It was too far north to even be labeled on Taren’s map.

“I was thinking Llantry, actually. The road isn’t as long from Ammon Nor.” The capital and largest city in Ketania was where the second portal to Nexus was located.

Elyas grunted. “Mayhap you can carry a message to the capital to rouse the army if news hasn’t arrived already.”

“I’m sure word would have arrived by that point. That will take three weeks afoot, if not longer, to reach.”

“And we don’t have coin for horses, either.”

Taren shook his head, dejected at the thought of nearly a month’s walking that lay ahead. Even with the coin they’d taken off the Nebarans, their total was two gold pieces, eight silvers, and a dozen coppers, and that was before purchasing supplies in Swanford. Even one reasonably priced horse healthy enough to make the long trip would cost at least five gold, he estimated. Unless they suddenly came into wealth, they’d be walking.

“Naught we can do but take it one day at a time.” Elyas rose and stretched. “Why don’t you try and get some sleep? I’ll take first watch.” He kicked out the fire and settled comfortably against the wall, Wyat’s longsword resting across his thighs.

Taren pulled one of the old blankets from the pack. He made a pillow from his cloak and lay down on the floor of the shed. The space was barely big enough for him to stretch out, but that wouldn’t pose a problem since they would take turns standing watch in case the Nebaran patrol managed to find them.

Elyas studied the dagger he’d taken from one of the Nebarans they’d killed. He tested its edge with a thumb, nodded to himself, then hummed a tune quietly while whittling on a stick.

In spite of the turmoil running through his head, Taren’s exhaustion got the better of him, and he fell into a deep sleep after only a few minutes.




***




The next morning, Taren and Elyas headed for Swanford before the sun was even up, skipping breakfast as they planned to purchase food in town. The night had passed uneventfully, the only difficulty being the avoidance of boredom and managing to stay awake while keeping watch. The two headed north and, after half an hour, reached the westerly road, which wended its way from Arkil far on the western coast and east along through Swanford. The road would circumnavigate the southern edges of Fallowin Forest and eventually pass through Ryedale and Ammon Nor.

The sun had been up an hour by the time they made it to Swanford. Thus far, they’d seen no other sign of Nebaran patrols. They walked along the town’s main street and were surprised to find a crowd gathered ahead. With a sinking feeling, Taren realized the mob was outside Gradnik’s shop. A few dozen people were crowding around outside the front door, and more were straggling in even as they watched. Many of the people looked to be strangers, as though they’d traveled from some distance to be there.

“What’s this about?” Taren asked a man standing at the back of the crowd.

The man was clearly out of place in Swanford, due to the fashionable style of his tunic and breeches and fancy riding boots. A floppy cap similar to what Gradnik often wore perched crookedly on his well-coiffed head. “The auction is this morning. Old Gradnik passed nearly a month back. Took ’em this long to sort through that clutter and get everything ready so it could be auctioned off. He had no heir or anybody to lay claim to his belongings, so the mayor proclaimed the proceeds go to the town treasury.”

The news hit Taren like a punch in the gut. Poor Gradnik. Oh, gods… I should’ve come back to town to check on him. A stab of guilt at his own selfishness gnawed at him. The last time he’d seen his friend was at the Midsummer Festival, when he’d fallen ill. He’d apparently never fully recovered.

The man noted his distress. “Hadn’t you heard the news, lad?”

“No, I hadn’t. Gradnik was a friend of mine.”

“Ah, sorry to be the bearer of bad news, then. The old rogue was well-liked.” The man shrugged awkwardly and turned back around when the crowd stirred because the mayor stepped outside the store with a scribe and a pair of assistants. “Looks as if it’s about to begin.”

Elyas rested a sympathetic hand on Taren’s shoulder. “Sorry about the old man. I know you were close to him.”

Taren nodded but didn’t reply. He wondered briefly if he could afford any of Gradnik’s items, but he thought better. They’d need every last copper for food and supplies.

“You coming? We need provisions.” Elyas looked at him expectantly.

“I was thinking I’d wait here for a bit. Do you mind getting what we need? I’ll rejoin you shortly.”

“Aye, it’s no matter. I meant to pay Bretta a visit before we leave town as well.”

“I’ll meet you at the Melted Candle in an hour, then.”

Elyas agreed and headed off toward the store to purchase provisions, their light pack slung over one shoulder.

“Taren,” someone called.

He craned his neck and looked over the crowd. Scribe Nawten, a wizened old man, was waving to him from the edge of the porch. He made his way around the crowd and over to the scribe. He knew him to be a close friend of Gradnik’s—the two had shared a glass or two of wine often.

“I’m glad you’re here, Taren. Just a moment, please.” Nawten shuffled back into the store. After a minute, he reappeared with a sack in his hand. “Gradnik left this for you. Said he was waiting to give it to you for your name day, but alas, when he knew the gods meant to take him sooner, he bade me give it to you when next I saw you.”

Taren took the maroon velvet sack from the scribe with reverence. “Thank you, sir.”

“Think nothing of it, lad. I’m just glad I caught you.” He patted Taren on the arm before being called away by the mayor.

Taren walked around to the back of the shop and sat on the stoop as he had so many times before with a book in hand while Gradnik conducted business inside. Voices came from the open doorway along with the clunks and scrapes of aides bustling around and rearranging goods and furniture. Other than the sounds from within, he doubted he’d be disturbed.

The sack was knotted with a ribbon that also held a rolled-up piece of parchment. He untied it and read the parchment, written in his friend’s neat, flowing script.




Dear Taren,

I’m afraid I won’t live long enough to help you celebrate your name day—it would seem the gods are of a different mind. Don’t grieve for me, for I’ve been blessed with many good years and a life filled with more adventure than anyone could hope for.

I’ve been saving these for you and hoped to surprise you for your name day, but alas, I won’t be able to in the flesh. May they aid you in your journeys and help you find your true calling. The ring has long confounded me with its magical glamour, yet I’ve never discovered its proper use. I’m sure a clever lad like yourself shall be able to unlock its secret.

The elves have a saying I’ve always rather fancied: May we meet again someday, in the tranquil glade. Farewell, my friend.




Gradnik




Taren had to wipe a stray tear from the corner of his eye, hearing Gradnik’s voice in his mind as he read. Seeing his friend’s last words really made his death hit home. Gods, who else must die that I called family and friend? Aunt Shenai, Uncle Wyat, now Gradnik.

He sighed then turned his attention to the bag. Inside was a slim tome along with a black ring. The book was sleek, in good condition, with a midnight-blue-dyed calfskin cover and ornate metal-stamped corners. The title Lore of the Elder Ones was stenciled across the front.

By paging swiftly through it, he could tell the volume was valuable by the thick vellum pages and colorful manuscript illumination throughout. The words were foreign, however, and he wondered if he could decipher it.

“I’ll treasure this always, my friend,” he said quietly, fighting back another round of sorrow.

The ring had a curious appearance, in that it was utterly unexceptional. The band was a matte black, fashioned from some type of metal he didn’t recognize, with a square, blank face and no ornamentation upon it whatsoever. Curious, he shifted to his second sight and saw that it indeed carried a latent magic, shining like a small white star in his hand.

Taren folded the letter and stuck it inside the front cover of the tome then returned the book and ring to the sack. He got to his feet and decided he’d better make his way to the Melted Candle to find Elyas.

After coming to terms with the shock of Gradnik’s passing, Taren remembered their current plight. Other than the excitement the auction brought, Swanford seemed ordinary—peculiarly so—in that everyone was blithely going about their daily life, whereas a few miles to the south, enemy troops were attacking and burning farms.

They must have no idea of what is happening.

Taren rounded Gradnik’s shop and happened to see the mayor chatting with a pair of local men off to one side of the crowd.

“Sir!” he called. “Our farm has been attacked!”

The mayor looked at him blankly. “What’s this you’re going on about, lad?”

“Nebaran troops! They came out of the woods and attacked—they killed Uncle Wyat and burned our home.”

The other two men with the mayor muttered startled oaths, exchanging worried glances.

The mayor stared at Taren a moment, his jaw sagging open. “Nebarans? What... Are you certain of that?”

“Yes, sir. Their leader said they were here at the behest of the emperor to claim these lands.” He could see no point in mentioning the fact they were searching for mages.

“By the gods,” muttered one of the men, whom Taren recognized as the local farrier. “We’d best alert the town.”

“How can this be?” The mayor stood shocked, clearly out of his depth in such a crisis.

Taren shrugged, growing impatient. “I wish I knew. I must find Elyas, but please, will you spread the word and warn people?”

“Aye, lad,” the farrier replied, his face gone pale.

Taren jogged toward the tavern, feeling their gazes on his back as he went. They don’t seem too convinced, but what else could I do?

The loud voices of the auction bidders fell away behind him as he approached the Melted Candle. He found Elyas standing on the covered porch out front, the voluptuous figure of Bretta in his arms. The young woman had been crying, and Elyas looked mildly embarrassed by her display, for he himself would never succumb to such emotion in public. He patted her on the back awkwardly when he spotted Taren approaching.

“I must be going now.”

She wiped the tears from her cheeks and pulled his head down, kissing him hard on the mouth. “The gods watch over you, Elyas.”

He smiled sadly. “And you as well, Bretta.”

The woman looked as though she’d break down again. Instead, she hugged him once more then fled back inside the tavern.

Elyas sighed as he walked down to meet Taren in the street. “Well, that went as well as expected, I reckon. And you?”

“Gradnik left a note and a couple items for me.” He glanced around the street, suddenly feeling the need to put Swanford well behind him. “I told the mayor and a couple others what happened, but I don’t know if they really believed me. Hopefully, they’ll spread the word to the surrounding farmsteads.”

“Aye, Kerk at the store looked at me like I’d sprouted a third eyeball in the middle of my forehead when I told him the same.” Elyas spat on the ground. “Not much more we or anyone else can do with no militia in the area.”

Taren nodded, realizing their likeliest bet would be to reach Ammon Nor and alert the garrison. “We’d best be on the road then.”

“Aye. Here.” Elyas handed Taren a pack of his own, filled with a fresh change of clothes, bread, salted meat, a wheel of cheese, and vegetables. “We’ll fill our skins at the well on the east end of town and break our fast on the road.”

Taren gently tucked the velvet sack inside the pack and slung it on his back. They made their way east a couple blocks, past a few rows of houses, and reached the well. Within moments, they had their skins full and were on their way.

The Krik Run flowed languidly along the eastern edge of town, south all the way to Leestead on the Black Channel Bay. They walked across the old stone bridge and moved into the fertile pastures east of Swanford. The road climbed a low hill, and they took a moment to gaze upon the southlands, which they had known their whole lives and were possibly seeing for the last time. In the distance, what looked like a line of ants was marching up the road toward the town although ants didn’t have golden lion sigils and carry steel.

“Time to make haste,” Taren said nervously.

They ran down the hill and followed the road as it wound eastward through more farmland, putting Swanford and the only world they had known behind them in the distance.




















Chapter 18

King Clement Atreus, monarch of Ketania, prepared to march off to war at the head of his army on a beautiful late-summer day, and with the army went Princess Sianna’s heart.

The dam holding back her tears threatened to burst and embarrass her in front of hundreds of lords and ladies, knights, soldiers, and servants packing the bailey of Castle Llantry. She took a deep breath, shuddering as she strove mightily to rein in her emotions.

“Princess, is there naught I can do?” inquired Iris, Sianna’s friend and handmaiden, a distraught look on her face.

Aware that many pairs of eyes were watching her, Sianna dabbed the tears daintily from the corners of her eyes with a square of aqua-colored silk. My duty is to be strong for the sake of the men leaving for war and those remaining behind in the castle.

She couldn’t resist nearly breaking down, however, when the handsome and gallant Sir Edwin had taken a knee before her in the bailey and declared she owned his heart just moments earlier.

“So long as my heart yet beats, it beats for you, Princess. Once we defeat those Nebaran dogs and return victorious, I plan to ask the king for his permission to court you.” The words still filled her mind, and she knew she’d never forget them as long as she lived. The bright-red rose he’d given her was a perfect specimen, its scent a lovely perfume as she held it to her breast. Her auburn hair flowed loosely down her back since she’d given Sir Edwin her ribbon to carry with him as a token of her favor.

She’d always had a girlish crush on the handsome knight for as long as she could remember. Recently, though, he seemed to have taken an interest in her as well, taking the time to inquire after her health and well-being. A week past, he’d escorted her on a walk through the gardens, chatting idly of his home, a province southeast of Berylogne, a cape on the coast of the Azure Sea, the farthest eastern point on the Ketanian mainland. All the while, she’d dreamed of riding horses with Edwin along the beach.

Shock had swiftly turned to delight at his pronouncement, and now she could think of little else even though her father and brothers were also going to war. 

Sianna could already imagine Sir Edwin riding back at the head of a troop of knights when they returned victorious the following spring, the sun gleaming on his golden hair, blue eyes bright with good cheer. His polished armor reflected the light like the purest silver, and his fine steed pawed at the air, nostrils flaring as he broke into a canter. As Sir Edwin reined his horse in before her, he leaped from the saddle and pulled her into his arms, then his lips parted and—

A sharp elbow nudged Sianna in the ribs, jostling her from her reverie. She looked up guiltily, dimly aware of Iris’s mortified face beside her.

“Sianna?” The king was addressing her from a few paces away, one eyebrow raised. 

Her brothers, Sir Edwin, and a dozen aides were all staring at her as she gazed back at them in turn like a moonstruck doe.

Sianna flushed deeply and hurried forward to her expectant father. “Father? I’m sorry, I was simply praying for your safe and triumphant return.” She smiled, and her eyes darted over to Edwin, who grinned at her. Jerard, her eldest brother and heir to the throne, rolled his eyes. Dorian, who was younger than Jerard by a couple years yet five years Sianna’s elder, smirked knowingly.

“Oh, my dear daughter, fear not, for we shall restore the southern reaches of the kingdom and drive those scum from our lands.” The king’s stern face, his “command face,” as her mother referred to it, softened a moment as he looked at her. He reached out and stroked one of her auburn curls. “Fear not, Sianna, I expect we’ll return victorious ere spring arrives.” He glanced around and noted the audience gawking. With just a slight narrowing of his eyes, the aides hurriedly returned to their preparations.

“I’ll pray to Sol for your safe return every day, Father.”

“I know you will, my dear.” King Clement held out his strong arms, and Sianna pressed herself against his broad breastplate, embracing him tightly. He smelled of leather and steel, a scent she’d associated with him for as long as she could remember. “Be strong, and aid your mother in our absence. She’ll rule in my stead until my return.” He stroked her hair with one hand.

“Of course, Father.” She clung to him, suddenly afraid for him to leave, a dark foreboding striking her that perhaps the gods might not favor them in the endeavor. She tried to block off that stream of thought before the tears threatened once more.

The moment passed, too swiftly. Clement gently disentangled himself, holding her at arm’s length. He kissed her on the forehead then walked over and embraced Sianna’s mother, Queen Marillee. He spoke to her quietly for a few moments then kissed her on the lips and returned to his mount and his army. Sianna noted the admirably straight face her mother maintained through it all, beautiful and tear free and regal as any queen should be.

“Citizens of Ketania,” the king boomed, his powerful voice filling the bailey. 

All the clamor and chatter instantly ceased. 

“On this fine summer day, we march to rid our southlands of the foul invaders and free our people from the strife waged by the madman Emperor Ignatius. Fear not, for we shall prevail and return ere spring arrives. Offer up your prayers to Sol that it shall be a swift and decisive victory.” He nodded to Father Ethert, the castle’s priest of Sol, armored for war as the others. “Brave men of Ketania, let us march unto victory!”

Sianna applauded and cheered as did all those present. The raised voices resounded against the stone walls and soared into the clear morning sky. Certainly, nothing could stand before such valorous men, especially with Sol’s blessing upon them.

Sir Edwin raised his hand to salute Sianna sharply, and her breath caught in her throat at how gallant he looked upon his white stallion. The green ribbon from her hair was tied around his gauntlet, where it would never be far from his sight.

With a thunder of hooves, the king spurred his mount forward, Jerard and Dorian following close behind with the royal guard, then Sir Edwin, Father Ethert, and the other knights and lords trailing. They looked magnificent as they cantered from the bailey, out the gate, and down the road, passing through Llantry, the City of Lights. The five hundred mounted men stretched out behind the king in a long line of gleaming armor and brightly colored pennants and surcoats as they snaked down into the city. Ten thousand more soldiers were mustered outside Llantry’s walls under the command of the army generals and Lord Lanthas, the Duke of Carran, all awaiting their king.

Sianna watched as the last of the soldiers filtered through the gates several minutes later, men-at-arms from the castle garrison, many of whom she’d known her entire life. Many of them may never return, she thought sadly.

“That’s enough dallying—back to your posts, men!” The bark of Sir Colm’s orders sent the remaining guards, merely a skeleton crew, bustling back to their posts atop the walls and barbican.

The old captain of the guard saw Sianna and Iris watching and winked at them, the corner of his lips twitching in a half smile, before he turned and marched away to ensure everything was in order.

Sianna smiled and waved before he turned away. She liked the old knight. Sir Colm Bithell had been appointed captain of the guard when Clement took the throne twenty-five summers past, eight summers before she was even born. I wonder if I can talk him into giving me some more training now that the army is gone. Fewer disapproving eyes to witness, now. She grinned mischievously at the thought.

She grabbed Iris’s hand. “Come, Iris. Let’s climb to the top of the tower. We can watch the army march away from up there.”

The two young women made for the Sentinel Tower, the tallest in the castle. Sianna lifted the hem of her dress to her knees so she could race up the stairs without fear of tripping. Iris was able to keep up only until the third floor, after which she began puffing for breath and fell behind.

Sianna reached the top of the tower, sixty paces high above the bailey, and pushed open the door, stepping out onto the circular viewing platform. A tremendous view of the city and surrounding valley opened up before her. Just as she had thought, there, just outside the Llantry walls, camped along the banks of the Slaerd River, was the mass of the king’s army. The men and horses looked like ants from that distance, but she could make out the gleam of sun on shining armor and colorful pavilions and pennants fluttering in the breeze. Off to her right, out in Llantry Bay were tiny dots of white sails upon the sapphire water.

She watched in rapt fascination, leaning against the parapet and breathing heavily, but not an undue amount. Her training with Sir Colm was paying off. That thought brought a flush of pride to her. I’ll show my brothers and the other men that a woman can learn swordplay as well.

Iris, pale faced with a light sheen of sweat, joined her a few minutes later, leaning her forearms on the low wall and panting for breath. Sianna put her arm sympathetically around her slim, pretty friend, and they stood there watching for a long time as the army mustered, formed up, and eventually marched west around the edge of the forest before turning to the south.

Sianna couldn’t quite make out her father or his knights, but she could see the pennants flapping at the head of the army. She let out a loud sigh. “Sir Edwin wishes to court me, Iris. Oh, I shall pray to Sol every day for his swift return!”

Iris stroked her back and smiled politely. She was a couple years older than Sianna’s seventeen summers and wiser to the ways of men. “And I’m sure he’ll return a great hero and make a fine husband, Sianna.” She dropped the princess honorific when they were alone, upon Sianna’s insistence.

“Oh, I just wish I’d have knitted him a scarf to keep him warm in the winter so he will always think about me.” Sianna fussed with a sleeve of her light-green dress, which had snagged on the rough stone of the parapet.

Iris frowned at the loose threads, which would need mending. She straightened Sianna’s dress a bit. “You’ve filled out since you last wore this dress.”

Sianna nodded and smiled. “It’s a bit tight in the shoulders, also.”

“All that playing at swordsmanship,” Iris said with obvious distaste. “If you’re not careful, you’ll be mistaken for a man if you grow too many muscles.”

The princess grinned at her friend, who disapproved of her not-so-secret training. Truly, her figure had changed over the past half year. Even as she filled in her dress with womanly proportions, her limbs were becoming firm with lean muscle and her stomach flatter. Iris might not approve, but Sianna liked her figure and the improvements of strength and endurance that had come with it. The men didn’t seem to disapprove either, from the glances she’d noticed of late.

“Shouldn’t you look for Master Aered for morning lessons?” Iris asked.

Sianna shrugged. “It’s a special day. I don’t think he’ll disapprove if I skip a few lessons.”

“Your mother might not approve.”

“There is that.” Sianna sighed. 

Her mother always stressed that she learn as much as she could, for a woman’s influence most often came by way of the keenness of her intellect, not the strength of her sword arm. Iris had told her once that a woman’s influence came from something else too, a thought that had made Sianna blush furiously.

The infantrymen were still leaving the camp beside the Slaerd River, a long line of ants following the mounted knights and lords, who were well out of sight, obscured by the green curtain of the woods. Without much more to see, Sianna finally relented.

“I suppose we’d better go find Master Aered after all. At least lessons will be shorter today. Then I’ll go pester Sir Colm for some training in the afternoon. What do you think of that, Iris?”

Her friend groaned but followed along as they descended the tower.

“You should join Sir Colm and me to train. We can find you something ladylike, such as a stiletto. What else will you do with Hammond gone off to war?” Hammond was a wealthy young courtier and Iris’s current beau.

“For one thing, that snagged sleeve on your dress won’t mend itself, Princess,” Iris said primly, the use of her title indicating her irritation. “Someone shall have to keep altering your dresses to fit that soon-to-be manly figure of yours if you keep that nonsense up.”

“Oh, hush, Iris.” Sianna put an arm around her waist. “It wouldn’t hurt to know how to at least defend yourself, were something dreadful to happen someday.” 

Iris should’ve been born the princess—she’s much more ladylike than I’ll ever be. Instead, her friend was the third daughter of a minor noble house. Serving Sianna as her handmaiden was a great honor to her family.

Iris snorted in a most unladylike fashion. “I think I’d sooner die of fright if for some reason all the castle men were somehow dead or incapacitated, than get all sweaty and bloody myself.” She wrinkled her nose at the thought.

Sianna grinned, but her merriment faded at the memory of the premonition she’d had earlier. She felt a sudden chill despite the warm summer day.

“Perhaps we should say our morning prayers first, then find Master Aered,” she suggested.




















Chapter 19

Mira stood atop a giant boulder, perched on the sharp apex of a mountain formed like a perfect pyramid. The boulder tilted alarmingly with any minute shift in position, so she was forced to stand at the precise center in order for it to remain stationary.

A dream, she realized. She sensed that below to one side lay a kingdom ruled by order and good. To the other side was another, ruled by chaos and evil. Each side sought to dislodge the boulder and send it crashing down to render destruction upon the other. My duty is to preserve the Balance. To fail means the boulder falls and I plummet with it.

The thought of sacrificing herself was undaunting. The prospect of failing the Balance, however, was. She sat down cross-legged on the rough surface of the boulder. It shifted imperceptibly but maintained its precarious position upon the peak. She slipped into a simple mantra allowing her to focus and calm herself, keeping perfectly still so that the boulder wouldn’t shift. Soon, she reached a plateau in her meditation, one where a great calm settled over her, and her spirit expanded until it was soaring past the confines of her body, encompassing all around her. The valley and the kingdoms below were gone, and she witnessed what was, elsewhere.

She saw an old man, Master Dagun, too weak to walk under his own power, being assisted into the catacombs. Brother Cerador and another monk supported him. The remaining monks all stood lined up as the three walked past them, each saying a blessing or kind word. The time was one of joy, not sadness.

Brother Cerador and the other monk helped Master Dagun into a tiny alcove, barely large enough for him to fit inside. He settled down into a lotus position, his knees brushing either wall. He briefly spoke to Cerador and the other monk, who both bowed in return although Mira couldn’t hear their words. A pair of initiates were summoned forward, and they began to brick over the alcove with Master Dagun inside. Mira sensed time accelerate, and the alcove was sealed up. Inside, Master Dagun’s heart no longer beat within his breast. His flesh had become a brass-colored effigy, preserved as he had been. His spirit had Ascended to a higher plane on his journey.

See now, child, that which has already been.

The words were as faint as a wisp of smoke curling from a doused candle, yet Mira sensed them. She felt her mind guided gently, then a face filled her vision. A young man with dark shoulder-length hair and striking rust-colored eyes sat beneath an old oak tree near a small farmhouse, a book in his lap. Instinctively, she knew he was the one she sought, Neratiri’s son. He looked up as another man approached, this one perhaps a couple years older and brawny of build. She could sense their closeness by the familiar way they spoke, brothers or friends, she assumed. The first young man’s form shimmered and glowed, casting off a golden radiance that made Mira squint.

Mira’s senses pulled back, and the men fell away, and she was soaring up over the land as a bird. The golden glow remained, at first a small pinpoint on the land, but then she saw a single tendril, glowing like a shaft of sunlight streaming outward until it merged with others, followed by more rays all expanding into an enormous skein, each of the beams of light intersecting and interlacing with all others across the land, small wefts forming one immense whole.

The Weave! Excitement rushed through her at its awesome beauty. Soon, the entire world below her was canvassed by an intricate webbing of intersecting lives and fates.

Now you see, Miralei, came the faint voice, that of he who had once been Master Dagun but was now Ascended to another life. Follow the Weave, my child, and save him.




***




Mira jolted awake in the night. For a moment, all she could see were a startling pair of golden eyes shining in the darkness, staring at her, unblinking.

After a moment, she regained her bearings. Whisper sat on a bough at the edge of the small clearing, gazing down at her. Kennitt regarded her over the dying embers of the campfire.

“You’d barely fallen asleep. I’ll wake you for your watch in a few hours,” the old ranger said.

“I saw it! I saw the Weave,” Mira said excitedly, forgetting all about trying to sleep. “It was in a dream… Master Dagun showed me the boy we seek.”

“Weave? Master Dagun?” Kennitt looked confused. “’Twas a dream, as you said, nothing more.”

“It was more than a dream,” she insisted. “He’s young, a score of years, perhaps a bit younger. Dark hair, eyes the color of rust. Academic, likes to read. And he travels with another, a brother or friend, I’m not sure about that. Big and strong, a couple years older.”

Kennitt regarded her with raised eyebrows. “Well, it’s more than we had to go on when we left, I reckon. Did your Weave show you a signpost or anything so we know where to look?”

Mira shook her head. “No. Alas, I just saw him sitting beneath a tree near a small farmhouse.” She thought hard on the vision, particularly her view as a bird soaring overhead: a glimpse of farmlands and forest, and in the distance… “Mountains to the north and west, perhaps a week’s travel. Could have been the Arkada Mountains. And the farmlands had woods nearby. I don’t know much other than that.”

“The Arkadas to the north and west, farmland and forest a week’s travel from there. Hmm.” Kennitt thought a long time before nodding slowly. “Well done, Mira. I have an idea where to focus our search. A town called Swanford. There are surrounding farms in the vales throughout the area. We should reach it in three or four days.” The ranger gave her a rare smile then stared into the embers for a long time.

Mira tried to fall back asleep, but she tossed and turned, excited by her revelation. Hopefully, this means I’ll be able to see the Weave for myself now.

She had just managed to drift into a half sleep when Kennitt roused her to take watch.




***




On the fourth day after Mira’s dream of the Weave, they began coming across abandoned settlements. At some, the residents had clearly left in a hurry—dishes were still on the tables, as was half-prepared food. Cows lowed in the fields, needing to be milked. At others in which the residents had fled, their homes had been torched.

The worst were the farmsteads where the residents had been fallen upon, unsuspecting. They had been attacked, murdered, their bodies left to rot in the yard or in their beds, their homes torched.

A dull anger pulsed inside Mira at the signs of the Balance being upset. Innocents had been murdered for no reason that she could determine.

“Same as the others,” Kennitt said after studying tracks around the latest burned farmhouse. “Soldiers came upon them from the south—questioned or cut them down, torched the house, and moved on.” He spat on the ground.

Mira walked a short distance away from the blackened remnants, finding a nice spot in the grass, and sat down in the lotus position to meditate. Twice since her dream, she’d been able to see the Weave, leading them south and slightly east from the Arkada Mountains, in the general direction of Swanford as Kennitt had guessed, although they were still a bit west of the town. “I shall try to observe the Weave again,” she said.

Kennitt nodded. He’d become accustomed to her frequent stops to meditate. “I’ll search around for any food left behind.”

Mira chanted a mantra silently, stilling her mind and soothing her unsettled emotions. She tried to picture the Weave, that intricate golden web overlaying everything. Try as she might, it wouldn’t appear to her. After some time, she gave up in frustration.

“I found some eggs in the henhouse and some onions in the garden.” Kennitt regarded her from a short distance away.

“You had better luck than I,” she said. “At least we shall have food for our bellies later. Let us continue.”

Later that afternoon, they came across a refugee family heading east along a narrow road, little more than a dirt track.

“Where are you heading?” Kennitt asked them.

“Swanford. There’s Nebaran troops swarming the southlands like maggots on a corpse. It ain’t safe ’round here no more,” one farmer said. He had a donkey hitched to a cart. In the back were his wife and three children, along with whatever food and belongings they’d had time to gather up before leaving.

“There many more farms south of here?” Kennitt asked.

“Aye, a handful more before the forest. Don’t know any more past that. Many miles south is Leestead on the sea. Likely burned to the ground and Nebaran ships filling the harbor.” The farmer glanced southward nervously as if he could see the masts from where he sat.

“Good luck to you, friend,” Kennitt said.

Seeing that Kennitt and Mira were still heading south, the farmer asked, “Why you headin’ that way, if you don’t mind me askin’?”

“Looking for a couple lads of about a score of years. One of them is slender with dark hair and rust-colored eyes. Educated lad, tends to do a lot of reading. The other one is big and strong.”

The farmer scratched his head. “Sounds like it could be Wyat’s boys you’re thinkin’ of. I’d check with Elon—he’s the next farm south if you keep headin’ that direction. His boys are friends with them, I reckon. Can’t miss it. They were just packing when we went past.”

Kennitt thanked them, and they continued on. Mira dared feel hopeful for the first time since her dream.

They reached Elon’s farm after another half hour. Two stocky boys were loading up a cart with a mule hitched to it, under the supervision of an older man. A woman sat on the drover’s seat.

Mira studied the boys a moment but quickly decided they weren’t the right ones. The age was right, but neither had the right build or eye color, nor did they look particularly learned.

“You’re going the wrong way, friends,” the farmer, Elon, said by way of greeting. “Naught but trouble down south.”

“So we’ve heard,” Kennitt replied. He then asked of the young man they sought.

“That sounds like Taren, Elyas’s little cousin,” one of the boys spoke up.

The father glared at him for interrupting, but the lad paid no attention.

“You know them?” the ranger asked.

“Aye, sir. Elyas is my friend. So’s Taren, I guess.” He shrugged and looked at his brother, who nodded. “Thing is, old man Dendo saw some soldiers coming off their land—dressed in black and gold. Sounds like those Nebaran bastards that’s makin’ trouble to the south. Hope they got away.” After a moment, he flushed uncomfortably at Mira’s intent look. “We was plannin’ on going to see if they were all right, of course, but Da wanted us to pack up and all first.”

“What are you looking for them for?” the second youth asked.

“They’re in danger,” Kennitt replied.

“Everyone’s in danger, times being what they are and all,” Elon said. “Been hearing talk of those imperial dogs showing up and burning farms and such to the southwest. The neighbors have left, and I’m no fool to stay behind and keep my family in danger.”

“Aye, that’s probably wise,” Kennitt agreed. “Not much better to the west—we’ve passed a few torched farms on the road here. Folks killed in their own home. ’Twould seem these bastards are forming a horseshoe around Swanford, flushing everyone in that direction like game. You’d best make haste.”

They wished the family well after getting directions. Although Mira was sure the young men, Taren and Elyas if Elon’s son had identified them correctly, had already departed, she wanted to see the farm where he had grown up and get a feel for what he was like. Perhaps that small amount of knowledge would help enhance her focus on the Weave.

After crossing some fields and passing through a neck of forest, Mira and Kennitt arrived at the small farmstead where the young man she sought had lived. She knew it right away by the old oak tree although the farmhouse had been put to the torch and was unrecognizable.

“Oh, no,” Mira whispered when she rounded the burned-out ruins and saw a corpse.

The body lay where it had fallen before the door of the farmhouse, bloated and putrefying from remaining in the sun for what must have been several days. The corpse was pierced with many wounds and had at least one quarrel protruding from it. Mira could imagine the man—large of stature and with a head of gray hair, judging from the remains—holding off the Nebarans and buying the boys time to escape. On the ground surrounding the dead man were dark stains from what must have been quite a fight, and the dirt was marked with bootprints and drag marks.

Her anger simmered at the thought that the man, apparently a father figure to Taren, had bravely sacrificed himself to save them and now lay there rotting in the sun like an animal carcass.

“Over here.” Kennitt stood at the edge of a mound of loose soil, what had likely been a mass grave dug for the attackers, whose corpses were missing. The ranger examined the dirt and tracks then the charred remains of the house and corpse. “Four or five days gone now. That’s quite a lead, especially since we’ve no exact idea where they were headed although seems they ran toward those woods. The Nebarans likely would’ve forced them back toward Swanford as they have the others.”

Mira was nearly overcome with sorrow, staring at the remains of the man. “We must provide him a proper burial,” she decided. “He died nobly, defending hearth and home. I owe it to him, for Taren’s sake.”

Kennitt looked as though he’d object but thought better of it. “I’ll look for a shovel,” he offered.

Bits of charred wood crunched underfoot as Mira walked carefully through the ruined farmhouse. There was little that had survived the fire. The walls and roof had caved in. She found smashed pottery, an old knife, blackened remains of furniture, and an ironbound chest, scorched and smashed and apparently looted. In the far corner, she nudged aside a burned pallet, somehow knowing Taren had slept there—feeling a closeness to the young man she’d never met. Beneath the pallet was the remains of a book.
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The words on the cover ended at the blackened edge where the right side of the book had burned away. The binding and inner two-thirds were still intact. Mira gently thumbed through it, the pages stiff and crackling, but what remained was still legible. She noted it was a retelling of the Battle of Nexus and imagined Taren must have read through it many a time.

This must have been precious to him.

Mira stepped outside again, wiped the soot off the book as best she could, and tucked it inside her pack. Kennitt had returned from the barn with a shovel.

“Looks like they slaughtered a pair of cows and all the chickens, but there’s an old horse in its stall. I say we set it free—will probably find its way to a neighboring farm, where someone else can care for it. Assuming anyone is still around, other than invaders.”

Mira nodded. “Let’s find a place to bury this man.”

After walking the property for a few minutes, they found a small cairn near the woods. A simple marker read Shenai, Loving Wife and Mother on it.

Mira took the shovel and dug a grave in the soft soil beside the cairn where Shenai had been buried. Kennitt found an old horse blanket in the barn, in which they bundled the remains and placed them in the ground. By the time they had buried the body and built a cairn of stones over the grave, the sun was low in the sky.

“I don’t know who you were, but I sense you were a good man, a father and protector. May you rest in peace and receive the blessing of whatever gods you worshipped.” Mira placed a sunflower on the grave.

Kennitt put a hand on her shoulder. “That was a nice touch, lass.”

She nodded, filled with sorrow for a man she had never even known. “We should stay the night, out under the stars here. In the morning, perhaps I will have a bearing to follow.”

The old ranger nodded. They set camp in the southern field, near a stream that flowed out of the woods. They recovered some squash and tomatoes from the garden, which Kennitt grilled up along with the eggs and onions. Once he added some spices from his pack, they had a tasty meal.

Mira offered to take second watch, as was customary. She lay down and fell asleep after a short time. Her dreams were filled of a simple life on a farm, tending to animals and crops—all in all, a peaceful, untroubled existence. She couldn’t remember much of it but wondered if she had gained a new closeness to Taren by experiencing his life to a small degree. When Kennitt woke her to take watch, she was hopeful she’d sense the Weave and be able to locate him.

Once the ranger lay down in his bedroll, she looked up at the stars for a long time, wondering if Taren was watching the same stars at that moment, many miles away.

Mira meditated. She sought to recapture the feeling of nearness she had felt during the day, after having found the book beneath the ruined bed, and also during her dreams. After a time, she felt a warm sensation flowing through her. In her mind, she saw the golden strands enveloping the small farm, extending to the woods and to the north, where she sensed a town lay several miles away. Most importantly, she sensed a strong beam pulling on her, extending to the northeast. She couldn’t again recapture a vision of Taren and his surroundings, but she knew a direction now. If they didn’t tarry, they could gain some ground by traveling a straight path, for she sensed his path had been twisted and winding, being forced in different directions by his pursuers.

When Kennitt awoke, she would have some good news to impart for a change.




















Chapter 20

The Nebaran Inquisition entered the hamlet of Halstead before dawn. Roughly three dozen soldiers occupied the tiny village, which in truth was little more than a collection of small farmsteads. The inquisitors traveled in an octet and were dressed in livery distinctive from the regular army soldiers. They wore long sable greatcoats with stiff-necked collars and gold trim along the sleeves and stripes up the legs of their breeches.

In the history tome Taren had purchased from Gradnik, he had read a short passage about the Inquisition and their notorious reputation for stamping out witches and mages in the early days of the empire. The Inquisition was feared for its brutality and its lack of concern for innocents who might be swept up in the wide net it cast. The group had been nearly disbanded under the previous emperor, to the best of Taren’s knowledge, yet here they were in this small hamlet of a couple score of people. He had no way to be sure of the purpose of their appearance, but the words of the Nebaran lieutenant back at the farm haunted him. “All magic users and those of magical talents are to be put to death. Are you harboring magic users?”

Mages were still regarded with fear and mistrust in the lands of Easilon but had been at least tolerated until then. The exception was Vallonde, the small neutral kingdom along the western edge of the continent where a powerful cabal of mages ruled the state and magical talents were encouraged as long as mages registered with the government.

What madness has this emperor succumbed to, unleashing the Inquisition? And where in the Abyss are the Ketanian forces to drive out this invasion? Taren and Elyas had seen no sign yet of any unified Ketanian forces during their brief flight as they sought to outrun the patrols scouring the southlands. The Nebarans appeared to have been free to burn and pillage at will across the south of Ketania, thus far.

And now this. And they’ve got an ogre, of all things. Taren peered through a knothole in the wall of the barn where he and Elyas were hiding. Soldiers shouted and threatened villagers at sword point, rounding them up and driving them to the center of the commons, where they were forced to sit or lie in the dirt. The soldiers had arrived suddenly as the sky was graying, swiftly setting a perimeter around the hamlet before they began dragging people from their homes. The noose had tightened before Taren and Elyas could even think to escape.

The cousins had arrived the past evening, following five days of travel since Swanford, hungry and nearly out of food save for a few scraps of salted meat. The only game they’d found to eat along the road was a pheasant Elyas had brought down with an arrow the evening prior to their arrival in the hamlet. They were forced to travel overland north of the road after spotting a Nebaran patrol marching in their direction, and continued northeast until reaching Halstead. Upon their arrival, a kindly couple had invited them to dinner and allowed them to stay in their barn overnight in exchange for a few coppers, which they happily parted with. Taren had hoped they could purchase some extra food to take along after breaking their fast, but with all the activity in the village, that wouldn’t be happening.

We’ll likely be captured and tortured along with the others.

Elyas shifted impatiently a few feet away, where he was also peering through a gap in the boards, his knuckles white on the hilt of his sword. He’d become increasingly ill-tempered over the past few days, impatient and irritable and in a rush to reach Ammon Nor. Taren could understand his feeling of impotence—he too wanted to strike out at their enemy, but so far, they’d been outnumbered and forced to flee at every turn, weary and hungry.

The High Inquisitor sat impassively upon an enormous black steed, waiting for the residents to be herded into the square like sheep. Beside him hulked a ten-foot-tall ogre. The burly humanoid shifted his bulk from one foot to the other in barely concealed excitement. The beast wore a ragged pair of breeches and a vest of hairy brown hide. From beneath his heavy brow ridge squinted a pair of small, beady eyes. A thick club the size of a tree trunk was clutched in one hand. Seemingly out of place on such a brute was a large sable cape with the insignia of the Inquisition, a golden device with a sword above a burning candle.

Illumination and penance, he thought, remembering the Inquisition’s motto.

“Good morning to you, good folk,” the inquisitor called out with barely any accent, his voice smooth and cultured. He nudged his horse forward and studied the gathered villagers.

Six other Nebarans in the same livery as the inquisitor and the ogre ringed the frightened villagers, with swords drawn. The ordinary army soldiers kept their distance, seemingly wanting little to do with the inquisitors. Taren could see the elderly couple who’d showed Elyas and him hospitality among the group, the husband with his arm protectively encircling his wife’s thin shoulders. The townsfolk all were terrified, yet a few faces also registered anger and defiance.

“I am High Inquisitor Tellast. We have word that a fugitive magic user has been hiding in the countryside around these parts. His Majesty, Emperor Ignatius the Third has decreed all magic users heretics to be scoured from the face of Easilon. I know nobody here would be so foolish as to harbor a renegade mage, am I correct?” He waited for a reply.

The villagers looked around, frightened and confused, some shaking their heads, but none voiced a reply.

When Tellast saw no response was forthcoming, he gave a curt nod and continued. “This mage, who travels with a warrior, ambushed a patrol of His Imperial Majesty’s troops at a farmstead a few days to the west of here. That farmstead was not so different from those outlying this community. Several good, loyal men were murdered in cold blood, their bodies left to the scavengers.”

A realization struck Taren, with it a sinking feeling in his gut. They found the book. They think me a mage because of the damned book I left back home. And now these people are about to pay the price. This bastard twists the truth to try to gain their cooperation. He hoped the couple wouldn’t sell them out even if they figured they were the ones the Inquisition sought.

“You have exactly five minutes to turn this fugitive in. If not, then it will not go so well for your village. I’ll have to take a more… personal approach, shall we say?” Tellast pulled a shiny timepiece on a slender chain from his pocket and observed it. “Think over your responses very carefully!”

He nudged his horse back a few paces, nearer the ogre.

“Me get to ask questions now?” the ogre asked, his voice a deep rumble. Drool dripped from one corner of his broad, thick-lipped mouth, and yellowed tusks poked up from his lower jaw.

“Not yet, Glurk. I have hope these good folk will wisely make the honorable decision and truthfully answer our questions.”

The ogre’s face fell. “Me hope not. That no fun.”

Taren could only chalk up to Sabyl’s luck the fact he and Elyas hadn’t been spotted up in the hayloft when a pair of soldiers had poked their heads into the barn during their search earlier that morning. The men had seen only the horses stabled inside and glanced into the stalls before leaving, one of the soldiers cursing the inquisitors under his breath. Taren had said a quick thank-you to Sabyl for the Nebarans’ laziness in not searching it more thoroughly. However, that seemed only a momentary reprieve. Only one brief word from the village folk would alert the inquisitors to their presence.

He wondered if they could flee out the back of the barn. A quick glimpse had revealed no visible soldiers around the rear though they were actively patrolling the village. The barn didn’t have a back door, but he figured he and Elyas could loosen a couple boards and squeeze through although the noise might draw any soldiers within hearing range.

If we do get away, these people have no chance. They’ll be beaten and tortured until they confess to being shapeshifting goats if that’s what the inquisitor wants to hear. Damn it—and there’s no way to fight them all either.

He looked at Elyas’s face flushed with anger and thought that even if he could convince himself to escape, his cousin would be difficult. The big man was tired of fleeing and feeling powerless. He wanted someone to answer for Wyat’s death, and the price would be blood. And these simple townsfolk could have been any of the same people they’d known their whole lives. To abandon them was cowardice.

Time ticked by, and the townsfolk shifted anxiously, eyes fearful. Taren caught the older couple glance nervously at the barn a few times and was afraid they would either turn them in or the inquisitors would notice their glances. Sweat trickled down his back as he waited, frustrated and not knowing how to help.

Should I turn myself in? Will they torture and kill me if I do, or will they simply capture me and take me elsewhere? He had nearly convinced himself the better option would be to take his chances by surrendering rather than watch innocent people be harmed, when Inquisitor Tellast spoke up.

“Your time has expired! Where is the renegade mage?”

Nobody answered although the townsfolk exchanged nervous glances. Tellast nudged his horse forward, nearly trampling a pregnant woman, who scrabbled away.

“You’d best answer me now, or Glurk asks the questions. You won’t like that much, I assure you.”

“We haven’t seen any mages around these parts,” an older man spoke up. He had thinning gray hair, sun-browned skin, and the sturdy build of a farmer or laborer. “We don’t get many visitors out here.”

“Ah, someone who isn’t shy. And who are you?” Tellast asked in a jovial tone.

“I’m Rhett, the alderman of this village.” Rhett had a resigned look on his face, yet he stood fast before the inquisitor’s icy gaze.

“Well, Rhett, I think you may be misremembering. Either that, or you’re lying to me. Either way, I think your memory needs some prodding.” He waved a couple fingers at the ogre, who lumbered forward eagerly. “Take my friend Rhett to that barn so we can discuss his faulty memory in private,” Tellast commanded.

Glurk reached out and roughly seized the alderman by the arm, his fist enveloping the man’s entire forearm. A sharp snap sounded, and Taren winced. Rhett made a strangled cry before the ogre lifted him into the air by the arm and stomped toward the barn. A woman screamed and tried to follow but was restrained by a couple neighbors.

Taren hurriedly ducked down in the nearest stall. He lay flat behind a small stack of hay. “Elyas, get down,” he hissed.

For a moment, Elyas looked as though he would argue. A mixture of emotions warred on his face before he reluctantly took cover in the next stall.

The barn door banged open with nearly enough force to shake the entire building. The frame cracked, and the door sagged as one of the hinges tore loose from the wood. The horses in the barn whinnied nervously, snorting and stomping.

Glurk came to a stop a few long strides inside the door, about ten paces from Taren, waiting impatiently as Tellast followed. The inquisitor dismounted outside and entered the barn.

Taren saw why Tellast favored such a large steed—the diminutive man was barely over five feet in height.

Glurk released Rhett, and the man stumbled and fell on his backside, clutching his broken forearm to his chest. His nervous glance darted back and forth between the ogre and the inquisitor.

“Now that we can speak in private, why don’t you tell me what you know of the mage?” Tellast asked cordially.

Rhett shook his head. “I already told you, I haven’t seen any mages around these parts. Whoever you seek hasn’t been through here.”

Tellast sighed. He sat down on an overturned wooden bucket a short distance away from Taren. “Glurk, I think he needs his memory jogged.”

The ogre grinned, showing crooked yellow teeth resembling tombstones. He reached down and ripped off one of Rhett’s shoes then brought a huge foot down. The alderman screamed as his bones snapped like dry twigs. When Glurk lifted his foot again, Taren could see Rhett’s foot had been crushed almost entirely flat. Broken bones jutted through the skin, and blood leaked onto the ground.

Taren had to clamp a hand over his mouth, for he nearly cried out in horror. He gripped the hilt of his dagger so hard that his hand started cramping up. A glance over at Elyas in the next stall showed the big man’s face a mix of anger and anxiety. He apparently couldn’t see the damage to Rhett’s foot.

Come on—think! We need to get out of here somehow. If we can draw them away, the village might be spared. He glanced past Elyas and saw the nervous movement of the nearest horse. Four animals were back there, all unnerved by the ogre’s presence. We could possibly escape on horseback, but we’d have to ride bareback. He and Elyas had ridden Wyat’s old draft horse bareback around the farm before, but never at a full gallop with soldiers in pursuit. Desperation, but it might work.

“My, you’d better think harder before you answer again, Rhett.” Tellast wagged a finger at the alderman.

Taren turned his attention back to the inquisitor, studying the man’s narrow face and cold gray eyes. The Inquisition—one of the most hated factions to ever walk the face of Easilon. They would eradicate mages simply for being who they were. He imagined his hands going around the man’s scrawny neck and throttling the life from him.

The beginnings of a desperate plan began to come to Taren.

“I repeat my question: what do you know of the fugitive mage lurking in these parts?”

Rhett’s eyes filled with a resignation that tugged at Taren’s heart. The alderman remained silent and simply shook his head. He obviously didn’t know of Taren and Elyas’s presence and was well aware no answer he could provide would satisfy Tellast.

The inquisitor gestured to the ogre. Glurk grasped Rhett by the thigh and shoulder, lifted him overhead, and dropped him to the floor. Rhett groaned as a dislocated joint made a sharp pop.

While Glurk and Tellast kept their attention on Rhett, Taren crawled over to the slats of the next stall where Elyas knelt. The big man’s face was red with fury, and his knuckles were white on the hilt of his sword. He opened his mouth, but Taren spoke first.

“I have an idea to get us out of here,” he whispered, wincing and having to raise his voice slightly over Rhett’s renewed cries. “Hopefully, we can get them to chase us from town and leave the people be.”

Elyas nodded slowly, a hopeful gleam in his eyes at the prospect of doing something besides hiding like a coward.

“Let the two closest horses out of their stalls and spook them. In the confusion, I mean to put a dagger to that inquisitor’s throat. We’ll take him hostage and force his men to maintain their distance while we get to the edge of the forest. Then we’ll ride off on the other two horses. We can let that bastard go outside of town.”

“I say we just kill the scum. What about the ogre?”

“He won’t do anything unless his master tells him.” Taren hoped that was true.

“And we’ll steal the horses?”

“I think it’s a small price to pay for the townspeople’s lives in return.”

“Aye.” He nodded. “Sounds risky, but I don’t have any better ideas.”

“Best do it now before they kill the poor man.” Taren gripped his cousin’s shoulder.

Elyas nodded then crawled over and squeezed his bulk through the slats and into the next stall. The horse within stomped and snorted but then calmed when he patted its neck.

Rhett’s cries abruptly choked off and the latch on the stall door squeaked loudly in the sudden silence as Elyas eased it open.

Tellast glanced over his shoulder for a moment, eyes squinting as he peered into the shadowy rear of the barn. Glurk apparently hadn’t heard—the ogre’s eyes gleamed feverishly as he stared down at Rhett’s broken form. His excited panting was as loud as a bellows.

Elyas was crouched down, frozen in place, his eyes wide and brow shiny with sweat. Taren could feel a cold sweat on his own back as the moment hung there poised, full of danger.

“Why don’t you just kill me, you Nebaran dogs?” Rhett cried, spitting a glob of bloody saliva at the ogre. “I told you I don’t know nothing, and I won’t know any more by your pet beast beating me to death.”

Tellast turned back around, staring hard at Rhett. “That’s unfortunate you feel that way. Perhaps your wife or children will prove more cooperative.”

Taren waved to Elyas, who slipped the stall door open. The next door across the aisle, fortunately, made little sound, and he eased it open as well. Elyas nudged the two horses into the aisle between the stalls.

“Yaaah!” Elyas bellowed at the top of his lungs, swatting the rumps of both horses. The animals bolted for the open barn door, charging toward Tellast, Glurk, and Rhett.

The inquisitors spun around in shock as the two horses barreled toward them. Tellast nearly fell off the bucket as he lurched to his feet, reeling away until he backed into the wall of the barn. Glurk merely stood staring stupidly. Rhett remained hunched over on the ground, holding his head in his hands.

The horses gave Glurk as wide a berth as possible, leaping over Rhett and streaking out of the barn.

Seeing his opportunity, Taren dove through the boards of the stall. Tellast’s eyes widened when he saw him. He reached for his sword just as Taren hit him with his shoulder. Although slender of build, Taren was bigger and heavier than the inquisitor, and his charge slammed the man back against the wall. The inquisitor grappled with him, but Taren had the advantage of surprise. He kneed Tellast in the stomach and wrenched his dagger from its sheath.

Glurk bellowed and lumbered toward Taren, one huge fist the size of Taren’s torso cocking back for a swing that would crush him to pulp.

Then Elyas was there. He shouted and jabbed his sword into Glurk’s upper arm. The ogre roared and pulled away, blood leaking from the wound.

“Halt or I kill him!” Taren cried. He held his dagger to Tellast’s neck. “Tell your ogre to stand down!”

The inquisitor stared coldly at Taren for a long moment, but then a look of fear crept into his eyes. Strangely, Taren saw pinpricks of fire reflected in Tellast’s eyes, as close up as he was, as if someone had lit a candle nearby. The inquisitor broke his gaze and looked over at Glurk, who stood with mouth agape as he watched the blood streaming down his forearm in fascination.

“Move aside, Glurk,” Tellast commanded after a long, dramatic pause. 

“He stab Glurk!” The ogre scowled at Elyas. “Glurk mash him to goo.” He looked toward his huge club leaning by the door.

“Aye, and I’ll stick you again,” Elyas replied, but he didn’t look quite so sure of himself now that he’d lost the element of surprise.

“Step back, Glurk.” Tellast turned his attention back to Taren when the ogre complied, although with the demeanor of a sullen child. “You’re the one we seek. Fool boy, you won’t escape—I’ve got more than two score men outside. This village is surrounded.”

Taren ignored him for the moment. “Get those horses, Elyas. We’ll ride bareback. Just bridle them.”

Elyas looked at him strangely for a moment before he did as Taren bade him.

Tellast chuckled, a dry unpleasant sound. “This gets better and better.”

“Be quiet.” Taren jabbed him with the tip of the blade, just enough to break the skin. A thin bead of blood appeared on the inquisitor’s pale neck. Tellast hissed but didn’t speak.

Elyas returned with the two horses after what felt like the longest couple minutes of Taren’s life. When Elyas finally led the mounts forward, he let out a long breath. Elyas carried both their packs and had his sword still in hand. He looked at Taren a moment then shrugged and swung himself onto one of the horse’s backs. The animal threw its head and snorted but seemed docile enough.

How do I get on the horse without letting this bastard go?

Tellast must have realized his dilemma, for he grinned at Taren. “What now, mageling?”

“We’re leaving. Send your ogre outside. Elyas, keep the reins of my horse.” He gripped a fistful of the inquisitor’s coat and shoved him. “Let’s go. Don’t try anything, or you’re a dead man.” He realized trying to keep the knife to Tellast’s throat would be extremely awkward, so he settled for gripping his collar with one hand so he could guide the man, keeping the tip of the dagger prodding his back.

They stepped outside, Glurk in the lead, followed by Tellast and Taren, then Elyas with the two horses. After only half a dozen steps outside, all eyes had turned to them. The villagers and soldiers all looked surprised at the unexpected development. For a long moment, the silence was thick enough to hear the rustle of a crow’s feathers as it glided down from atop the barn to a fencepost a short distance away. The bird watched the situation as curiously as everyone else, likely hoping for the prospect of a meal from the brewing violence.

“The situation is beyond your control, boy,” Tellast said. “You won’t get out of here alive unless I command it.”

“You’d better command it then, because you’re coming with us.”

As if their conversation broke some spell, Nebarans began coming toward them with swords drawn—the rest of the inquisitors along with a handful of regular troops.

“Keep back or I kill your leader!” Taren warned, but winced when his voice cracked. Surely in all the epic tales, neither Uncle Wyat nor any of his brave companions’ voices ever cracked.

Tellast laughed his dry laugh again. “I’m not going with you, mageling. Hear me, men—these boys do not leave here alive, except in chains. I think this one hasn’t the stones to kill me, but assuming he does, you capture him and hurt him but make sure he remains alive. The warlord wishes to see this one.”

“Glurk hurt boys?” the ogre asked eagerly. He stood a few paces away from his master, shuffling his feet anxiously.

The Nebaran soldiers were moving to cut off any potential escape, already encircling them to the left. Their right was clear, for the moment, although a squad was moving in that direction.

Damn it, this wasn’t supposed to go this way. Taren looked around, trying to gauge their best chance for escape. Nearly a dozen men were armed with loaded crossbows. None of the soldiers had mounts except for the inquisitors, but all their steeds save Tellast’s were grazing in a pasture a bowshot away.

“Taren, we better go now,” Elyas warned.

“Come on.” Taren pulled on Tellast’s collar, prodding him with the dagger, but the inquisitor resisted.

“Take them!” Tellast commanded. He started walking forward, arms raised.

Taren held onto his collar. He’d either have to kill the man or let him go. Crossbows were being pointed at them from all around. The soldiers had closed off the gap on the right, a full score now surrounding them and more advancing by the moment from the opposite end of the hamlet.

The dark trees of the nearby forest loomed a bowshot away, promising concealment and escape. But how to get there past the soldiers?

Elyas nudged the horses up close on Taren’s right. “Taren?”

Of all the oddest possible things to think of in that moment, the thought of Yethri popped into Taren’s mind. Beautiful Yethri, who he’d never see again. Her mouth formed words in his mind. “Take the wand.”

Of course. Knowing what he had to do, Taren yanked on Tellast’s collar, hard. The inquisitor stumbled back into him. He raised his dagger and drove the pommel into the back of Tellast’s head, dropping the man to his knees. In the next instant, Taren leaped for the horse. It shied sideways when he grasped its mane, but fortunately he managed to get his leg across its back.

Then everything happened at once. One of the other inquisitors shouted a command. Glurk bellowed in anger at the sight of his master down in the dirt. Elyas and Taren sent their mounts leaping forward toward the line of soldiers between them and the forest. Nebarans loosed their crossbows, and bolts streaked through the air. One dug a gash in Taren’s thigh. Another shot past his head. He and Elyas ducked low on their mounts as they charged forward. Taren pulled Gradnik’s wand from his pocket.

“Firrsu!” he cried, remembering the command word Gradnik had spoken. 

He aimed the wand at the soldiers before them. A pair of them hadn’t yet fired their crossbows, drawing a careful bead on him, and he knew they wouldn’t miss. Others were awaiting them with swords in hand.

Streaks of scintillating light erupted from the wand, bursting into small explosions of blue, red, and gold in the midst of the soldiers before them. The Nebarans cried out, staggering away, some blinking, temporarily blinded. Taren aimed the wand to his left and unleashed more pyrotechnics at the knot of inquisitors running for their mounts. They threw themselves to the ground almost comically as green and orange starbursts erupted around them. The next burst sent the inquisitors’ horses scattering, racing away farther down the pasture.

Elyas shouted a warning from up ahead. Two soldiers remained, moving to block their escape, one with a crossbow, the other with drawn sword. Elyas swung his sword at the crossbowman, who raised the weapon as he was ridden down. The sword flashed, and the bow split apart, as did the crossbowman’s head. Elyas’s next swing took the swordsman’s hand off at the wrist, the weapon spinning through the air, still clutched in his hand. Blood spurted from the soldier’s wrist as he fell away. Then Elyas was past the disorganized line of soldiers and galloping into an open field, Taren right at his heels.

Taren glanced over his shoulder to see more Nebarans running after them, along with Glurk. The ogre’s huge lumbering strides kept him within a dozen or so paces.

Another burst from the wand sent colorful starbursts right at the ogre’s face. Glurk yelped and swatted at his face and head as if being attacked by an angry swarm of hornets. He ran blindly away, trampling a Nebaran soldier beneath him. The others scattered to avoid the small explosions and maddened ogre.

Taren turned forward again just in time to see the thick bough of a tree rapidly approaching his face. He gave a startled yell but was just barely able to duck in time. The bark parted his hair and gave him a painful scrape along the scalp.

Then the two of them were plunging into the cool, shadowed forest. The farmstead was quickly obscured from sight by the trees and bushes. Pursuit swiftly dropped off behind them, the shouts and cries of the Nebarans disappearing in the distance. After galloping on for several minutes, Elyas finally slowed his horse to a walk, and Taren’s mount slowed as well.

“By the gods, we got away!” Taren had a wide grin on his face as he rode up beside Elyas. “I don’t know how, but we bloody well did it!”

Elyas turned and looked over, his face pale and clammy. He opened his mouth to say something, but then his eyes rolled back. He lost his balance and tumbled from his horse.

Taren was off his mount in an instant. A streak of fresh blood glistened down the flank of Elyas’s horse. He knelt beside Elyas, and only then did he see the crossbow bolt lodged deep in his cousin’s ribs.




















Chapter 21

The raucous squawking and squabbling of scavengers slowly pierced the dark shroud of death. Hard on the heels of the commotion was the overpowering stench of the battlefield. Rotting flesh, offal, excrement—all were present en masse, an overpowering reek prodding the stomach to empty its contents.

Creel could’ve remained under the pall of darkness for some time longer, for he should’ve been dead, yet the century-old magical experiments that sustained him wouldn’t grant him even that simple peace.

Thus, he awoke to an unpleasant welcome. A nearby flutter of wings was followed by a painful pinch on Creel’s ear as a scavenger’s sharp beak tore at the soft exposed flesh.

The pain was a rope that reeled Creel back to consciousness, hoisting him from the depths of a dark well.

He gasped, shuddering fully awake, and instinctively swatted at the crow. The bird, startled that he was still alive, took to wing with an annoyed squawk in search of a meal that wouldn’t put up any resistance, for those were plentiful enough. Creel’s arm struck the crow’s tail, knocking a dirty black feather loose.

That shooing motion was the best he could manage, for a wracking pain stabbed through him, originating in his spine and spreading into his extremities, sending him into convulsions. He lay there on the soft ground, face in the cold mud, squinting against the bright daylight as spasms shook him.

Gods, how long has it been? A day or two after the battle, judging from the pain. And I had my last potion the day prior to that. He briefly wondered if the pain would eventually kill him if he neglected to assuage it with his soothing elixir. The longest he’d ever managed to go without was five days, and the pain had been truly debilitating.

The effort to remain awake was too much, and Creel drifted back to a semiconscious state, images of shadowy figures and stabbing swords flooding his mind.




***




Full consciousness returned some unknown hours later, his sharpened instincts alerting him to potential danger. A boot squelched in the mud nearby, and he heard the quiet breathing as someone stealthily moved about. Cracking his eyelids, he saw dusk was settling, a splotch of orange and yellow on the horizon the only remainder of the sun’s descent. His body was cold and achy from lying in the mud for hours, perhaps days. Rain must have fallen earlier, for the mud was soft again.

“Bloody well been picked over already,” a quiet voice muttered nearby, somewhere out of Creel’s line of sight.

Armor jingled, and the person grunted, then a heavy object hit the ground with a thud.

Scavengers of a different sort—this type after coin instead of a meal.

“You findin’ anything, Ferret?” This voice was different, calling from a distance away.

Creel saw a figure about fifty paces away standing up and looking in his direction.

“Nay, not even a damned copper,” the second person, Ferret apparently, responded from nearby.

Creel guessed Ferret to be a young boy, judging from the pitch of the voice.

“Keep lookin’. Mudge’ll be pissed if we don’t bring him nothing.”

“Mudge can ram a rusty rake up his arse sideways,” the boy muttered quietly, so that the other couldn’t hear.

Mud squished underfoot near Creel’s ear, and he felt someone’s breath on his exposed neck then nimble fingers pawing at his belt. After a curse, hands seized his shoulder and heaved, trying to roll him over onto his back.

Creel allowed himself to be rolled over. He gritted his teeth as the arrowhead was driven deeper into the meaty part of his back near the spine, a bright spark of pain that sent a surge of adrenaline through his veins. He abruptly opened his eyes and seized the corpse robber’s wrist.

“Coin purse is long gone—someone beat you to it.” Creel squeezed the boy’s wrist hard.

The robber, Ferret, let out a startled squeal. The scrawny boy’s brown eyes, large beneath a mop of dark hair in a thin, dirty face, went wide with alarm. He tried to pull away, but Creel’s grip was too strong. He yanked Ferret down across his chest and clamped a hand over the boy’s mouth before he could shout for his companion’s aid.

“Ferret? What was that? Sounded like ya near wet yerself.” The other boy laughed loudly.

“How long since the battle?” Creel asked Ferret quietly. “Don’t scream, or I’ll break your wrist.” He slowly removed his hand from the boy’s mouth.

Instead of giving an answer, with his free hand Ferret jammed the blade of a small knife into the meat of Creel’s forearm. He obviously thought his surprise attack would loosen his grip on the boy’s arm, but he was mistaken.

Creel grimaced at the newest source of pain and gripped the front of Ferret’s dirty tunic, yanking him down and slamming him to the ground, rolling over and pinning the boy.

“That wasn’t very nice, lad,” he growled. “Answer my question, lest I get angry.”

Ferret’s wide eyes went from the knife jutting from Creel’s bleeding forearm, to his face. The boy’s eyes held an edge of cunning, not only the fear Creel had expected. This one’s not so easily cowed.

After a tense moment, Ferret relented, relaxing in Creel’s grip.

“Battle ended day afore last,” he said sullenly.

“And the Nebaran army?”

“They were mopping the ground with your lot till reinforcements came and pushed them back. Last I heard, they retreated to the southeast a few miles.”

“My lot, eh?” Creel snorted in amusement. He was surprised the motley force had been able to hold—the contingent of reinforcements must have been sizable. “The Ketanians are your people too, are they not? The Nebarans are the invaders here, last time I checked.” He released the boy and sat up, looking around. He could hear the rustling of crow feathers and squeaking of rats among the corpses.

Ferret scurried away from him a few feet yet made no move to flee, eyeing him with something between resentment and curiosity.

Creel’s many injuries, save the arrow wound in the back and knife jutting from his forearm, had healed some time ago. The ache in his bones and spasms of pain would never go away and would incapacitate him soon enough, yet for the moment, they were tolerable.

I need to return to the Disarmed Bandit, gather my gear, and hit the road.

He plucked the boy’s knife from his forearm, studied it a moment, then tossed it beside Ferret with a flick of the wrist. The knife landed point-first in the mud, wobbling slightly. Fortunately, nobody had stolen Creel’s old boots yet. He knew a few spare coins were tucked inside, enough for a warm meal and some strong spirits to muddy the memories of the battle, assuming he could drag himself all the way back to the Disarmed Bandit.

Creel groaned and lurched to his feet, his muscles and joints achingly stiff from lying in the cold mud for over two days. A spasm of pain made him stagger, but he regained his balance, putting hands on his knees.

“How the Abyss are you not dead?” Ferret asked in disbelief. His eyes ran over Creel’s gashed tunic and the dried blood caking the dozen wounds to his chest and belly and back.

“The gods must’ve been watching over me,” he answered bitterly. He remembered being the last one standing amidst a group of Nebarans then taking an arrow in his back, their swords slashing and stabbing into him, and swiftly falling to their blades.

Palam or one of his cockless bootlickers shot me in the back—bloody arseholes. The thought of taking revenge on the captain wasn’t as welcome a thought as he’d imagined it would be. He wanted nothing more than to begone from there. Fool decision, not leaving Ammon Nor sooner.

The arrow still lodged in his back was a painful reminder that the wound wouldn’t heal until the shaft was removed. He reached for it, groaning at the stab of pain, his fingers tickling the edge of the broken shaft, but he couldn’t quite grasp it.

“Hold still.” Ferret rose smoothly to his feet. He grasped the shaft of the arrow and yanked.

It tore free of Creel’s back with a fresh burst of agony. 

He grunted in response. “Thanks, lad.”

“I’m no boy, just so you know.” Ferret glared at him with annoyance before tossing the arrow aside.

Looking closer, Creel could see how he’d been mistaken. The short, boyish haircut, dirt-streaked face, and soiled, baggy tunic and breeches had made him assume Ferret was a boy. He saw now she was a girl, her age perhaps anywhere from thirteen to seventeen summers, he guessed. She had the malnourished look of a street urchin.

“Apologies, lass. My senses are a bit disoriented is all. It’s been a bloody rough couple of days.” He tried to gauge his surroundings to determine the way back to Ammon Nor. Putting the fading smudge of sunlight on the horizon to his left, he faced north and prepared for the long walk back to town.

“Ferret, who the shite is that?” Ferret’s companion stood a dozen paces away, watching them warily.

“Some tough bastard that didn’t die when he shoulda,” she replied.

“Well, leave him be, and get yer arse back to searching for coin for Mudge. I want to be away from here afore it’s too dark.”

Ferret sighed. She glanced at Creel one last time from beneath her long bangs. She looked as if she’d speak but then shrugged and turned away, returning to her work.

A clump of bushes rustled a few paces behind the boy, and a humanoid shape lurched out.

Creel reached for his sword, but it was gone, lost somewhere in the mud among the corpses. “’Ware, lad!”

The boy looked around, turning too late, just in time for the ghoul to latch its filthy claws into his back. He squealed in pain and terror. The ghoul tore into him with its teeth, ripping chunks of flesh from the boy’s back and neck. It bore him to the ground, screaming. Several more ghouls approached in the twilight, loping toward them with surprising speed.

Creel’s eyes darted around, finally finding a notched sword on the ground—not the one he’d carried into battle, but it would do. He snatched it up just as the first ghouls were charging him.

“Run, lass!” He didn’t look to see if Ferret obeyed, stepping forward to meet the first ghoul. 

Its eyes bulged from its head, long purple tongue lolling out of a mouth filled with needle-sharp teeth. Its flesh looked to be rotting off, similar to a zombie, yet he knew ghouls retained a feral intelligence and were quicker and deadlier.

Its filthy black claws slashed at him, but Creel sidestepped, striking its head from its neck with a quick slash of his sword. The creature took two more steps forward and fell in its tracks.

The second ghoul sprang with uncanny speed, trying to bear Creel to the ground where its teeth and claws could be put to best effect. He dropped to the ground and, as it leaped over him, brought his sword around in an arc and cleaved open its belly. It landed, staggering, and the stinking ropes of its entrails spilled out. He drove the sword through its chest to finish it.

“Behind you!”

Creel yanked on the sword, but it had lodged in the sternum, which cost him an extra second to wrench it free. By that time, claws were slashing his back, and he could smell rotting meat on the ghoul’s putrid breath. He drove his elbow into the ghoul’s face, rocking its head back, and tore free from its claws, which he knew from experience contained a poison that could incapacitate its victims.

Wonder how well I’d regenerate from pieces inside a ghoul’s belly, he thought drolly.

He could feel the poison burning in his back already as he turned to face it. Need to make this quick.

A flash of silver came from off to his right, and a small knife lodged in the side of the ghoul’s skull. It staggered momentarily, shook its head as if it were a brawler recovering from a powerful haymaker, then resumed its attack.

The ghoul snapped at Creel’s face, but he brought the sword up. Teeth shattered as it got a mouthful of steel. He hacked off its jaw then split its skull on the next stroke.

The remaining ghoul had apparently had its fill of the boy. It spotted Ferret, who no longer had even her small knife, and charged at her. She ran but, after a few paces, stumbled over a corpse and fell.

The ghoul moved with its great loping strides, clumsy looking yet eating up great amounts of ground. It poised for one last spring onto the fallen girl.

Creel leaped and slammed into the ghoul’s side, hitting it midair just before it landed atop Ferret. The two of them went down in a heap, the ghoul snapping and clawing at him savagely. He recoiled at the touch of its spongy rotting flesh beneath him. He rolled free, kicking it in the jaw and knocking it back down, then drove the sword through its throat, pinning it to the ground.

The monster twitched and snarled for a few moments before it went still. Creel hacked its head off for good measure.

After a moment, he let out a long breath, resting hands on knees. Spasms of pain rushed through him in waves, making him dizzy when combined with the ghoul’s poison. At that moment, he wanted nothing more than to sink into oblivion.

“What were those things?” Ferret sat a couple paces away, horrified gaze locked on the monster.

“Ghouls. Drawn by the corpses. Those fools should’ve buried or burned them, but judging from the commanders I’ve crossed paths with, they’re either incompetent or simply don’t give a damn.” Creel spat on the ground before straightening up. His head was pounding, and he felt woozy. “Are you all right, lass?” He extended a hand to help Ferret up.

“Aye. Just twisted my ankle a tad.” She accepted his help and stood, wincing as she favored her left ankle.

“Thanks for your aid. Good toss of that knife.” Creel walked over and removed the small knife from the slain ghoul’s skull. He wiped it off on his breeches and handed it back to her. “And here I thought that’d be better for nothing more than skewering a rat.”

Ferret smiled at the praise and sheathed the knife in her belt. “I’ve learned to use it well enough if Mudge or one of those other bastards tries to lay their paws on me.”

Creel smiled wearily. “Aye, I don’t doubt that. Sorry about your friend there.”

She shrugged. “Harold wasn’t really my friend. Just another of Mudge’s boyos.”

“Why do they call you Ferret?”

“I chose that name myself.” She puffed up with pride.

“That so? What about the name your parents gave you?”

“Didn’t know my father, so my mother gave me a name I didn’t much care for. She was a whore and died of the pox six summers ago. After that, I changed my name and have been on my own since then.”

“A survivor—I could tell from when I first saw you. This the way back to town?” He pointed to the north.

Ferret nodded, falling into step alongside him. They walked for several minutes, Creel remembering the Ketanian forces had made a stand in the fields a few miles south of Ammon Nor.

“What say I buy you a warm meal for your aid, Ferret?” He knew he could’ve handled the ghouls on his own, but he figured the scrawny lass could use some food in her belly as much as he could.

She looked at him warily, but he’d already seen the way her eyes had first lit up. “Fair enough, but don’t be getting any ideas of trying to take advantage of me.”

He laughed. “Wouldn’t dream of it. In fact, I’ll probably pass out from my wounds and the poison from that ghoul’s claws before I even finish my meal.”

Ferret glanced at his arm. “What wounds? Who the Abyss are you, anyway?”

The stab wound in his forearm was already healed, and the arrow wound in his back had that itching sensation that meant it was nearly mended. The poison would take a while longer to be purged from his system.

“Dakarai Creel. Until two days ago, I was a monster hunter before I had a… disagreement with one Captain Palam. Unfortunately, that didn’t work out so well, and I spent a night in the gaol before being pressed into service in defense of the kingdom.”

Ferret seemed to chew on that a moment. “Palam’s a pig’s arse, from what I hear.”

Creel chuckled. “Aye, that’s a fairly kind way of putting it.”

“What kind of name is Dakarai Creel, anyway? That’s a strange one. Where you from?”

“That’s a long tale. Perhaps to be told over a nice, hot meal.”

“Huh. How ’bout I just call you Dak?” She glanced at him sideways with a mix of insolence and mischief.

He flinched as if she’d slipped a stiletto through his ribs, but he managed to keep walking. A sideways glance at Ferret revealed the girl’s sharp eyes hadn’t missed his reaction. “I suppose if you must. Only one person’s ever called me that before… an old friend.” He steered his thoughts away from Rada to focus on the present.

Ferret was silent for a long moment, sensing he didn’t want to discuss the matter further. She shrugged then shot him a suspicious look as a thought occurred to her. “Thought your coin purse was plucked already. How are you meaning to pay for our meals?”

Relieved at the change of topic, Creel smiled. “I’ve still got a few coins on my person. Here’s a tip for you—check the boots next time.”

“Reckon I’ll do that. This corpse robbing is all new to me. Wasn’t till today I started that trade.” She clearly wasn’t pleased with the change, judging from her expression.

“Probably not a good idea to keep at it with ghouls about.”

“Aye, except Mudge won’t like that.”

Creel grinned at her. “Next time he tells you to do it, tell him to go ram a rusty rake up his arse—sideways.”

The two of them had a good laugh at that. Ferret seemed to relax, and they walked in comfortable silence. It was well after dark by the time they reached Ammon Nor.

Guards manning the palisade gate let them pass without incident, likely thinking them mere beggars or refugees by their ragged dress. He noted the streets were crowded with people—many of them obviously refugees.

Ferret seemed to approve of his decision to go to the Disarmed Bandit. The smell of spiced potatoes when he pushed open the door was the best thing imaginable.

“Master Creel! Oh, gods, I thought… You look…” Enna trailed off, eyes wide and mouth agape at Creel’s appearance. The common room was fairly empty as the bulk of the day’s customers had already cleared out.

“As if I died on the battlefield?” He chuckled. “Aye, close to it. Would you be so kind as to fetch a couple plates of food for myself and my friend?”

“Aye, ’course I will. On the house—I’ll not hear of charging you. The usual to drink?” She nodded at Ferret, who waved in reply. The two must have been acquainted with one another.

Creel nodded, meeting the barmaid’s smile with one of his own. “And a cup of hot water.” 

She bustled into the kitchen, and Creel slumped into a chair with a groan. Ferret slid into the chair across from him.

“Why did Enna offer you food for free?” she asked.

“You’re a curious one, aren’t you? Too much curiosity is like to get you killed if you aren’t careful, you know?”

Ferret shrugged. “I’m plenty careful. If I weren’t curious and hadn’t roused you, I’d likely be in a ghoul’s belly about now.”

Creel chuckled. “Aye, reckon so. ’Tis a long story about Enna, but to make it short, I defended the lady’s honor when no one else would.”

Ferret looked at him with raised eyebrow. “You talk strange… act strange, too. ‘Defended the lady’s honor.’ Who does that anymore?” She snorted a laugh, making Creel grin in response.

“Aye. I reckon the world’s changed a bit since my time.”

Enna returned with their drinks. Creel thanked her and took a big swig of the fiery spirits. He tried to muster the strength to go to his room to get his satchel of reagents, but found that a losing battle for the moment.

“Water?” Ferret scowled at her cup. “I’ll take what he’s having.”

“You will not, young lady,” Enna snapped.

“This’ll put hair on your chest, lass,” Creel said. “Doubt you’d want that.”

Ferret snorted but drank some of her water.

Enna regarded Creel for a moment, twisting her apron in her hands. “Your gear is still in your room where you left it. I-I just wanted to thank you… I didn’t get the chance…”

Creel waved her off. “Don’t mention it. I was shocked none of these locals stood up for you.”

Enna sighed. “They’re all afraid about being conscripted.”

“And your husband?”

A smile warmed her face. “He’s well, thank the gods. Survived the battle. Reinforcements came from Llantry—the vanguard of the king’s army. Word is the Nebarans aren’t eager to test our mettle again.”

They’re waiting for their main force to catch up, he thought but didn’t want to worry her any more. “That’s good to hear.”

Enna went back into the kitchen to check on their food.

A spasm of pain ripped through Creel, and he gripped the edge of the table, lowering his head so Ferret wouldn’t see.

The sharp-eyed girl noticed anyway. “Your wounds still paining you?”

“Aye. And the ghoul’s poison.” He stood up, wobbled, and clutched the edge of the table before his head cleared.

“You needing something?” she asked.

Creel sighed and sat back down. “Aye. Would you do me a favor? Fifth room on the right, second floor. Grab my satchel for me?” He fumbled in his pocket for a key, but it was gone, likely lost in the mud on the battlefield. “I, uh, can’t find—”

“I got it.” Ferret waved him off. “Be right back.”

He briefly wondered if she’d steal his gear and make off with it out the window. As weary and hurting as he was, he barely found the energy to care. The spirits were warming his belly nicely, and he wanted nothing more than to get drunk and collapse in his bed. He was in desperate need of a bath, but that might have to wait.

Ferret reappeared more quickly than expected, setting his satchel on the table. “Nice sword and armor. Might want to use those next time you go into battle.”

Creel tried to think of a witty reply, but at her sarcastic look, he simply laughed. “Aye, hopefully there won’t be a next time.” He opened the satchel, picked out a pinch each of dried nightshade, henbane, blood moss, and ginger root, then mixed them into the hot water to steep.

Just as he finished preparing his brew, Enna brought out their food, plates heaped high with slabs of roasted goose in gravy and a mound of spiced potatoes.

“These potatoes are the best,” Ferret mumbled around a mouthful.

“Aye, that’s why I make it a point to stay here whenever I pass through.”

They didn’t speak again as they polished off their plates until they were clean enough to be reused without washing. He briefly wondered where the young girl packed away all the food, for even as starved as he was, he had difficulty putting it all down.

He sipped at his elixir, and the pain eased after a time. Enna refilled his glass of spirits more than once, perhaps thrice, he couldn’t be sure. Once his head was buzzing pleasantly, he figured he’d worked up the strength for a bath after all—then right to bed, and he planned to sleep in.

Ferret yawned and got to her feet. “Thanks for the meal, Dak. Guess I’ll be seeing you around town.”

“I was planning on leaving in the morn.” Creel found himself walking her to the door. “You got a place to stay?”

“Aye, I stay with the others at Mudge’s. Well, it ain’t really his, but he and his boys took it over when the family that lived there got ran off. There’s a bunch of us stay there now, from time to time anyway.” She opened the door and walked backward while she was talking until she was jostled roughly by a couple of men.

“Oi, watch out, you clumsy little shite!” One of the men aimed a backhand at Ferret, but she ducked out of the way with a street urchin’s swiftly learned agility, which came from years of practice in avoiding the authorities.

She spat a curse at the man, who Creel belatedly saw wore a blue-and-white uniform, dirtied and bloodied. The man’s face darkened, but before he could react, Ferret waved goodbye to Creel and turned and ran, disappearing swiftly down the alley beside the inn.

Unfortunately for Creel, a whole group of soldiers were watching the brief altercation. Six of them were there, a few of whom he recognized.

“Anhur’s sword, ain’t that—” began the soldier who’d taken a swing at Ferret.

“Our peasant hero,” a second voice finished. The speaker was tall and blond, with a swollen, crooked nose. “By the gods! How in the Abyss are you still alive? I watched you get run through, many times.” Captain Palam’s face was as white as a sheet.

“After you put an arrow in my back, you mean?”

Palam flushed and then, after a moment, regained his wits. “Seize him, men!”

Creel didn’t have the energy to resist. The gods must have surely been displeased with him, for all the shite luck he’d had of late. The soldiers seemed somehow in awe of him and didn’t even bother to rough him up. They merely seized his arms and marched him away to the gaol.

As they dragged him down the street, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Ferret’s curious face watching from the mouth of the alleyway.




















Chapter 22

“Elyas!” Taren shook his cousin by the shoulder, trying to rouse him, but the big man didn’t reply. 

His breathing was shallow and his skin cool and clammy. The quarrel had lodged between two ribs although Taren couldn’t be sure how deep it went. A couple inches, he assumed. Elyas’s tunic and breeches were soaked with blood.

“Ah, damn it! This was my fool plan, and now you’ve paid the price.” He tried to think what Wyat had said about arrow wounds before, for he’d received just about every type of wound a warrior could at some point in his life.

Prepare for heavy bleeding once you remove the shaft, I think he said. That made sense since the arrowhead might tear an even larger exit wound if he pulled it free. As it was, the shaft was plugging the wound and preventing it from bleeding even worse.

Taren used his dagger to cut through Elyas’s tunic so he could lift it away. Blood oozed from the wound, the skin swollen an ugly purple around the wooden shaft, and he assumed there was internal bleeding. He tore a couple strips from the blanket in his pack and wound them around Elyas’s torso as best he could though he had difficulty lifting the big man to get the bandages in place. After several long minutes, he had the bandages wrapping the wound and protruding quarrel as best he could. He briefly wondered when his cousin had put on so much muscle mass—he had to be the size of Wyat in his prime.

If I start a fire, I can cauterize the wound. But that would mean having to cut the quarrel free. He didn’t relish that thought.

One of the horses snorted, and Taren remembered their pursuers weren’t going to be far behind. Already, the footmen were likely searching the woods, and the inquisitors had probably recovered their steeds.

We’ve got to put more distance behind us. It was still only morning. He wanted to keep going a couple more hours if they could manage. Once deep in the forest—he tried not to think about the tales he’d heard about the Fallowin Forest and the hostile elves who called it home—pursuit would be easier to evade.

Taren took a long drink from his water skin then splashed some in Elyas’s face. He sputtered awake, squinting and blinking slowly as he looked around.

“Elyas! Come on—we need to keep going. Can you ride?”

His cousin regarded him for a moment as if he’d sprouted wings. The look of confusion faded, and he looked around. “Where…? What happened?”

Taren breathed a sigh of relief. “Drink some water.” He held the skin up, and Elyas drank deeply. “You took a quarrel to the ribs and fell off your horse. Do you remember?”

Elyas shook his head but gently fingered the bandage. “Hurts like the bloody Abyss.” His breath had a hitch in it that Taren didn’t like.

“Those inquisitors can’t be far behind. Can you ride?”

“Aye. I’m not some bloody milksop nobleman.” Elyas grunted with pain when Taren helped him get to his feet. He wobbled a moment as Taren supported him.

Elyas’s stolen horse nuzzled him when they approached it. 

The big man patted the horse on the neck. “You’re a good boy.” He studied the horse a moment then looked around. “Over there.” He pointed at a thick log beside the path a short distance away.

Taren took the reins, and Elyas leaned heavily on his shoulder as they labored the short distance to the log. By the time they reached it, both of them were breathing heavily. With Taren’s help, Elyas stepped up on the log then clumsily threw himself onto the horse’s back. He wheezed sharply in pain and wobbled for a moment before catching his balance. The animal grunted and took a couple sudden steps sideways but bore his weight placidly.

“You gonna be able to stay there without falling again?”

Elyas shrugged. “I’ll make it work as long as I can. Come on.”

Taren mounted up, and they continued along the path through the woods. It wended around, passing through an occasional clearing, and they followed it for a couple miles before coming to a stream. They let the horses drink, and Taren refilled their water skins.

“We should get off the path… too easy to track here.” Elyas pointed upstream, which lay generally in the direction they meant to go—east. “Let’s follow this a ways and cut through the forest.”

Taren agreed, and they walked the horses along the shallow stream, trying to keep to the water to hide their tracks. Fortunately, the stream had a flat, sandy bottom and didn’t pose any threat of injury to the horses.

Soon, they departed the stream and moved deeper into the sylvan landscape. As the day wore on, the trees grew larger and fuller. Huge oak, maple, and elm trees soared overhead, their thick canopies often blocking out the sun as the men continued onward. Taren kept looking over his shoulder, expecting pursuit, but the way was clear. Despite that, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.

Elyas called a halt early that afternoon, his face ashen and covered in a sheen of sweat. How he’d made it that long, Taren didn’t know, but that must have taken a heroic effort. They walked their mounts to a small, sheltered dell, and Taren tried to help his cousin dismount, but Elyas was much too heavy and collapsed with a groan. Taren helped prop him up against his pack and get as comfortable as he could. He hobbled the horses and cleared a firepit then set about gathering dried leaves and deadwood. Within a short time, Taren had a small fire burning. At Elyas’s suggestion, he placed his broad-bladed dagger in the flames.

While Taren waited for the dagger to get hot, he stared into the flames, trying not to think about Elyas’s wound, fearing it was more severe than he thought. What will I do if a lung is punctured? He’s not hacking up blood yet, so that’s a good sign, I think. However, the purple bruise from where blood was leaking internally was concerning. Cauterizing the wound would likely stop only the external bleeding.

Twilight neared, and his thoughts strayed further as he delayed the inevitable, afraid he’d botch what he had to do and Elyas wouldn’t survive. I’d be the only one left, then. Everyone I’ve cared about gone… Wyat, Shenai, Gradnik… Sabyl, please let him survive this. I don’t know how I’d go on alone.

“You’d better get on with this,” Elyas said, interrupting Taren from his thoughts. His cousin’s voice was weaker. He hadn’t had any appetite when Taren offered him the last few strips of salted meat, which was unnatural for him. Elyas had drunk some water and passed out for a time while Taren made camp. “Use your dagger to cut out the quarrel. Once it’s out, jab my dagger in the wound and cauterize it good, or else I’ll bleed out fast.”

Taren knelt beside him, grimacing at the soaked-through bandage. He peeked beneath it and saw the swollen, purpled flesh. “How do you know this will work? From the looks of it, you’re bleeding inside somewhere… could be the liver or something.”

Elyas met his eyes steadily. “If so, then I die quick. What other choice have we got? I won’t make it another day like this.”

Taren nodded grimly, fear clenching his gut. “Wish we had some alcohol to douse it with.” He drew his own dagger and got to his feet. He turned to retrieve Elyas’s heated dagger, then stumbled back in shock at the sight of a man who appeared silently out of the gloom.

To be exact, he was not a man but an elf. He had long brown hair and almond-shaped green eyes, slightly tilted. Fanciful tattoos were traced across the angular planes of his face, and his ears tapered to points. He wore green and brown woodland garb and held a bow with an arrow nocked and aimed steadily at Taren’s chest. His stern expression could have been carved from oak, and his motions were quick and graceful, inhuman somehow.

Elyas cursed when he saw the elf. He reached for his sword beside him, but the elf darted forward in a couple quick strides and kicked it aside. His gaze quickly took in Elyas’s wound then went back to Taren, the arrow’s tip never wavering from Taren’s chest.

Taren dropped his dagger and held his empty hands up. “Please, my cousin is wounded—he needs help.”

The elf said something in Elvish. The musical language seemed at odds with the clear threat given.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand Elvish.”

“You are unwelcome here, humans,” he replied, switching to Common. “Your kind trespass upon our lands, hunt our game, and burn our wood. I should kill you and let the forest reclaim you.”

“We are being pursued—Nebaran soldiers and inquisitors. We mean you no harm—we simply wish to pass through without trouble.”

The elf snorted. “Human conflicts are human problems. These affairs are not our concern.”

Taren’s mind raced. If he could convince the elf they meant no harm, perhaps he could ask if they had a priest or healer. “I hate to say it, but they will be your problem very soon. Already, they are likely in your lands. Tens of thousands more will soon follow, spreading all across the lands as Emperor Ignatius invades Ketania and the Free Kingdoms.” He had no idea if tens of thousands of soldiers were in the Nebaran army, but he thought it likely since invading with only a portion of their forces would’ve made little sense.

The elf’s face was an expressionless mask, but Taren thought he saw a glimmer of disgust. “We know of these invaders already, human. A number of their scouts entered our woods and never returned. They’d be fools to attack us.”

“Go look for yourself if you don’t believe me. They’ve got an ogre among them. If they have an ogre, what’s to stop them from bringing other monsters?” Taren was grasping at straws, but he didn’t know how else to convince the elf to aid them unless they shared a common foe.

Now the elf did react, his lips twisting downward in a grimace. He lowered his bow a few inches and considered. After a long moment, he nodded once. “I shall see if these claims are true, human.”

Taren opened his mouth, but the elf slipped back into the trees and was gone without a sound.

“That went well, I thought,” he said.

Elyas grunted. “He didn’t kill us, at least. Always heard these elf bastards slew anyone who intruded on their lands without question. Best hold off with this arrow a bit. If he returns, looking for a fight, I don’t want to be unconscious.”

Better that than dead. Taren retrieved Elyas’s sword then sat down to await the elf’s return.

An hour or two passed, and the night deepened. Taren’s eyelids were growing heavy when he heard the rustle of some dried leaves. He sat up straight to see the elf across the campfire, understanding he’d made the noise for their benefit to not startle them. This time, he didn’t have an arrow aimed at Taren.

“You speak truly,” he said, voice hard with anger. “Nearly three dozen intruders—these Nebarans and their ogre filth—trespass on our lands. This cannot go unanswered.”

Taren nodded. When he glanced over at Elyas, he saw he was sleeping yet again, his face seemingly even more pale. He reached over and touched his forearm. His cousin’s skin was chill to the touch.

“Please, is there a healer or priest among your people you could send for? My cousin isn’t well.”

“The gods favor him if he lasts the night,” the elf replied without emotion. “You’d best sleep and gather your strength and be on your way in the morning. The forest will take him—an offering to Etenia.”

“Please, I can give you what little coin we have.”

“I have no need of your coin.” The elf looked slightly offended at the suggestion.

Taren was growing desperate. “From what I know of elves, they value life very highly. How can you let someone die if it is within your power to aid him?”

“Human lives,” he said curtly as if that explained everything.

Taren rose to his feet, a sudden flash of anger racing through him. He stepped around the fire toward the elf.

Evidently seeing something he didn’t like, the elf took a step backward, surprise registering on his face, and he raised the bow defensively once again. “Come no closer. Who are you? Why do these humans pursue you through our lands?” He regarded Taren with narrowed eyes as if facing a wild animal that might suddenly turn on him.

“My name is Taren. This is my cousin Elyas. We were run off our farm, chased away from home by armed soldiers. My uncle, Elyas’s father, was killed by these bastards. These inquisitors are searching for mages. They caught up to us in a small farming village south of here, Halstead. They were torturing the locals and would’ve killed us had we not managed to escape. Why they pursue us, I don’t know. I doubt they’ll show any mercy to your people, however, if you cross their path.”

The elf was silent for a moment. “Halstead. I know of this place.”

“Yes. Good, simple people there. Please, when you report back to your superiors of these Nebarans, will you ask for a healer?”

He stared at Taren a long while then gave another single, curt nod. “Very well, I shall relay your request.” He approached and knelt beside Elyas, gently probing the wound for a moment. “I wouldn’t recommend trying to remove the arrow—it is lodged against his lung and could tear it when removed. If that happens, he will choke to death on his own blood. As is, he should last a while longer, depending on his strength of will. Await my return.”

The elf turned and jogged off into the night once more. Taren slumped back to the ground beside Elyas. He shook his cousin’s shoulder, but he wouldn’t waken. His pulse was rapid, and he felt feverish, his breathing shallow and ragged sounding.

Gods help us. If the elves won’t, I fear he spoke true. Elyas will be gone by morn. That thought depressed him, and try as he might, he couldn’t find sleep.




***




Around midnight, Taren heard another rustle of leaves. He looked up to find the elf had returned. Taren’s despair turned to hope when the first elf was joined by three others, two of whom were female. The second male elf was a warrior, garbed in clothes similar to the first’s, with a bow in hand and a sword at his hip. One of the females looked to be a warrior also—she wore intricate leather armor and had a sword at her slim waist and a longbow over her shoulder. The second female wore soft green-and-yellow layered robes and a wooden medallion of a tree hanging about her neck.

“I am Zylka Daerodil,” the female warrior said in Common. She was obviously the leader, the others deferring to her. Her features were comely but a bit severe looking, with large green eyes flecked with gold and ears that tapered up to points at their tips, in the manner of all elves. She studied Taren frankly for a long moment, her piercing gaze making him shift a bit nervously, before glancing at Elyas. “Kinnel spoke well of you and requested a healer for your companion. This is Enelwyn. She will tend to him if she is able.”

“I thank you, Lady Zylka, for your aid. And you as well, Kinnel. I am Taren, and this is my cousin Elyas. I would offer what little coin we have for payment.” He fumbled for his coin purse.

Zylka waved him off, but the corner of her mouth twitched in what might have been amusement. “We care not for your coin, Taren. Save it for your journeys ahead. Enelwyn, du dhirr fard du haer dhair nel,” she told the healer in Elvish.

Enelwyn nodded and knelt beside Elyas.

“Sit, and let us speak a moment.” Zylka beckoned her other companions, and the three sat down cross-legged before the dwindling campfire.

Taren sat down before them, nervous in their presence. His gaze kept going to Enelwyn and Elyas. The elf had her eyes closed and was murmuring softly, her hands touching either side of Elyas’s wound.

Zylka unfastened a skin from her belt and offered it to Taren. He thanked her and took a sip from it. The crisp and slightly fruity taste of wine filled his mouth. He took a longer drink and then handed the wineskin back.

“Kinnel doubts that you are human, Taren,” Zylka said bluntly.

“I beg your pardon?” His eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Or at least fully so. I thought I’d determine this for myself.” Zylka smiled then, and her face softened dramatically, revealing her breathtaking beauty. She had blond hair down to her waist though she wore it braided in the manner of a warrior. Her enchanting green-gold eyes regarded him. “Fear not, we’ve not come all this way simply to examine you. This sector is under my command, and my duty is to evaluate the threat of these intruders, which I shall do shortly. First, I want to make sure you and your cousin are of no threat to us.”

Taren felt color filling his cheeks at her bold stare. “I, uh, don’t know what to say about that… We wouldn’t harm you, especially since you are aiding us. We’ve been on the run from the Nebarans for days now and simply sought shelter in the forest.”

Kinnel said something quietly to Zylka in Elvish, and she nodded. “He says your eyes lit up like embers when he angered you by suggesting your companion should be left to die. That is not normal of a human, from what I know of your kind.”

He recalled what Elyas had told him earlier that afternoon while riding. “Taren, your eyes were glowing when you faced down the inquisitors in the barn. It was the strangest thing.”

Taren shrugged, not knowing how to reply to that. He recalled Wyat mentioning his mother’s eyes ofttimes glowed as well. Instead, he glanced over at his cousin again. Enelwyn was chanting softly, her hands placed upon Elyas’s side. His cousin’s color seemed to have already improved.

“I would be curious to see such a thing for myself, yet I think it would be rude to insult you in an attempt to provoke the desired effect.” Zylka smiled at him once more then turned her gaze to the fire. “Tell me all you know of these invaders.”

Taren relaxed a bit more and told them of the stranger who they assumed had been a spy at the Midsummer Festival, then of the following attack on the farm and their flight. He drank some more of the wine when offered and found himself pleasantly relaxed yet still fully alert by the time he finished his story.

Zylka and the other two elves were watching him curiously. She nodded thoughtfully when he finished. “I see what Kinnel spoke of. When lost in memory and your emotions are stoked, your eyes do glow slightly, Taren. Most curious, but unfortunately the hour grows late. Perhaps we can speak more at a later time.” She smiled again and smoothly rose to her feet. “Enelwyn?”

The healer looked up from where she was kneeling beside Elyas. Taren was surprised to find his cousin looked much improved. The arrow had been removed and the wound closed up—only a puckered red scar remained. Elyas looked as though he was sleeping deeply.

“Your cousin was near death, but I was able to heal him with Etenia’s blessing,” Enelwyn replied, her voice soft and childlike. “He requires much rest now. I recommend you not travel for a couple days.”

Taren grinned in relief, feeling as if a great burden had been lifted from his shoulders. “Thank you, Enelwyn! Lady Zylka, you all have my gratitude—we owe you our lives, it seems.”

“Indeed. And I insist you remain as our guests until Elyas is well,” Zylka stated in a tone that brooked no argument. “We shall return shortly. Await us here.”

Taren nodded dumbly.

Zylka said something in Elvish to Enelwyn then beckoned to Kinnel and the other warrior, and the three took off at a jog into the woods, back in the direction Taren imagined the Nebarans to be camped.

Taren stared into the fire, mostly burned down to embers. Getting up and adding wood to it felt like too much effort, for he felt drained by the long and trying day.

“She seems to have taken a liking to you,” Enelwyn said suddenly.

“Huh? You mean Zylka?”

Enelwyn nodded. She had eyes as blue as the noon sky, and her fair hair was fine like corn silk. “Most odd—I haven’t seen her take to a stranger in such a manner before although we get few visitors. It must be a lonely life with such expectations set upon her.”

“As a commander, you mean?”

“No, as a princess.” Enelwyn laughed softly at Taren’s shocked look. “Her elder brother, Nardual, is king of our people. He took over the throne fifteen summers past. With all Zylka’s official duties, she has little time to travel and meet people, especially outsiders. Don’t worry—she can be intimidating, but now that she’s given you the invitation of guest rights, there’s nothing to fear.”

Taren smiled, relieved to hear that. “She seems pretty, uh… fierce, like a warrior. I’d expect an elven princess to be more, well, I don’t know…” he trailed off lamely.

“Soft? Fragile?” Enelwyn’s cheeks dimpled from her gentle smile.

Taren flushed. “I suppose so… I really have no idea about… uh… anything regarding elven culture, sadly. I shouldn’t have spoken.” He could imagine Zylka swinging a sword and covered in blood before he could picture her sitting in court wearing silk gowns and jewels. “I’d always heard your people would sooner put an arrow through any trespassers in the forest than speak with them or give them aid.”

The elven maid laughed again. “Fear not, Taren. Our people have traditionally been unwelcoming of outsiders for hundreds of years. Not many humans, or any other cultures, are welcomed by our people, but we are not cruel. Nardual and Zylka are of the belief that we should engage more with the other peoples of the realms, a view unpopular among the elders. With Nardual ascending to the throne, those barriers are slowly breaking down although, as an old race, our people take much time and deliberation before making such changes. As to your remark earlier, Zylka’s always taken to the warrior ways more so than the genteel lifestyle.”

Even though Enelwyn spoke kindly, he felt like an ignorant oaf and resolved to keep a better rein on his tongue.

A short time before dawn, Zylka and the two other warriors returned swiftly from the shadows. Even moving at a brisk jog, they barely made a sound.

“I never thought I’d see such scum so boldly set foot in our lands. And with an ogre, of all things. I could smell the stink of the beast from fifty paces downwind.” Zylka’s eyes blazed with anger and disgust. “But you’ve nothing to fear of them any longer. We shall make them rue the day they set foot in our lands.”

She glanced down at Taren and Enelwyn, seated near Elyas. “Come, you are to be our guests, Taren. Let us prepare to move to Egrondel. Enelwyn, will you ask the forest to aid us transporting this man?”

The winsome healer walked over to the nearest oak tree, a huge, ancient thing with an enormous canopy. She placed her hands upon its trunk and chanted softly in Elvish for a few moments.

Taren slipped into his second sight almost without realizing it. He watched a pale-green energy seep from Enelwyn’s hands into the tree. The oak rumbled in response though it was at a level that couldn’t be seen or heard, merely felt. Green waves of earth magic rolled off it, and he watched, awed, as a bud formed upon one of its great boughs. The bud extended, growing out and forming a new branch as he watched. Another sprouted beside it in the same fashion. Both branches grew slender and straight until they were longer than Taren was tall, each about as thick as his arm. Enelwyn held out her arms, and the branches came free and dropped gently into her grasp.

“That’s incredible,” Taren said under his breath. True magic.

“Etenia the Earth Mother favors us,” Zylka replied, eyeing him curiously once more.

Taren hadn’t realized she’d stepped up beside him, and he looked away, embarrassed. He felt like some animal trained to perform tricks under her penetrating gaze. Can’t hide much from her.

Kinnel and the other warrior wrapped their cloaks around the branches to fashion a litter. They gently lifted Elyas although Taren thought it amusing that they appeared surprised at his weight. They placed Elyas on the litter and lifted it.

“What of the horses? Could they bear Elyas?” Taren asked. The two animals regarded them calmly where they were tied to a nearby tree branch.

“I think it will be more comfortable for him to travel as such. My warriors can bear him with ease.” Zylka untied the horses, speaking gently to them and stroking their muzzles and necks, and they nuzzled her in return. “You are welcome to ride if you wish.” She offered Taren the reins.

“Wouldn’t you care to ride, lady? Or Enelwyn perhaps?” He took the reins.

“We prefer to remain afoot. Come, let us return to Egrondel. I have an ambush to plan once we get you two to safety.”

Taren was tempted to ride but decided if the elven maids could both walk, so could he. With Zylka leading the way at a brisk walk, he followed her deeper into the elven kingdom, the horses in tow.




















Chapter 23

The group arrived in Egrondel by midmorning. Taren had decided declining to ride one of the horses had been a mistake, for he was exhausted by the swift pace they maintained, even with the two warriors bearing the litter. The elves’ stamina was remarkable.

As they passed from the forest into a wide clearing, Taren looked around in wonder at the elven town’s graceful structures. He estimated at least a hundred buildings were spread out across the meadow. The town was built in total harmony with the nature around it, with the structures designed to embrace the outdoor space. In many instances, the homes looked to have been formed from interwoven trees and plants, as if coaxed into the forms needed. Sunlight gleamed on the elegant buildings of lacquered wood and smoothed bark, a few occasionally built with stone. Lintels and trim were carved with fanciful flowing designs. Brightly colored cloths rippled in a light breeze, forming awnings and partitions of outdoor spaces. Manicured gardens flowed around and through the buildings. A veritable rainbow of wildflowers bloomed throughout on windowsills and roofs and in gardens. Hedges grew in the shapes of deer and foxes and bears. A small waterfall at the edge of the meadow formed a rushing stream that flowed between houses, zigzagging back and forth across the main street, which had small graceful bridges arching over the waterway.

A sentry called a greeting from overhead, and Taren saw a well-concealed wooden platform in one of the trees at the edge of the meadow. Zylka waved in response. Looking around, he saw at least a couple more of the sentry posts located around the clearing as they moved out into the open.

Elves mingled in the streets and lounged on the grass and on porches, many with goblets of wine and baskets of fruit. Many of them wore light, sheer robes of vibrant hues, others loose tunics and breeches as Taren was more accustomed to. A lyrist strummed notes for one of the groups of elves reclining in the grass, her pure lilting voice singing softly in Elvish. Several children were laughing and leaping nimbly across large stones spanning the stream.

Taren looked up toward the far end of Egrondel and saw a much larger building cradled in the boughs of a giant tree. A broad stairwell led up to the structure, which spread around the massive trunk and across the boughs. He counted at least three stories that he could see, with possibly more yet unseen.

Zylka maintained the brisk pace with which she had led the party all morning. Taren had struggled at times to keep up, but he made no complaint. He was weary from the flight from the inquisitors the past day and lack of sleep the previous night, but he figured if the elves bearing Elyas’s weight over the course of miles voiced no complaint, neither would he. Though the two elves bearing the litter did seem to be struggling by the time they reached the town, Kinnel and the other warrior remained silent the entire trip. In fact, the whole group barely spoke a word, but the two warriors’ faces seemed dull somehow, their eyes losing their bright spark. They didn’t sweat or have dark circles beneath their eyes, but all the same, Taren sensed their fatigue by the time they arrived in town.

Zylka paused for a moment and spoke to Enelwyn briefly before turning to Taren. “Enelwyn will show you to some quarters arranged for you and Elyas. Feel free to rest, or if you are hungry, food will be provided. I regret my duties prevent me from showing you around personally, but I’d like you to join me for dinner this evening.”

She stared at Taren until he realized she was awaiting a response. “Uh, yes of course. I’d be delighted, Highness.”

The princess nodded and rapidly strode away along the broad lane through town, in the direction of the large building in the tree. Elves greeted Zylka affably as she passed by, and she responded with smiles and waves but didn’t slow.

The rest of the group followed at a more relaxed pace, for which Taren gave silent thanks. The lane was grassy and soft underfoot but perfectly smooth and flat as if it were a lush carpet covering a smooth road beneath. Taren felt uncomfortable as the elves eyed them curiously, particularly him and Elyas. They didn’t seem particularly unfriendly yet somehow politely aloof.

Enelwyn said her people are yet unwelcoming to humans. I don’t imagine they are thrilled about us being here.

“You’ll be staying in one of the guest rooms of the Daerodil estate. Would you like any food or drink prepared?” Enelwyn asked softly. She seemed aware of Taren’s and the two warriors’ fatigue and was content to amble along slowly.

The thought of a bed was most appealing, but Taren was also hungry, for he’d had little to eat since their stores of food had run out the previous day.

“Food and drink would be welcome. And then a nap, I think.”

The elven maid smiled and nodded. “That shall be arranged, then.”

After a few more minutes, they reached the base of the massive tree holding the Daerodil estate. The tree was gigantic beyond belief, its trunk broader than the farmhouse in which Taren had been raised, and its crown towered high overhead above the canopy of the surrounding trees, at least twice the height of the next tallest. A spiral staircase wound its way around the trunk several times before reaching the estate’s front patio above.

“Would you prefer to use the lift?” Enelwyn asked, noticing him balk at the foot of the stairs.

“No, it’s fine. I can take the stairs.” Taren already felt clumsy and crude around the elves, and he didn’t want to be seen as weak also.

Enelwyn nodded. Kinnel and the other warrior bore Elyas’s litter around the trunk toward the back of the tree. A bell chimed after a moment.

A servant appeared from around the back and offered to tend the horses. Taren handed over the reins and thanked the elf.

As he and Enelwyn set foot on the stairs, he noticed the steps were so cleverly attached as to seem one with the tree, as if the tree had somehow grown in that shape. Recalling Enelwyn summoning the oak staves from the tree earlier made him think it likely the tree truly had been formed in that fashion.

“I’ve never seen such an impressive tree before,” he remarked.

“This is a heartwood tree. Our ancestors grew them from the original seeds brought along from our ancestral homeland when they first arrived on these shores millennia ago.” Her eyes took on a distant look. “You should see Drinleff Kayloria, the heart of the elven nation, for there are dozens of heartwoods growing there, some much more massive than this one, even. Truly a wondrous sight.”

Taren had a hard time imagining so many of the enormous trees. Their roots must grow all the way down to the bones of the world. When they circled to the back of the tree during their ascent, he saw the two warriors standing in a large woven basket, Elyas in his litter braced across the top. Somewhere up above, smoothly rotating pulleys were hoisting the basket upward.

By the time they reached the level of the estate, Taren was out of breath and wishing he’d taken the lift after all. His thighs were burning from the exertion. He walked out onto the broad porch at the top and turned toward the town, hoping Enelwyn wouldn’t see how out of breath he was. Gazing over the town below, he noted even the peaks of the tallest houses didn’t reach the level of the deck beneath his feet.

He felt an uncomfortable vertigo for a moment and stepped away from the edge. Wouldn’t want to lose my footing on those steps and go tumbling all the way down. Or drink too much and fall over the edge.

Enelwyn waited patiently nearby, neither the least bit out of breath nor making any comment about his fatigue. When he had recovered his breath and rejoined her, she gestured politely for him to enter the estate.

The manse was a light cream color with brown trim. More of the decorative patterns like those he’d seen in the town were carved along the trim. Dark-green ivy grew along the edges of the building, neatly tended and providing a nice color contrast.

Upon the dark-green double doors was carved what he took to be the crest of the Daerodils: a bow and harp separated by a tree beneath a banner of stars, the same tree that he recognized from Enelwyn’s holy symbol.

A pair of elven guards dressed in green livery with the royal crest on their surcoats swung the doors smoothly open before them with polite nods.

Taren followed Enelwyn into a large airy hallway that extended to the left and right. Sunlight streaming in the windows on either side provided ample light down the long corridor. Directly ahead was an open atrium around the heart of the tree, with multiple levels of balconies extending upward.

Enelwyn led him down the hallway to the left. The healer stopped a servant in the corridor and spoke in Elvish for a moment. The servant nodded and hurried off in the opposite direction.

They passed along the curving hallway past several closed rooms before coming to a prepared guest room. The chamber was simply furnished but cozy, with a low bed to either side and a dresser between them. A window covered by a sheer yellow cloth filtered the light of the atrium outside, casting a warm glow over the room. Taren held the curtain aside and looked out upon the atrium. The ground was flat and grassy, sectioned off by neatly trimmed hedges. Flowers and other more exotic plants were planted around the space in cascading rows. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have thought it was an ordinary garden rather than one built in a tree dozens of paces above the ground.

“Is everything to your liking, Taren?” Enelwyn asked, hovering at the threshold.

“Yes, very much so. This place is amazing.”

Enelwyn beamed, clearly pleased he liked the accommodations. “Your food shall arrive shortly. Is there anything else I can get you?”

“No, thank you. The hospitality is more than I’d have ever imagined.”

“You have Princess Zylka to thank for that.” She smiled then glanced to her right. “Ah, here’s your cousin.”

Two slender servants bore the litter into the room and placed it gently on the ground. They lifted Elyas with some difficulty onto one of the low beds. Kinnel and his partner had apparently had enough of lugging the big man around.

Taren thanked the servants, who bowed and departed with the litter in tow.

Enelwyn knelt by the bed and examined Elyas for a moment. Satisfied he was well, she stood and turned back to Taren. She pointed to a small bell beside the door. “If you need anything, please ring the bell, and a servant will arrive in a moment.”

“Thank you, Enelwyn, for aiding Elyas… and for everything.”

She nodded and smiled. “It’s been my pleasure, Taren. Rest now, and set your cares aside for a time.”

Taren sat down on the bed once she departed. He rubbed his face, wondering if he could get a bath somewhere, but the bed felt awfully comfortable. He was on the verge of lying down when a soft rap sounded at the door.

A servant brought in a basket of food and a jug of water. Taren thanked her and took a piece of bread and a slab of cheese from the basket. After finishing those, which he found delicious, he ate some berries along with a green-and-red fruit he’d never seen before, which was slightly tart with a citrus flavor. He poured some water on a cloth napkin and scrubbed the sweat and dirt off his face. After taking off his boots, he lay down atop the covers. Within moments, he was asleep.




***




A soft knock sounded at the door. Taren blinked awake, not knowing where he was for a moment. The room was faintly lit through the translucent curtains. Elyas was resting comfortably across the room, his breathing slow and steady.

Ah, yes, Egrondel.

Taren straightened his rumpled tunic and opened the door to find a petite maid standing there. She wore a green tunic with the royal crest and black breeches. Her gray hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, and large storm-gray eyes dominated her face. He couldn’t begin to guess her age—he got the impression of maturity and assumed she was middle-aged, partly due to her hair color, yet her face was as smooth and free of wrinkles as any of the other elves he’d met.

“Apologies if I interrupted your rest, sir, but the princess requests your presence for dinner in an hour.” She curtseyed as if he himself was royalty.

A mixture of emotions passed over him. He felt alternately pleased, nervous, and embarrassed. He’d slept away the majority of the day when he hadn’t intended to. “My thanks. Is there a spot where I might bathe? And get a change of clothes?”

The servant frowned slightly. “Are there not clothes provided?” Taren shrugged and stepped back so the elf could enter. She opened the dresser, revealing within a neatly folded dark-brown garment with orange trim, which she laid out on the bed.

“Oh, I didn’t think to look.” He felt a fool.

“You may bathe in the garden if you like.” She removed a towel from the bottom of the dresser then went and drew the curtain aside. She pressed on the windowed door, and it swung smoothly outward.

The sound of running water and scent of flowers and grass wafted in on a soft breeze. Birds chirped somewhere in the garden, and he saw a brilliant-blue butterfly bobbing around some yellow flowers.

“That would be perfect. Thank you.”

The servant, whom he took to be a chambermaid, curtseyed again and departed, the slightest of smiles touching her lips.

Taren walked outside into the atrium, which stretched about twenty paces from his room to the trunk of the tree, and curved out of sight in both directions past the hedges. Thick grass was cool and soft beneath his bare feet. The dense foliage made the lush garden feel private. Pink and orange rays from the setting sun streamed into the atrium, setting the flowers ablaze with color. The notes from a flute trilled softly from somewhere nearby. He craned his head upward but couldn’t see if the flutist was on any of the balconies above.

He followed a narrow path beneath some broad-leafed plants and across a small wooden bridge over a brook into a densely foliaged area. Within was a small grove and a still pool of water fed by the brook.

Taren disrobed and lowered himself into the water, which was pleasantly cool but not uncomfortably so. When he ducked beneath the surface of the pool, the water stirred his hair, which had grown down to his shoulders. He scrubbed himself off then simply enjoyed the sensation of floating in the water for a few minutes.

Feeling refreshed, Taren toweled off and walked back to his room, where he dressed in the comfortable set of robes laid out for him. The garments fit as if tailored just for him, the satin material shimmering in the light as he moved. He went back out in the garden, dipped his boots in the brook, and washed the mud off as best he could.

He rubbed at the scruff on his cheeks with a frown and wondered if he would be able to find a razor anywhere. He could use his dagger, but he hadn’t quite mastered that skill yet, ofttimes ending up with a mass of small cuts on his face.

Taren rang the bell, and the elven maid appeared after a moment. “I don’t suppose you have a razor or anything, so I can shave and trim my hair?”

“Of course, sir.” The chambermaid appraised him for a moment then gestured toward the garden. He stepped outside and sat in a wooden chair just outside the door at her direction.

Silver flashed in the sunlight, and a slender knife appeared in the maid’s hand. Taren blinked in surprise as he hadn’t even seen her move to draw it from whatever sheath it had been concealed in. She combed his hair back with her fingers then proceeded to efficiently trim it. Once she finished, she came around in front of him. Leaning over, she ran her fingertips along his jaw, studying his growth of beard curiously.

Taren realized he hadn’t seen any elven men with facial hair. “Oh, I can—”

“It’s no trouble, sir. Will be my first time is all, but I do enjoy a challenge.” Her studiously blank face relaxed, and she flashed a crooked smile.

Taren watched her curiously as she went over to some plants and plucked off a few small round berries then gathered some flower petals. The chambermaid crushed the berries in her small hands and rubbed the petals in. She dipped the mix in the brook a moment to wet it. In the sunlight, her hair was no longer gray but shone silver with subtle undertones of a bluish color that enhanced her huge gray eyes.

When the maid returned, she wiped the gel-like salve she’d prepared over his scruff of beard, her strong fingers massaging it in. The smell was earthy and pleasant, with a slightly tart berry scent, not flowery as he had expected. The knife reappeared in her hand, and with quick, sure strokes, she neatly shaved off his facial hair. After rinsing his face with the towel, he felt suitably cleaned up and rejuvenated.

“Much better, thank you.”

“Just a moment, sir.” The maid fussed with adjusting his robes briefly then seemed pleased.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Aninyel, if it please you, sir.” She regarded him boldly, and he suspected she was more than a simple chambermaid.

“It does. I thank you for your timely aid, Aninyel.”

“I’m confident the princess will be most impressed.” She shot him an impish smile again before curtseying and taking her leave.

Taren checked on Elyas. His cousin remained sleeping, as if in a magical slumber. Perhaps he is, to allow him to recover from his wounds. Taren eased his cousin’s sword from his hands, where he clutched it to his chest. He leaned it near the door, removed Elyas’s boots, then draped a light blanket across him.

“Wish I wasn’t going to meet the princess alone. There’s a fair chance I’ll make a fool of myself and represent the human race poorly. You were always the ladies’ man… I always get tongue-tied around them.” He fretted nervously, not knowing what to expect. He imagined he’d be subjected to curious or perhaps even unfriendly looks, along with a multitude of questions from Zylka and her advisors and whatever influential people from the town dined with the princess.

Enelwyn appeared a short time later, looking lovely as ever in her green-and-yellow robes, with her holy symbol hanging between her breasts. She cocked an eyebrow as she looked over Taren’s new garments. “The robes look nice on you.”

“Thanks. I don’t know how the servants knew what would fit.”

“The staff is good at what they do,” Enelwyn replied cryptically. 

Taren tried to imagine a gaggle of the servants trying to measure him while he slept and grinned to himself.

After briefly checking on Elyas, she escorted Taren along the corridor back the way they had come that morning. They passed by the entrance and continued down the corridor into the opposite wing of the estate. Taren expected some grand dining hall, but Enelwyn directed him to enter the atrium instead, likely at some point opposite his own room, from what he could determine.

Twilight had fallen outside. Within a private grove, a table was set for two people. Beeswax candles were lit atop the table and also in a candelabra alongside it. A flagon of wine sat beside a bowl of fresh fruit.

Taren looked around nervously, surprised nobody else was in attendance. “Is it just to be the two of us?” he asked. He’d expected at least some advisors or important people, but he couldn’t even see any guards or servants hovering around unobtrusively.

“The princess isn’t very traditional, as you’ve likely surmised. I gather that the steward and town elders disapprove of the honors accorded you with a private dinner, but she won’t be told differently.”

“And what do you think about all this?”

“I tend to agree with the princess’s views, but I’m in the minority and quite young, so my say doesn’t account for much. Making friends and alliances with the outside world is preferable to isolating ourselves.”

Taren tapped his fingers nervously on the back of a chair, not knowing what to do.

“Princess Zylka will arrive momentarily. Help yourself to some wine if you like, Taren.” Enelwyn gave her soft smile, and Taren could’ve sworn her eyes danced with amusement at his discomfort. “Fear not, she won’t bite.”

He cleared his throat. “Right. Thank you.”

Enelwyn bowed her head and left him alone in the grove.

Somewhere in the atrium, the lilting voice of a minstrel accompanied what he thought was harp music, singing softly in Elvish. He couldn’t understand the words, but the melody was lovely. Trying to relax, Taren poured himself a goblet of wine. He spotted a stone bench tucked away beside a statue of a leaping fish, and he sat, sipping his wine.

He didn’t have to wait long. Zylka Daerodil arrived in a few moments, gliding across the soft grass toward him. His breath caught in his throat, for she was a vision of loveliness. Gone was the warrior woman with her tightly braided hair, woodland garb, and sword and bow. In her place was the princess of the elven people, beautiful and graceful as he’d always imagined a princess would be. She wore a long gown of emerald green, with layers of lighter mint-green beneath, revealed when the garments shifted over her lithe form. Her long hair was combed out and styled into loose braids, gleaming a fiery gold in the candlelight. A silver necklace across her throat and matching earrings sparkled, but none so much as her eyes. They were large and liquid, gleaming a green gold in the candlelight.

Taren got to his feet and bowed clumsily. “Princess Zylka, you look… lovely,” he managed to say although he felt his cheeks burning.

Zylka’s smile lit up her face. “You don’t clean up so bad yourself, Master Taren.” She extended an arm, which he took and guided her to the table. “And is that odruneberry I smell?”

“I’m… not sure. Your chambermaid chose it when she gave me a shave.” He pulled out her chair so she could sit then took a seat across from her, feeling proud of himself for his gentlemanly manners.

“Did she now?” Zylka looked amused. She poured each of them some wine and took a sip, regarding him over the rim. “I’ve lost count of how many elders and advisors I’ve displeased by showing you such courtesy. Steward Galdir was furious that I planned to dine alone with you.” A mischievous grin spread on her face, and her eyes shimmered. “But if he gets heartburn over this, then so be it. Our people must realize how times have changed—we must engage with the world or have it pass us by.”

“I’m honored you think highly enough of me to provoke their anger.” He took a sip of wine, pleased by its complex flavors.

Zylka waved dismissively. “If they haven’t gotten used to me by now, they perhaps never will. Even with my brother assuming the throne, we elves are too set in our ways. Many oppose him—and me—but I have more freedom to disregard proper protocols, being the younger sibling. It works out better this way—I have not the patience for the pomp and foolishness of court life.”

“How is it that you are here and not with your brother?” Taren asked.

“This is our family’s retreat, so I’ve every right to come here. With our sages auguring war, my brother and I thought it wise that I muster some defenses and post sentries here at the southern edge of our kingdom, so I brought a hundred warriors south with me. Some are household guards, but most are quartered in the town below, where there’s a small barracks. Turns out it is fortunate I did, with the incursion into our forest. Are you hungry?”

Taren nodded.

She rang a small bell that sat on the table. Within moments, servants arrived with plates of food, still steaming.

Taren’s mouth watered at the scent of roasted venison and some type of fowl he guessed might be pheasant, steamed potatoes and mushrooms, different gravies and sauces, and cinnamon-sprinkled sweetmeats with butter. Some tart pink berries offset the sweets.

Zylka picked at her food daintily but regarded Taren with amusement as he wolfed down the succulent food.

“Taren, you will be happy to know the Nebaran invaders suffered a rout but a few hours ago. My archers decimated them with a hail of arrows before they wisely fled back to the south, whence they came. Only a handful survived.”

Relief flooded Taren at the thought of the inquisitors many miles away, their numbers greatly lessened. “That’s great news! What of the lead inquisitor, Tellast, and his ogre?”

Her pleased smile thinned, and she shook her head. “Regretfully, they were no longer among the group in our forest. My scouts followed their tracks leading back to the south. They must’ve fled in the night, leaving the rest of their number to be slaughtered.” Disgust was evident in her tone.

Taren speared the last piece of potato on his plate and finished it. After a long sip of wine, he found he was getting pleasantly light-headed. “I wish I could repay you for your hospitality and kindness. I’m afraid I’m but a simple farmer, now homeless. I don’t know any important people that you might discuss alliances with or anything of the sort.”

“Not necessary. You’re my first human guest. If you would seek to repay me, then tell me of your life. What was it like growing up on your farm? What about your uncle and your parents?”

Taren told her how Wyat had raised him and that he hadn’t known his parents, mentioning they both had some magical talent and he was frustrated to not have their skill. He left out the part about his mother ruling Nexus, however. Perhaps the next time we speak, if I’m so fortunate.

Zylka refilled his wine, listening to his stories with a smile, seemingly content to learn what she could of the ways of human life.

Taren talked about Wyat and some of his war stories and also told her how Elyas wanted to be a soldier like his father and would soon join the army. She seemed particularly interested to hear the story of the wyvern they’d hunted a year past, which had terrorized some of the local farms.

“So Elyas seeks to be a great warrior. And what of you? What would Taren, raised humbly on a farm, whose parents carry great legacies, do with his life?”

He considered a long moment. “I would do something about this invasion, were I able to. I hate the sight of good people being slaughtered and run off their farms all because some mad emperor somewhere wants his war. It’s a pity I don’t have any magical talent as my parents.”

“Perhaps you do. Our people born with the art often don’t show any signs until they have seen sixty, sometimes even a hundred summers, which age is considered young adulthood for an elf. As a young man, you should give it time. I tend to think there’s a good reason fate has crossed our paths. The world is changing, and I have confidence you’ll find your true calling before all is said and done.”

They talked a while longer, until Zylka told him she had to meet with Steward Galdir and some advisors to discuss matters of security following the ambush on the Nebarans. Although he couldn’t be certain, she sounded reluctant to take her leave to deal with her other commitments, and he was reminded of what Enelwyn had said earlier about how Zylka’s life must be lonely without many friends, with those close to her primarily advisors and elders always looking to influence her in some way.

Taren walked back to his room, head buzzing pleasantly from the wine. Zylka’s stunning smile when they parted had made his knees grow wobbly.

Without any servants to escort him, he managed to find his room again after only opening one wrong door. Fortunately, the room had been empty, sparing him any embarrassment at barging in on an occupant uninvited. His own room was dimly lit by a pair of candles atop the dresser. As he crossed the room, something caught his foot, and he stumbled and nearly fell onto his bed.

Looking down, he noticed a slippered foot. Following the slim leg, he saw Enelwyn crumpled on the floor beside his bed, her cornsilk hair matted with blood, which was pooling on the floor.

The sight gave him a shock like a bucket of cold water dumped over his head. He stumbled back into the wall, eyes wide and adrenaline pumping. A sudden sense of wrongness swept over him, quickly replaced by panic when he looked at Elyas. His cousin’s face was purple, his neck looking as if it were being compressed in a vice, but he saw nothing there that could’ve done such a thing. Elyas hadn’t even stirred, yet he was strangling in his sleep.

Taren opened his mouth to cry out but stopped himself as his rational mind took over. He slipped into his second sight and gasped at what he saw.

An inky blot loomed over Elyas, its aura sickly. The unseen form was vaguely man shaped, with a stout trunk and long wiry arms and legs but no head. It was throttling the life from Elyas.

Taren backed toward the door, and his hand bumped the hilt of Elyas’s sword, leaning against the wall. Without hesitation, he drew the enchanted blade and hacked at the thing killing his cousin. The sword cleaved into the shoulder area of the invisible attacker. He felt brief resistance, as if he were chopping into a melon from the garden. The arm parted from the torso with a sizzling sound. No blood or any visible sign of the wound appeared, yet the aura leaked ink in a spurt.

The invisible creature recoiled then instantly surged at Taren. He managed to bring the sword up enough to slash weakly at its torso before the blade was swatted aside. Taren was bulled backward, slammed against the wall by the thing, and his breath blasted from his lungs. The beast definitely had a tangible mass to it.

With his second sight, he saw two more tentacular arms appear from the invisible monster’s torso, and those tentacles twisted his arms painfully, its grip like being held by unyielding vines. Elyas’s sword fell to the floor with a loud clatter. He opened his mouth to cry out, and another limb, or tentacle, wrapped around his face, filling his mouth. He tried to bite down, feeling a rubbery resistance, and nearly gagged at the sensation.

Without a sound, the creature effortlessly lifted him into the air, securing him tightly against its torso, and swept through the open door. The corridor receded swiftly behind him as it bore him away.

Taren struggled, but the beast was fearsomely strong. He managed to twist his head sideways just enough that he could see the corridor before him in his peripheral vision.

This beast means to steal me away right out the front door! And take me where? To the inquisitors?

From the corner of his eye, he could make out a couple of figures in the distance, conversing in the corridor. Taren tried to shout to them, but only a muffled grunt came out. The creature made not a sound, sweeping along as if it were a gust of wind. The wide entry doors were rapidly approaching.

One of the figures took a step farther into the corridor, and he saw the gleam of light on golden hair and the emerald-green dress.

Zylka! He tried to call her name aloud, but nothing came out. Help! Turn around… Please see me. 

Just then, as if sensing something amiss, Zylka glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes widened in shock at the sight of Taren being borne away in midair.

“Taren?” she called.

An older elf beside her stood with mouth agape, staring.

“Guards!” Zylka cried. She hiked up her dress and ran toward Taren, but he knew she would be much too late. The creature slowed and smoothly pivoted as it reached the doors.

Taren got a good look straight into Zylka’s startled face and then the creature slammed into the double doors. They burst open, and it surged forward.

Zylka lifted the hem of her gown higher, revealing a shapely leg, and withdrew a dagger strapped to her thigh. She threw it in a smooth motion, and it tumbled right toward Taren then lodged into the back of the invisible monster just as it crossed the threshold. The thing slowed, and its grip loosened for a second.

Then two armed guards were there before it, swords in hand. Their initial shock was swiftly replaced with determination at Zylka’s cries to aid Taren. The guards probed at the invisible assailant hesitantly with their swords, careful not to strike Taren. One blade struck the creature, and he felt the beast ripple beneath him as if it were a pot of jelly being disturbed. The tentacles abruptly loosened, and he was tossed roughly aside, landing hard on the porch, his head slamming against the floor. The building swirled dizzyingly around him, then he was viewing the scene with his second sight overlaid atop his normal vision.

The guards cautiously circled, still probing the air around the unseen beast. One of its limbs lashed out and struck one of the elves hard in the chest. He cried out, losing the grip on his sword, and tumbled off the porch, falling the long distance to the ground below, where his cry was abruptly silenced.

Zylka appeared through the doorway, her face again the stern countenance of a warrior. She leaned down and scooped up the fallen elf’s sword as the other guard slashed furiously at the air.

The creature stood still a long moment then surged to the guard’s left. It lashed out, gripping his sword arm with one tentacle and his leg with another, then lifted him high into the air and slammed him down hard on the porch. Bone snapped, and the guard lay still—whether unconscious or dead, Taren couldn’t tell.

Zylka stabbed cautiously where she knew the creature to be. Her sword bit in, and some ink spurted off the beast in Taren’s second sight. It moved backward a couple paces before circling to Zylka’s right then standing as still as a statue. She probed the space before her with her sword.

“Strike right!” Taren shouted.

She instantly did so, spinning and thrusting the sword before her. It thudded into the beast’s trunk, sending a vibration through the sword blade. A tentacle struck like a snake, latching around Zylka’s sword arm and keeping the sword trapped in place in its body. The other tentacle wrapped around her neck, lifting her into the air.

“No!” Taren cried, watching horrified as the tentacle tightened around her slim neck like a constricting snake killing its prey. He struggled to rise, but a wave of dizziness forced him to remain on one knee, a hand on the floor to support himself.

Zylka’s face turned red, but she retained her calm. She reached around with her free hand and grasped her dagger, still embedded in the beast’s flank, and pulled it free then stabbed again and again. The beast reeled back, slamming into the front of the manse. Its third appendage shot out and coiled around Zylka’s upper right arm, holding both her arms at bay while it choked the life from her.

Taren lurched to his feet, but he had no weapon or anything he could use to save her. Fear and rage boiled up within him. With his second sight, he saw the seething mass of inky darkness before him, a foul blight violating the pure amber aura of Zylka’s vitality. He gained awareness of the immense amount of cool earth magic surrounding him, a fount seeping from the giant heartwood tree.

Something changed within Taren’s being, like a rusty lever being thrown and shaking off its grit before slotting neatly into place. Earth magic was suddenly boiling inside him, fueling him. He focused on the beast’s form and imagined it suddenly torn apart, its very being destroyed.

The inky mass erupted suddenly, ripped apart as if by a thousand claws until its very form was sundered. The negative energy forming its essence exploded in a burst. Zylka was thrown away, landing hard on the floor. The negative energy roiled angrily in midair like a swarm of hornets before being shredded like a stream of smoke before a gale, dissipating into the night.

Taren stumbled and fell to one knee. His vision swam again, and he fought to stave off unconsciousness. After a long moment, in which he finally prevailed, he crawled over beside Zylka.

The princess’s eyelids fluttered, her eyes staring unfocused, her breathing rapid. After a moment, her green-gold orbs focused on his face. “Your eyes,” she whispered.

“Zylka, are you well?” He peered into her face.

A look of confusion stole across her. “What happened? What did you do?”

“I… I’m not sure. Something changed deep inside me. I wanted that thing destroyed, and then it was.”

“Your talent has manifested… Such power. Who are you, Taren?” Her eyes were wide as she stared at him.

Her words seemed to echo Yethri’s from what felt like years before but had only been a few weeks, since his fortunetelling. He remembered the sensation of electricity in the air, the wagon shaking and dislodging all of Yethri and her grandmother’s possessions, knocking over candles, and starting a fire.

Taren opened his mouth to reply when running footsteps rang out lightly on the floor and a squad of guards burst onto the patio from inside the manor. They spread out, searching for the threat and establishing a protective perimeter, while one of the warriors dropped to his knees beside the princess to check her welfare, face concerned. Behind them came the older elf Zylka had spoken with earlier, who he assumed was the steward, from his ornate robes.

“Zylka’s been hurt—she needs a healer. Enelwyn too… I found her injured in my chamber. I-I don’t know if she’s alive or not. That thing was choking out my cousin too, but I think he’ll be all right.”

The steward’s face filled with concern. He barked an order, and one of the guards ran back inside.

Zylka reached up and touched Taren’s cheek. “You’re an enigma, Taren.” Her hand was soft on his cheek. He wanted to clasp her hand but was well aware of the steward scowling at him.

“Princess, are you well?” Steward Galdir asked. Besides the concern, Taren could hear disapproval in his tone.

Zylka sighed and withdrew her hand. “I think I’m all right.” She waved away the guard crouched over her. “What of Enelwyn and your cousin?”

“I don’t know. When I entered my room, I found her on the floor with blood on her head. That thing was choking Elyas. When I stabbed it, it attacked me and sought to carry me off.”

“The inquisitors,” Zylka said

Taren nodded grimly. “That is my guess. They want me badly for some reason. I’m a danger to you… We must be away as soon as Elyas recovers.”

“No. I won’t give in to fear and threats, here, in my own home.”

“Highness, I agree with the human. What he says will be best. The threat is more dire than we suspected. We are not equipped to deal with supernatural threats such as this. I’ll send word to Drinleff Kayloria to send some mages and more warriors.” Galdir looked at Taren and nodded with a measure of respect.

The only thing I can do to make him and the other elders happy is leave, he thought bitterly. At least that will keep Zylka and her people safe.

Zylka sighed, looking resigned. “I will not prevent you from leaving if that is your wish. What your enemies seek lies within.” She touched her fingertips lightly against his chest. “You’ve a powerful talent, one which you don’t yet understand. I could sense your power when you destroyed the creature. Your art is something they fear. My hope is you can harness it to work to the advantage of all the people of Ketania.” Her eyes fluttered, and she fell unconscious.

Taren sighed and got to his feet. He leaned against the wall unsteadily while Zylka’s guards milled around, alert for any other threat. A moment later, a male elf with a holy symbol like Enelwyn’s arrived. He checked on Zylka a moment then issued instructions, and the guards quickly bore the princess away to her chambers. The healer next checked on the wounded guard. He spoke to the lead guard, who ordered the wounded elf carried away.

Taren was left standing around, worried and afraid. Although concerned about Zylka, he went to check on Elyas and Enelwyn, hoping they were both all right.

Come the morning, hopefully Elyas awakens. Then we’d best leave here. He couldn’t bear the thought of any further harm coming to Zylka, Enelwyn, or any of the others who’d shown him such kindness.




***




Tellast watched as the fiend Taananzu suddenly raised its cowled head from where it had sat motionless for hours. Several cockroaches and glistening black worms fell from the sleeves of the demon’s robes when it stirred. He hated associating with the fiend but couldn’t deny the benefits of its powerful magic even though it terrified him and his men.

“What is it?” he asked impatiently. “Did you secure the boy?”

The creature sat there silently for a long moment. When Tellast opened his mouth to repeat his question, the cowl swiveled toward him, and the eerie green light of its eyes smoldered within.

“The boy is more powerful than believed. He is the one we seek.” The fiend’s voice was dead and hollow, like some malevolent specter speaking from the grave.

“What happened?” he asked anxiously. Even though Tellast and the creature were ten paces beyond the campfire, he could see the uneasy glances of his men.

The sickly glowing eyes glared balefully at him, causing him to shudder involuntarily. “The human boy invoked a powerful magic and destroyed my servant.” Taananzu shuddered, the empty robes around its torso rippling queerly as it climbed to its feet, sending a shower of more beetles and worms tumbling loose, scurrying and slithering around on the ground where the fiend’s feet should’ve been. “I shall take my leave. My powers are expended for now. If he doesn’t reveal himself soon, then I shall attempt to secure him once more. The elves won’t be so unprepared next time, however, and their magics are old and powerful. Perhaps it is best to wait until the boy leaves the elven city. In the meantime, you should anticipate his moves and position your forces to intercept him. I shall inform the warlord of our discovery.”

Although disappointed at the result, Tellast was relieved when the fiend glided off into the darkness. “That failure is on you and your ilk, not on me,” he muttered to himself. He took a drink from his wineskin and plotted his next move.

Word had come earlier that his soldiers had been ambushed by elven archers. Fortunately, he and Glurk had withdrawn, along with a pair of inquisitors and a handful of soldiers. He could always get more grunts, but the loss of half his inquisitors was a blow.

He touched the knot on the back of his head from where the mageling had struck him with the pommel of his dagger during their improbable escape the past morning.

You won’t be able to evade me for long, boy. When you emerge from the forest, I’ll be waiting.




















Chapter 24

Taren woke the next morning to find Elyas gone from his bed. He stood up and stretched then noticed the door to the atrium was open, the sounds of birdsong filtering through. The big man sat relaxing in a chair in the garden, sunlight streaming in on his face. His neck was bruised from the attack of the prior evening, but other than that, he seemed in good health.

“Elyas! How are you feeling?”

“I’m well, Cousin.” Elyas rose and clasped Taren’s hand. “Where in the realms are we?” He eyed Taren’s shimmering robes curiously.

“You wouldn’t believe everything that happened. This is the heartwood tree, the estate of the elven royal family Daerodil and current residence of Princess Zylka.” He grinned at Elyas’s shocked look. “We’re her honored guests in Egrondel… well, were, until last night. We have to be leaving this morning,” he said with regret.

He sat down in the grass by his cousin and quickly related all the events since Elyas had fallen unconscious from his wound back in the forest, up until Taren’s relief upon returning to his room and finding Elyas and Enelwyn both well after the creature’s attack the past night. The elven maid had been conscious when led away by her fellow healer to her chambers to rest. She claimed to feel fine other than a headache and had no memory of the attack by the invisible creature. Elyas had been sleeping still as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred, not realizing how close to death he’d been.

“That’s quite the tale… You sure you haven’t drunk too much wine and lost your wits?” he asked suspiciously. “Or mayhap they were scrambled from that blow to the head?”

Taren winced at the memory and touched the knot on his head where he had struck the deck. It was sore to the touch but didn’t trouble him much if left alone.

“My neck is sore, but other than that, I feel great. I’d sure like to meet this elven maid who saved my life and give her my personal thanks.” Elyas’s eyes looked distant. “I thought that was a dream, but now I’m not sure. I briefly woke from the darkness to see a beautiful face shining like the sun with blue eyes as deep as the sky…”

“That was Enelwyn. You’d better wash your smelly arse before you meet her, then. There’s a pool of clean water over there.” Taren pointed to the path.

Elyas grunted in agreement. He took a towel from the room and wandered off into the garden to bathe.

Taren remained sitting in the grass for a few more minutes. When he went back inside, he found fresh travel clothes laid out for him and Elyas. A platter of food sat atop the dresser as well.

“I tried to have your old clothes laundered, but they wouldn’t do at all.” The petite chambermaid stood in the doorway, lips curled in a small frown. “And I had to search a bit to find something I could alter to fit your large friend.”

“Well, thank you for all your assistance, Aninyel,” Taren said. “On behalf of us both. You saved me from making a bad impression on the princess last eve. I would’ve gone to dinner looking like a pig farmer, had it not been for you.”

The maid’s crooked smile appeared on her face again. “I’m happy it went well. I daresay she enjoyed your dinner as well.”

“Well, at least until that creature broke in here during the night.”

Aninyel’s eyes narrowed, and some emotion flickered on her face briefly then was gone—shame, perhaps, though he had no idea why she would feel that. “Most disturbing, I must say,” she agreed. “I understand you will be departing this morn?”

“Yes. After what happened last night… Well, I don’t want any further threats finding their way here.”

The chambermaid looked somewhat disappointed. Before she could speak, Elyas walked through the door, whistling to himself. He had his small towel wrapped loosely around his waist although it barely covered his nakedness. He tossed his soiled, wadded-up clothes on the floor.

Elyas froze upon seeing Aninyel, and a long uncomfortable moment stretched on, with him and the elf staring at each other. The big man suddenly scrambled to adjust his towel better, but instead it came open, sliding down to the floor. He hastened to pull the curtain around himself instead, his face beet red.

Aninyel tittered with laughter, her gray eyes sparkling with amusement. “No need to cover up on my account, sir.”

Elyas opened his mouth but couldn’t come up with a suitable reply.

Aninyel looked back at Taren. “I wish you gentlemen farewell on your journey.” She curtseyed and departed although she cast an amused glance at Elyas before she disappeared out of sight, a smirk remaining on her face.

She must be of the younger generation, those much more accepting of outsiders, especially ones who act like inelegant oafs.

“Balor’s balls! You could have warned me,” Elyas grumbled.

Taren grinned. “How was I to know you’d come strolling in and drop your towel to the floor before a maid?”

Elyas muttered a curse but quickly regained his good humor. He held up the set of fresh travel clothes Aninyel had left on the bed, nodded in approval, and began dressing.

The clothing the chambermaid had brought was of finer quality than the threadbare tunic and breeches Taren and Elyas had been wearing, which would now be best served by burning. The clothing was sturdy and comfortable and looked as if it would be warmer as well, a benefit with cooler weather approaching.

Taren quickly washed himself in the garden pool and dressed in the new clothes, finding they were also a perfect fit. He wondered again how the elves knew his measurements. He joined Elyas for breakfast although his cousin was nearly finished and indeed had eaten enough to nearly finish the platter. Taren didn’t go hungry, though, for he had eaten well the past evening and didn’t have a large appetite that morning.

They sat and discussed the next phase of their journey, and Taren realized he was saddened about departing. All his life, he’d dreamed of adventure and meeting other races and cultures. He knew he should be ready to get back on the road, but the thought of not seeing a certain princess again was somewhat depressing.




***




“Are you feeling well this morning, Zylka?”

The princess sat in the garden, the barely picked-over remains of her breakfast before her. Thoughts of the past evening filled her mind, and she had little appetite. She glanced over and smiled as her friend slumped into the chair across from her, where Taren had sat the past evening.

“I’m feeling fine, Ani. Just a few bruises from last night.”

Aninyel hooked a leg over the arm of her chair, slouching back, and regarded Zylka solemnly with her gray eyes. A knife appeared in her hand, and she twirled it idly between thumb and forefinger, the keen blade reflecting bursts of sunlight.

“I must apologize, for I should’ve been here last night,” Aninyel said. “I would’ve liked to test my skill against such a thing as that.”

“It’s no matter. You were delivering the message to Captain Kinnel at the barracks as instructed. I’m saddened by the loss of Hervyl and the injuries to the others, yet in spite of the tragedy, some good did come out of it. Taren discovered something important about himself—he seems to have unlocked his magical talent.” She thought again of his eyes blazing like stoked coals and the immense power rushing out of him and destroying the invisible beast choking the life from her.

“Sad to see them leaving?” Aninyel’s face was carefully blank.

Zylka smiled at her. “I suppose I am although I know it’s for the best. Galdir and the others were upset and frightened after last night’s incident—understandably so, yet…”

“Yet you hate to see a certain human lad be leaving, right? One with dark, flowing locks and lovely eyes the hue of a sylvan butterfly’s wings?” Aninyel grinned her crooked smile. She stabbed a pear from Zylka’s fruit basket with her knife and took a big bite out of it.

“I take an interest in the humans only to learn more of their ways. They also bring much-welcomed news of the world beyond our borders.”

Aninyel didn’t reply, only grinning knowingly until Zylka had to look away, her cheeks flushing.

“Even if I were to feel anything more than casual interest, you know as much as I nothing could ever come of it.”

“Who cares what the old ones think? If I were a couple centuries younger…” Aninyel munched on the pear, her face thoughtful. “Taren’s cousin has awakened, by the way.”

“Does he seem well?”

Aninyel laughed. “Does he ever! And a fine specimen of a man, at that. He strode in wearing naught but a towel while I was talking with Taren—a towel that he then dropped on the floor right in front of me.”

Zylka could only shake her head, but she joined her friend in laughter. Aninyel was nearly three hundred years older than Zylka, but she had a youthful energy and a knack for mischief, as well as a fancy for humans. The two had met when Aninyel had been one of Zylka’s martial trainers back in Drinleff Kayloria, and they’d been close friends ever since. The idea had been Aninyel’s to masquerade as a servant for the young men so she could observe them and report back to Zylka.

“Do they still think you a servant?” she asked.

Aninyel shrugged. “Does it really matter now that they are departing?”

“I suppose not.”

“Taren seems like a sharp one,” Aninyel observed. “I’m sure he may suspect. I happen to think I make a fine servant, though.” She grinned and ate another bite of the pear. “Although I’m glad you’ve a decent seamstress. I would’ve buggered that up for sure if I had tried to measure and alter clothes for them.”

Zylka laughed. “The odruneberry was a nice touch, I must admit.”

“Ah! I thought you’d like that!”

They chatted for a few more minutes, Zylka glad for the companionship, for Aninyel’s duties kept her in the capital most of the time. With her sharp hearing, she could just make out the voices of Taren and Elyas across the atrium. She could see why her friend liked humans, remembering how handsome Taren had looked the night before, the scent of odruneberry on him, his wide-eyed wonder, frank honesty, and keen intellect all revealed during their conversation. She was disappointed the young men had to leave so soon.

Yet events are spiraling out of our control. War begins to ravage the land, one which I have no doubt will suck our people in at some point. Yet perhaps one day, we might see each other again, under better circumstances. She sighed, knowing her thoughts were foolish—those of a dreamy girl. I must think of my people first in these dangerous times.

Zylka stood up and stretched. “I’d best prepare to see them off. Don’t worry, I’ll have the servants provide them with enough supplies for a few days.”

Aninyel slid out of her chair, as quick as a whip. “Anything else I can do?”

Zylka hugged her friend, the smaller elf’s head not even reaching her chin. “I’m so glad you were the envoy sent from Drinleff Kayloria.”

“I wasn’t about to take no for an answer. And it seems you might need me here, with invading armies in the woods and invisible monsters attacking in the night and trying to abduct our strapping young guests. Honestly, I’d be surprised if anyone ever wants to stay here as your guest again.”

Zylka knew Aninyel was only teasing, but that made her think as they walked back toward her chambers. “With all the dangers lurking about, perhaps there is one thing more you can do…”




***




Taren and Elyas stood near the base of the heartwood tree’s staircase. Their stolen horses had been fed and watered and equipped with saddles. Saddlebags bulged with provisions, and they had full skins of both water and wine.

Kinnel had the horses ready for them when they descended from the estate after finishing their breakfast. Taren thought he’d spotted Aninyel walking toward Zylka’s chambers on the other side of the manor when they had stepped outside, likely to inform her of their impending departure.

“Follow the stream until you reach a white oak tree with a yellow ribbon around the trunk, then take the path due east from there. That’s the quickest route to the human lands,” Kinnel advised while they waited. “Shouldn’t take more than two days to reach the edge of Fallowin Forest. Don’t stray far from the path, for there are ancient beings, fey and darker creatures that dwell in the depths of the forest, ones that could prove dangerous if encountered.”

They assured him they wouldn’t stray, and the warrior seemed content.

Zylka made her way down the stairs with unhurried grace, a contingent of guards accompanying her, along with the steward and a pair of elders. Enelwyn was with them as well, looking refreshed and uninjured after the attack the previous evening. Taren glanced around but was slightly disappointed to not see Aninyel among them.

She’s only a servant. Why would she be here to see us off? However, he couldn’t shake the suspicion that the chambermaid was more than she appeared.

When the princess stepped off the stairs, Taren bowed deeply, as did Elyas. “We can’t thank you enough for the aid and hospitality, Highness. We are deeply honored to be welcomed among the elven people with such grace.”

Zylka was wearing her woodland garb again though her hair was flowing freely down her back as the previous night. She looked lovely in the morning light. “And I shall ever name you, Taren and Elyas, as friends to the elven people. I regret you must depart after such a brief time, but with troubled times upon us, I understand.”

“Could I ask but a small favor?” Taren asked. “Once we reach the edge of your lands, could you see that these horses are delivered back to their rightful owners in the village of Halstead? As you’ll recall, we had to, uh, borrow them to escape the inquisitors.”

“Of course. That is a small matter. Leave them at the edge of the forest. A scout will find them and return them.”

“Thank you, Highness.” 

Taren glanced over at Elyas and saw he was staring at Enelwyn. The elven maid looked a little uncomfortable by the scrutiny, her cheeks coloring. He nudged Elyas, who looked away, embarrassed.

“Allow me to give you each a small token in the spirit of friendship,” Zylka continued. 

One of her soldiers handed her a leather belt and scabbard, finely crafted and inscribed with some of the decorative patterns the elves seemed to favor. The crest of House Daerodil was prominent on the scabbard. 

She stepped forward and handed it to Elyas. “A small gift for a brave warrior.”

The big man accepted it and bowed low. He looked pleased. “Thank you, Highness. You are too kind.”

Zylka smiled and turned to Taren. “And for you, Taren, I can’t give you anything to aid in the knowledge of your art, but I think this cloak might prove useful in your travels.” She held out a hand, and a soldier handed her a garment. She gave Taren a finely woven cloak, surprisingly light in his hands. The cloth was of some unusual material that seemed to shimmer and ripple oddly with green and brown hues, as if reflecting the earthy colors around it.

When Taren took the cloak, their fingers touched briefly. He had the sudden impulse to kiss her hand but decided against it. He didn’t want to shame her in front of the elders, who were watching closely.

Instead, he bowed deeply then looked her in the eyes. “Thank you, Your Highness. I shall never forget our time here. Especially our dinner together,” he added in an undertone.

Zylka’s smile was radiant. “Nor I, Taren,” she said softly. Then she stepped back, rejoining her people. “May Etenia grant you a safe path in your travels, and may we meet again someday, in the tranquil glade.”

Taren and Elyas both bade them farewell and mounted up. They rode back the way they had come through the town. Most of the elves watched their departure curiously yet remained aloof. A couple children, a boy and a girl ran up to the edge of the street to watch them pass by. The girl waved shyly, and Taren waved back.

After a few moments, they reached the eaves of Fallowin Forest. He glanced back, trying to commit the town of Egrondel to memory, and was surprised to see Zylka’s distant form yet at the stairs with her retinue. He raised a hand in farewell, then they entered the forest, leaving Egrondel and its pleasant memories behind.




















Chapter 25

Sianna hummed to herself as she jogged across the castle bailey to get to her training session with Sir Colm. The tune was a bawdy one she had heard some of the off-duty guards singing one night when they were well into their cups, a song her mother and Iris would certainly not approve of her knowing. That thought made her smile, a tiny act of rebellion against the insufferably straightlaced and dull future she was certainly doomed to face as some lord’s wife.

No, not some lord’s wife—Sir Edwin’s wife. Her smile broadened, and she couldn’t help but wonder where her brave and dashing knight was at that moment. Likely riding near Father, their horses covering long miles each day as the army grows ever nearer the enemy, ready to smite them with their righteous fury.

Sianna rounded the edge of the stables, nearing her training sanctuary—a space Sir Colm had set up, somewhat secluded from the wandering eyes of the guardsmen and stable boys along with the gossiping tongues of the nobles and servants of the court. The grounds between the stables and the castle’s inner wall had traditionally been used for storage space, but Colm had remedied that by putting a few young guardsmen to work to make up for whatever blunders they had committed to irk their sergeant. As it was, the long, narrow space was sheltered on two sides, and a wall of empty barrels stacked high blocked access along one end. A roof partially covered the space, keeping them somewhat dry and shaded, depending on the weather. It was more of a training alley than a training ground, in truth, but it sufficed. As a sanctuary away from proper court life, it worked splendidly. Sianna felt she could be herself out here.

She knew Colm had created the space for her sake although the true reason was somewhat embarrassing, scandalizing for Iris, and would have been to Sianna’s mother as well, had she known. Everything harkened back to the clothes she wore—a snug, comfortable set of tunic and breeches—practical dress for training yet most improper for a highborn lady, especially the daughter of the king. Since her girlish body had filled out into that of a woman over the past year or so, she garnered her share of wandering eyes from the men on the castle grounds. Sir Colm, being the gentleman he was, had acquiesced after being subjected to Iris’s incensed scolding and sought to remedy the issue as best as possible while still providing the training she sought.

Sianna skidded to a halt when she entered her sanctuary. Sir Colm was not alone. With him was a young man, perhaps her own age, and obviously a new recruit to the castle guard, judging by the mail and surcoat he wore. He was a big man, tall and broad across the shoulders, with a mop of dark reddish-brown hair, plump freckled cheeks, and friendly brown eyes. He was noticeably uncomfortable, his unease likely stemming from the presence of Sir Colm.

“Good morning, Highness,” Sir Colm said with a warm smile. He bowed respectfully, mostly for the benefit of the young man, since they suspended the customary courtesies at the training yard. After a moment, he frowned at the gawking guardsman and nudged him roughly with an elbow.

“Oh, uh… pardon, Your Highness.” The big man bowed awkwardly, his cheeks turning red, and looked even more nervous at Sianna’s presence, if possible.

“Good morning, Sir Colm,” she replied, quickly regaining her poise. She approached the pair, curiously eyeing the young man.

“This unrefined greenhorn’s name is Rafe, Princess,” Colm said, “a new recruit from one of the nearby villages. He’s got even less experience with a blade than you do, I’m afraid, but I thought I’d have him join our session this morning to illustrate a point.”

“Nice to meet you, Rafe,” Sianna said with a polite nod and a smile.

“You as well, Highness,” Rafe mumbled, blushing even more deeply.

“Now then, Rafe—take off your mail and gambeson. You won’t be needing it for this exercise.” Colm handed one of the blunted training swords to Sianna. “You can go ahead and warm up while we’re waiting, Princess.” He also brought over the gambeson and padded leather sparring helm she was accustomed to.

Sianna took the gear and nodded. She set it aside for the moment and warmed up, first with several stretching exercises and then by practicing some of the sword forms she’d been learning over the past months. During her early training, they had quickly realized that the broadswords and longswords favored by the guardsmen were too heavy and unwieldy for her small frame, so Colm had assigned her the short sword, a blade that seemed just about right in her hands. It was effective both at stabbing and slashing, without being too long or heavy for her to handle.

Once she was warmed up, she donned the padded gambeson she normally wore although she knew from experience the garment didn’t completely protect her from bruises if she got smacked solidly enough. She eased the helm over the thick bun of her hair and secured the chinstrap.

Rafe set aside his surcoat, mail shirt, and gambeson and looked on apprehensively until Colm told him to warm up as well. From his appearance, the youth was a very green recruit—he hadn’t yet gained the sturdy musculature of veteran soldiers and could obviously stand to lose some weight. His plain tunic was cinched tight across his rounded belly, and his arms lacked the hard muscle accomplished guardsmen developed. She didn’t doubt Sir Colm and the sergeants would whip Rafe into shape in short order. Despite all that, he was imposingly large and, she suspected, quite strong due to a commoner’s life of hard, honest labor.

“Since you’ve been wanting an actual bout so badly, Princess, I thought I’d give you your wish.” Colm waved Rafe to go stand near Sianna. “Now, you two face off against each other,” the knight instructed. “Begin sparring, and continue until I tell you to stop.”

“Against the princess?” Rafe looked from Sianna to Colm, mouth hanging open. “But… I…”

“Don’t think, boy, just do it,” Colm barked, and Rafe instantly stood up straighter. “And remember what I told you earlier. You afraid to get bested by a lass? And a noblewoman at that?”

Rafe flushed and shuffled toward Sianna, blunted broadsword pointed at her. Whatever Sir Colm had told him earlier, he clearly hadn’t known his opponent would be the king’s daughter.

Sianna felt a surge of excitement. She’d never faced off against Colm or any other opponent in an actual sparring match before, having settled for many sessions of repetition, going through forms and basic attacks and defenses. What had previously qualified as sparring with Colm ended up with her flailing away with her sword and him easily fending away her clumsy strikes before smacking her with his training blade. He would then pause the bout to explain to her how she had erred, which had become too numerous to count. Now, though, she had her chance to impress her instructor against one of his own men, even a green recruit though he might be.

She narrowed her eyes, sizing up Rafe. As the lad came awkwardly toward her, she realized how big he really was, a head taller than even the wiry Colm and a great deal heavier. He’ll squash me if he lands a blow.

Rafe surged toward her and chopped down with his broadsword. Sianna sidestepped, knowing she hadn’t the strength to hold him off in a straight contest. She jabbed her short sword at his ribs but was a bit too slow. Rafe shuffled aside and brought his sword around in a sweeping low slash. Sianna hopped back then, seeing the opening he provided with such an attack, jabbed him in the ribs with her training blade.

The big man winced, for he had stumbled into her strike, and she knew he would have a good bruise from the blow, especially lacking a padded gambeson.

“Well done, Princess. Come on, Rafe! This slip of a lass is barely a third your weight. Don’t think of her as a princess but a wily assassin trying to get past you and slay your king!”

Rafe grimaced and came at her again. This time, he was much more cautious in his approach. Sianna took a few jabs and slashes at him, but his reach was so great she couldn’t strike him without somehow getting inside his guard. She quickly came to realize what a huge disadvantage she was at. He kept her backing away with cautious swipes of his own blade. They circled around cautiously, blades clanging together occasionally. A reverberation ran up her arm, and she gritted her teeth when she tried to parry too heavy a blow.

Evade and deflect. If I can’t dodge, I must deflect rather than stop his blade cold. They worked around the training ground another few minutes, Sianna growing dismayed as she searched for an opening, but unless Rafe made a mistake, she couldn’t see how she could strike him with his tremendous reach advantage.

Rafe seemed to be wearing down, for he was breathing heavily. She slashed at his arm, thumping her blade against his exposed forearm and leaping aside at his riposte.

But then she felt her heel strike the wooden wall of the stable and knew she was in trouble. Rafe sensed it too, for he bulled forward in a rush. She skirted sideways, but the wall was scraping against her back and he chopped downward, forcing her to parry desperately or else get struck in the head. Their blades rang as she blocked his stroke, but the blow numbed her arm all the way to the shoulder, and she nearly dropped her sword. Rafe leaned forward, bringing his strength and weight to bear and forcing her blade back until her wrist was twisted painfully. She tried to move sideways again, but her leg struck something unyielding.

“Finish her!” Colm shouted in encouragement.

Thanks for being impartial, she thought sourly. Her eyes desperately darted sideways at the obstruction, and she noted a watering trough had been placed along the wall. That wasn’t there before. Just when she also realized it was full, Rafe grunted and heaved, and her strength gave out. With a pitiful squeak of alarm, she toppled over the end and splashed ingloriously into the trough.

The water was shockingly cold and went up her nose and into her mouth as she went under. Her hip hit the bottom, then she bobbed back up, spluttering and coughing.

“Hold!” Colm bellowed.

Sianna blinked the water from her eyes and saw Rafe still looming over her, prepared for another strike at her, had Colm not called him off. She sloshed around, tossing aside her blade, and was quickly soaked to the bone. The padded gambeson soaked up water like a sponge and suddenly felt as if it weighed as much as a mail shirt.

“Don’t just stand there waiting for flies to land in your mouth, you oaf. Help the lady up!” Despite Colm’s brusque demeanor, he was fighting to conceal what looked suspiciously like a pleased smirk.

Rafe tossed his sword aside and leaned over Sianna. Despite her spluttered protests, he gently grasped her shoulders and lifted her from the trough as he might a small child, before depositing her back on her feet. “Princess, are you all right? I’m so sorry… I didn’t mean to hurt you, or uh, get you wet and all…” 

Even annoyed by her dunking as she was, she couldn’t help but feel sympathy for the man’s distress.

“That was the whole point of the water trough, Rafe.” Colm handed Sianna a thick towel to dry herself off with. “Apologies, Princess, but I felt the lesson might be punctuated better with this added prop.” He nodded toward the trough.

Sianna scowled as she toweled off her face. Colm gently unfastened her chinstrap and removed the helm, and she uncoiled her hair from its bun and squeezed the water from it. Next, off came the heavy, sodden gambeson. Her sopping tunic clung to her chest immodestly, she noticed with dismay, but Colm gripped Rafe by the arm, and the two of them faced away so she was afforded some modicum of privacy.

Well, I can’t change out of my clothes out here. I’m sure the staff will really gawp at me now. She settled for wrapping the large towel around herself as though she’d just come from the baths. “I’m decent now,” she said coolly. Gods, he bested me so easily… shoved me aside like I was a child.

Rafe cringed when he saw her expression, as though she’d fly into a rage and start beating on him at any moment. Colm watched her with a slight smile.

“As I said before, apologies, Princess, for that demonstration. I trust now you can see how difficult it can be to take on an opponent with much greater size and strength even though they may not be very skilled?” Colm regarded her gravely.

Despite her irritation, she nodded, intrigued. Sir Colm would never have sought to humiliate her so without a good reason.

“For any woman who seeks to wield a blade against male opponents, especially a woman of your size, know this truth—you will never win a contest of strength, at least against an able-bodied swordsman of middling fitness. Which should tell you that you must rely on other means. Your stamina.” He nudged her soft leather boot with the toe of his sturdy one then patted her upper arm. “Your quickness. And finally your wits.” He emphasized the last point by tapping her lightly on the temple with a callused finger. “You probably noticed your advantage with the former?”

She nodded, remembering how Rafe was getting out of breath.

“Aye, he was puffing like a blown horse after galloping for ten miles.” Colm’s disapproving glance caused Rafe to wilt slightly. “We’ll focus on each of those qualities some more in the coming days, fear not.” He turned to Rafe. “You can go back to your squad now, Rafe. And tell Sergeant Blaire you need some repetitions lapping the castle grounds.”

“Aye, sir.” Rafe’s shoulders slumped as he gathered up his gear and started away. As if suddenly remembering the proper courtesy, he stopped, turned, and bowed low, fumbling and dropping his mail shirt in the process. “Your Highness.” He juggled his gear and managed to scoop his shirt back up before retreating.

Sianna’s face softened. I shouldn’t hold any grudge against the poor lad—he seems like a good sort. All this was Sir Colm’s idea.

“Rafe,” she called. She had enjoyed the bout, save for its waterlogged finale, and realized it was nice to have someone else of novice skill level to train with and be on the receiving end of Sir Colm’s disappointment for a change.

The guardsman froze and turned as if expecting a kick in the rear.

“Thank you for joining us. I hope we can spar again some time?” She gave him a gracious smile.

“Oh, uh… well, thank you, Highness. I reckon if Sir Colm thinks so…”

Colm glanced at Sianna with raised eyebrows. “If you feel that way, it can be arranged, Princess.”

“Yes, I would like that.”

“Indeed. Carry on,” he told Rafe.

The guard bowed clumsily again although he was grinning before he scrambled out of the training yard.

“That was kind of you,” Colm said with an approving look.

Sianna smiled. “He seems a nice enough sort. Can’t really blame him for how you set him up just as you did me.”

Colm chuckled at that. The formality seeped out of him, and he regarded Sianna with a bit of concern. “Are you well, lass? He didn’t hit you too hard?”

“No, I’m not made of glass—I’ll be fine. That was a good lesson.” Her initial annoyance was gone, and she realized the wisdom of the lesson—one she’d certainly not forget.

“I’m glad. We’ll cut it short today so you can go get changed before you catch a chill. One thing before you go…” He walked over to where he’d stacked their gear and picked up a sword in a scabbard. “You need a suitable blade, not this rubbish from the armory. I had the smith Karlotis forge this one special.”

When he handed it to her, she couldn’t help but be impressed. Karlotis was the most renowned weaponsmith in Llantry, and his work didn’t come cheap. 

“But this must have cost a fortune,” she said.

Colm shrugged. “Karlotis owed me one from way back, so I got a good deal. When I approached Queen Marillee, she was gracious enough to agree and provided some coin.”

What he left unsaid was that he must have spent a significant amount of his own coin for the sword. She couldn’t help but smile stupidly, overwhelmed for a moment.

“Go ahead—draw it.” Colm scuffed one foot at something on the ground as though afraid she’d be displeased.

Sianna ran her fingers lightly across the filigreed hilt and studied the pommel, which was inset with an emerald, her favorite stone. When she drew it, the blade came free of the scabbard with a pure ringing sound. Morning light rippled off the folded steel. It was the perfect size—a short sword, slim bladed and wonderfully light. The hilt fit her hand as if custom forged just for her. The crossguard was graceful and detailed with scrollwork. After a few practice swings, she was grinning ear to ear.

“Sir Colm, this is too much!”

The old knight looked embarrassed. “Nay, lass, ’tis simply what you need. Good steel for the daughter of a king.”

She sheathed the blade and, proper etiquette be damned, embraced the knight. He looked shocked for a moment then patted her on the back awkwardly. 

“Keep her sharp, lass. You never know when she may be needed.”

“I will,” she vowed. Stepping back, the soft leather of the scabbard filling her hand, she was brimming with joy, having forgotten all about her earlier dunking. “I’ll see you on the morrow, then. And will Rafe be joining us?”

Colm grinned back at her. “Perhaps. Wouldn’t want to spoil any more surprises.”

“And this was a grand one, indeed! Thank you, Sir Colm.” She raced away, towel clutched around her haphazardly, barely noticing the gawking of the stable boys as she ran, for she couldn’t wait to find Iris and show her the blade. Then she’d have to find her mother and thank her, too—after she changed, of course. She generated enough gossip as it was without showing up in her mother’s presence wearing drenched, mannish clothing and bearing a sword.




















Chapter 26

The rain was coming down in sheets. Thunder rumbled overhead, and lightning cracked nearby. Taren pulled the hood of his new cloak lower. The material repelled the water and also provided excellent camouflage, blending in with the forest due to an elven enchantment. The day’s travel had been uneventful until the afternoon storm blew in, and it gave no sign it would let up anytime soon.

Elyas cursed the weather, riding slightly behind Taren. He’d replaced his worn and battered belt and scabbard with the new elven one, and Taren caught him admiring it several times throughout the day, prior to the storm’s arrival.

At one point, the rain was falling so hard that Taren lost sight of the road. He reined his horse in and looked around but realized they’d inadvertently departed the winding path. Without the sun overhead, he realized he had no idea which way was east.

“What is it?” Elyas asked.

“We’ve gone off the road.”

Elyas looked around, his bearded face barely visible beneath his cowl, and shrugged. “Let’s find a place to ride out the storm. Once it clears, we’ll be able to see the path again.”

Taren agreed. They looked around, but the trees surrounding them had thin canopies and provided little cover. He nudged the horse forward in the direction they’d been going and, after a couple minutes, thought he saw the dark smudge of a broad oak tree through the rain.

“Over this way!” Taren said.

As he approached the tree, he saw it would indeed provide good shelter. The rain barely made it through the thick canopy, and dried leaves and sticks were plentiful fuel for a fire. They dismounted, brushed down the horses, and removed the saddles. Elyas lit a small fire to help dry out their clothes, for he was especially drenched as his old cloak was not water repellant.

Taren unwrapped a bundle from the saddlebags. A broad leaf wrapped up a piece of salted meat, along with some kind of crisp trail bread and an apple. He gave another leaf package to Elyas then sat back to eat. The trail bread proved not only tasty, but filling. He washed the meal down with some water.

He leaned back against the saddlebags to rest for a bit until the storm let up. With the rain drumming on the leaves, the soothing sound quickly caused Taren to nod off.




***




He awakened to find the storm had blown over. A canopy of stars was visible overhead when he stepped out from beneath the oak tree. The fire had died out, and Elyas was snoring softly. The horses were tied to a branch a short distance away.

Deciding they’d be best off continuing onward in the morning, Taren settled back down where he had lain against his saddlebags. Odd that we slept so long—the whole day gone already.

His gaze rested on the remains of their small campfire. I should build it up again—Kinnel said the forest holds dangers. He took a long sip of water and decided he’d get to it shortly.

Taren opened his eyes, not even realizing he’d dozed off again. Sunlight streamed through the canopy overhead. He looked around but saw Elyas was gone. The vestiges of sleep fled, and surprise took its place. Taren stood up, looking around for Elyas. The horses stood nearby, but he didn’t see his cousin anywhere.

Perhaps he went to hunt some breakfast. Then, however, his gaze fell on their longbow, still lying beside Elyas’s saddle. Getting worried, he called for his cousin but got no response.

He calmed himself, listening intently. The subtle sound of flowing water in the distance reached his ears—a sound he hadn’t noticed the night before. Wondering if Elyas had gone to find the stream to fill his water skin, Taren walked in the direction of the sounds. Relieved to spot his cousin’s large footprints in the soft ground, he followed the trail. Within a few minutes, he came to a small, scenic glade with a placid pond in the center. A stream flowed off an embankment, forming a small waterfall about waist high, and spilled into the pond. Water lilies grew along the edges, their white and pink flowers blooming cheerfully.

Elyas was kneeling beside the pond. Taren walked up beside his cousin to see him staring into the depths.

“I was wondering where you’d run off to. Ready to get moving again?”

Elyas didn’t respond. His hands were planted in the soft soil at the edge of the water, and he was leaning forward, gazing intently into the pond’s depths.

“Elyas.” He nudged his cousin with his leg. 

The big man continued staring into the water, entranced.

Taren glanced around, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw three other figures at the far edge of the pond. They looked like human brigands who might have wandered into the forest and lost their way. They, too, knelt at the pool and were raptly gazing into the depths.

Taren knelt beside Elyas and looked into his cousin’s face. His blue eyes were wide open and unfocused, his mouth sagging open slightly. 

“Oi! Wake up! We’ve got to go.” He shook Elyas’s shoulder. 

The big man rocked slightly with the motion but didn’t respond, and a knot of fear gripped Taren’s belly. 

“What’s wrong with you?”

Taren glanced into the pond to see what was fascinating Elyas so. At first, he saw nothing, realizing the pond was deeper than expected, its depths dark and shadowed. After a moment, he noticed a faint shimmering in the depths. A pale form shifted, obscured by swirling darkness. Taren squinted, trying to discern what it was.

The features clarified, taking on the form of a woman with fair skin and dark eyes. Long black hair flowed around her, stirred by a subtle current in the pond.

The woman’s red lips parted and moved, forming words Taren couldn’t understand. He leaned closer, seeing now the enticing curves of her nude form, the way her hands beckoned, the hair stirring across herself as if caressing her skin.

A curtain of golden hair swept across her face, then the face was Zylka’s. The elf beckoned him closer.

He gasped at what he was seeing. No, this can’t be. He knew what he was seeing must be an illusion, and he thought to look away, but Zylka’s beauty tugged at him, compelling him to stare. He blinked, and her features had changed again. Now, the woman was Yethri. Her green eyes glittered like polished gemstones, and her copper curls rippled in the current.

Yethri. I’m so sorry… I wanted more than anything to see you again after Midsummer Festival. He could hear her laugh once more and see the cheer in her eyes as they danced around the maypole together. Zylka was an elven princess, and he knew in his heart there could never be anything between them, even had she fancied him, but Yethri… the way they had gotten on at Midsummer Festival had been almost as if they’d known each other for many years. He knew instinctively they were meant for each other, and his biggest regret was letting her slip away without seeing her again. His heart thudded in his chest at her nearness.

“Come to me, my love. We can be together.” He wasn’t sure if he had actually heard the voice or imagined it, but her hand was beckoning him closer. Her copper hair teased his fingers to stroke it. More than anything, he wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her freckled cheeks, her full lips…

Taren reached out to touch a lock of her hair, barely noticing the cool water sliding up his hand to his wrist. The lock teased him, just out of reach. He leaned forward, reaching deeper, until his arm was underwater up to his elbow.

That isn’t her! You know that—now you must wake from her spell.

The voice in the back of his mind nagged at Taren until he finally realized he was leaning over so far that he was close to falling in the water, his tunic’s arm soaked and the water almost to his shoulder. The woman wasn’t Yethri anymore. She was the woman with black hair and dark eyes.

Something seized Taren’s arm and pulled. With a startled cry, he splashed into the pond headfirst, barely closing his mouth in time and holding what breath he had in his lungs.

A thick strand of black hair was wrapped around his wrist. He tried to pull away, but the band of hair held him fast. With his left hand, he tried to pry the hair free, but to no avail. Another lock of hair snaked out, entangling his left arm. He kicked wildly, struggling to free himself, but the hair was a swirling nimbus churning around him. He felt it tickling his neck then slipping around it and tightening, the same around his ankles. Though he struggled, it was in vain.

He was dragged deeper, and the pond became bone-numbingly cold. The woman in the water no longer looked at all human. Slits in her neck opened and closed like a fish’s gills. Her eyes were bulbous and dark, her naked body withered and sagging. When her mouth opened, it was filled with needlelike teeth.

Taren struggled for all he was worth, panic lending him strength. Bubbles burst from his nose and mouth as he tried to shout, striving to tear himself free. He couldn’t reach his dagger at his belt, for his limbs were stretched taut, the strength of his bonds unbreakable. The hair around his neck was choking him like a hangman’s noose. His air was nearly gone—a haze of darkness loomed at the edges of his vision, and he knew any moment he’d be forced to inhale the cold water. All the while, that spiny-toothed mouth stretched wider, ready to bite into his flesh.

A sleek figure sluiced into the water above him. Taren saw a glint of silver, then the grip on his neck subsided. Quick slashes from a blade severed the locks of hair gripping his limbs.

The creature in the pond became enraged. It surged toward Taren, mouth wide and claws poised, but he felt someone’s arms around him, pulling him away to safety.

His head burst from the water, and he gasped for air, lungs heaving as if they’d explode from his rib cage.

“Easy. You’ll be fine.” 

The voice seemed familiar, but Taren was too occupied trying to get his breath and rein in his panic to think on that. He knew at any moment the thing beneath the water would seize his legs and drag him down again to a watery death.

Water sloshed around him, and he felt himself being dragged by the armpits from the pond. He was pulled away, up onto the shore, and dragged several paces across the grass by his savior.

He flopped onto his back, looking up into the big gray eyes of Aninyel, standing over him protectively. She had a dagger in one hand and a curved saber in the other. His mind struggled to come to grips with the sight of the Daerodil chambermaid here, having saved him, and armed for battle.

“Ready yourself,” she warned. “The water hag will attack with its thralls. I’ll try my best not to harm Elyas.” The subservience and impish humor he was used to were nowhere to be found. She had a steely calm, eyes hard and deadly as she regarded the pool. She was all coiled violence, much like a badger protecting its young.

Taren sat up in time to see the pond seething and the water hag rearing up. Her hair was a slimy mass clotted with algae, and her skin was wrinkled and nearly translucent, pale as a fish belly and webbed with blue veins. Filthy claws slashed the air as her black fish eyes glared hatred at Taren and Aninyel. Her mouth opened wide, and he had to cover his ears when she let loose an awful shriek. The sound pierced his skull with a stabbing pain.

After a long moment, the shriek subsided, and Taren could only watch in horror as Elyas and the three brigands got to their feet and turned toward Aninyel and him. Their movements were jerky but coordinated, as if a clumsy puppeteer was yanking on their strings.

The water hag floated on the surface, half out of the water, her naked sagging breasts those of an old crone. Her hands were raised as if pulling the strings of her thralls.

Aninyel moved swiftly past Taren, crouching low to the ground. Her dagger was extended low before her, the saber up near her ear.

Elyas drew his sword. His motions were still a bit sluggish but much smoother than at first. He raised the blade and lumbered forward, slashing at Aninyel. The elven maid dropped and spun away, sweeping her leg out and tripping Elyas. The big man grunted and fell hard on his face beside Taren.

The three brigands raced toward Aninyel. One man threw a spear. The elf sidestepped, and it landed point-first in the grass, the shaft wobbling. Aninyel darted toward them. Her saber opened up the spear-thrower’s throat. The brigand lurched forward then stumbled and fell, a curtain of blood cascading down the ragged tunic he wore.

Aninyel continued without hesitation, attacking the two other brigands, one short and burly, the other tall and gaunt. They hacked and stabbed at the elf with rusty swords. Steel rang as she somehow neatly parried both attacks away simultaneously. Taren blinked, and Aninyel was already spinning past them in a sweeping blur of glinting steel. Her dagger pulled free of the tall man’s ribs while the burly man lurched forward, his ample abdomen splitting open and a length of entrails spilling out onto the grass.

The elf wasn’t finished yet. She whirled, and her saber struck the head from the tall man’s shoulders, sending it sailing into the air while the headless body stumbled and fell into the pond. The heavyset brigand blinked in confusion, trying to hold his guts in with one hand. Aninyel rammed her dagger into the base of his skull. He wobbled and dropped.

Before Taren could fully marvel at her fighting prowess, a heavy weight fell onto his legs. Elyas had gotten to his hands and knees and thrown himself onto Taren. He knelt on Taren’s legs and with one hand pinned him down by the chest. Elyas’s lips were skinned back, and drool streamed from his mouth. His blue eyes were unfocused.

“Elyas! Stop this—snap out of it!” Taren shouted, struggling to throw him off.

Elyas ignored him. He had lost his sword in the grass, but that didn’t seem to bother him as he raised a big fist. Taren struggled, gripping his cousin’s fist in his hand, trying to halt the blow, but the big man’s strength was inexorable. His fist drove down, and Taren’s knuckles smacked into his own cheek. He tried to wriggle away, but Elyas was much too strong and outweighed him by nearly a hundred pounds.

Taren punched him in the jaw, but the big man seemed not to notice. He raised his fist again, and once more Taren tried to block his blow, but again his defense was forced aside. Elyas’s fist struck him in the mouth, splitting his lip open and stunning him. The next blow would likely render him unconscious.

He tried to focus, to gather his concentration and feel the earth magic as he had back at the Daerodil estate, when he’d destroyed the monster there, but he was hurt and disoriented. He needed time to feel the flow of the earth magic around him, and that was time he didn’t have.

Elyas’s fist was about to drop once again.

A glint of steel flashed across his vision, and with a solid thunk, the pommel of a dagger struck Elyas’s temple. He wobbled a moment before reaching over to feel the rising knot on his head. Taren struggled again, managing to get his legs free. He squirmed out from under his cousin momentarily, but then Elyas seized him by the ankle, dragging him closer.

Then Aninyel appeared behind Elyas, saber pointed at the sky. She dropped her arm, and the pommel thumped into the back of Elyas’s head.

Taren held his breath as his cousin’s eyes slowly rolled back, then he dropped, unconscious.

The water hag shrieked again in rage.

Aninyel whirled to face her, saber leveled at the hag. “Yui’n fard sasaed fesc du dha fuddun ull irruis fuln, us derda nirr r’daar!”

The water hag snarled and glared at the elf a moment before retreating back into the depths of the pond with a splash and flurry of slimy black hair.

“Aninyel!” Taren cried, so relieved to see her he didn’t know what else to say.

“We meet again, Taren.” She lowered her saber, and the corner of her mouth curled in a half smile.

“I knew you weren’t a chambermaid,” he said stupidly, not knowing what else to say. He accepted her small hand, and she helped pull him to his feet.

“I thought I made a damn fine chambermaid,” she retorted, sounding miffed.

Taren opened his mouth, wondering if he’d offended her.

“But I like to think I make a better warrior.” The crooked grin was back on her face. Aninyel put a foot to Elyas’s shoulder and rolled the big man over onto his back. She dropped to her knees beside him and listened for his breath. “He’s alive. As are you, fortunately.” Her gray eyes pinned him with reproach. “I wouldn’t have much liked to report to Zylka that you’d been drowned and taken to the water hag’s lair and devoured.”

Taren shuddered at the memory of the hair wrapped around his neck and limbs while being dragged into the cold depths, the spiny teeth waiting to tear into him. “I’m sorry. We got lost in the storm. We made camp, and when I awoke, Elyas was here… petrified.”

“He was under her spell. She lures men here, and when she finds one of a particularly succulent essence, she pulls them under, drowns them, and devours them in her lair. The others she uses as thralls. You, my friend, were slated to be the prime course of the day.” She sheathed her saber and considered the pond a moment, hands on her slim hips. “We need to be away from here right now. I don’t think she’ll test me further, but if she’s hungry and desperate enough…”

Taren shuddered at the thought. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her she’d best retreat to the bottom of her filthy pond or taste my steel.”

He grinned, relieved to be alive. The fiery elf inspired confidence he’d sorely lacked before her arrival. Something glittered in the grass, and he spotted Aninyel’s dagger. After he handed it back to her, she wiped the blade clean on the grass before sheathing it. She picked up Elyas’s sword and admired it for a moment before returning it to his scabbard.

“Help me with him,” she said.

They each grabbed one of Elyas’s beefy arms and dragged the big man away from the glade. Taren was shocked at how far he’d come from the camp—it was easily thrice the distance he’d thought it had been. He was out of breath by the time they laid Elyas down by his saddlebags.

He saw a pack beside theirs that must have been Aninyel’s. She had a cloak draped atop it that looked like his.

“We owe you our thanks, Aninyel.” Taren sat down and gulped some wine from his wineskin.

“It’s nothing. I think I mentioned once before I enjoy a challenge.” Aninyel reached over and plucked his wineskin from his hand. After a long drink, she handed it back. “And keeping you two from trouble is proving to be just that.”

“I believe you did mention that. Did Zylka send you to make sure we made it out of the forest alive?” He tried to picture the elven princess sitting in the atrium, anxiously awaiting word of their safe departure. The thought of her concern gave him a warm feeling.

Aninyel shrugged. “Something like that. I pretty much volunteered for it. I’m supposed to return with your horses too.” She glanced over at the pair of steeds contentedly munching on grass.

“Why?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“I like to keep my fighting skills sharp and stretch my legs now and again. Or perhaps I enjoyed our time together a bit.” She sat down nimbly across from him, legs crossed. She gathered her long hair, which had come unbound, and wrung the water from it. In a shaft of sunlight, her damp hair with its blue undertones shone like polished steel.

Taren couldn’t help but return her crooked grin. “Well, I’m glad our presence wasn’t too disagreeable. Where did you learn to fight like that?” With the ease she’d dispatched the thralls, he doubted a dozen of them would’ve posed much more difficulty.

“Oh, a lady never divulges her age, my good man, but I’ll just say lo-o-ong years of practice… centuries even. My father was the royal weapon master, and he was a hard man to please, so I trained rigorously from the time I was a young girl. Eventually, the king, Zylka’s father, saw my potential and made me one of his Blades.”

“Is that a knight?”

Aninyel tilted her head and tapped her chin. “Not quite, but similar. More like a champion—one of five who serve at all times, until death or retirement. And I don’t plan to retire—I feel as if I’m just getting started at my age.” She laughed. “I worked at the academy, training our warriors. Zylka came under my tutelage, and we became friends. A Blade specializes in one or two chosen weapons. I was never much for a bow, myself. She’s quite a good shot, though, I must admit. Much better than I.”

“She’s lucky to have you as a friend. Back at her home, when that beast seized me, she was fearless… trying to strike it down even as it sought to throttle her. Zylka is quite… impressive.” Realizing he’d probably said too much, Taren shut his mouth.

Aninyel simply smiled. Without any of the teasing he expected, she nodded agreement and took the wineskin once more.

Elyas groaned and gingerly touched his head. He looked over and regarded Taren and Aninyel, clearly bewildered.

“I hope you’ve a bastard of a headache, big man,” Aninyel said. “And well deserved, if so. I had to teach you a lesson. You almost killed your cousin.”

Elyas sat up. He stared at Aninyel a moment then seemed to notice Taren’s split lip and bruised cheek. “What in the Abyss happened? I had a horrible nightmare about a witch or something at the bottom of a pool.” Taren handed him the wineskin, and he drank deeply.

Taren quickly related what had happened.

“Gods. You beat up on my arse pretty good, huh?” Elyas glanced at Aninyel appraisingly.

“Tragic you can’t even remember.” She rolled her eyes. “I expected a bit more out of you. But since you had your brain muddled, I suppose that’s a valid excuse. I wouldn’t mind taking you on another time,” she said with a sly smile. “I do enjoy a challenge.”

Taren wasn’t entirely certain she was referring to a contest of arms, from the look she gave Elyas. His cousin suddenly looked uncomfortable, studying the wineskin in his hand.

“You should’ve seen those other three louts,” Taren said to break the tension. “She dropped the three of them in a matter of seconds. Made it look easy, too.”

“Well, it’s fortunate the princess saw fit to send you to look after us,” Elyas replied, looking sheepish. “I could’ve killed Taren and then ended up a waterlogged, half-eaten corpse myself.” He shuddered.

“And it’s lucky for you your cousin made such a good impression on the princess. The feeling’s mutual, if I’m not mistaken.” Aninyel smirked at Taren.

Taren felt his face turning red and looked away. He coughed nervously. “Why don’t we have some breakfast and get moving. The day grows late.”

He didn’t get any argument from the others.




***




The rest of the day went by quickly. Taren and Elyas rode for the boundary of Fallowin Forest, anxious to gain some distance from the water hag’s glade and reach human lands again. By ancient treaty, the elves retained sovereignty within their own lands, as did the dwarves in the north.

Aninyel accompanied the cousins along the way, walking with them at times while at others slipping away to scout around as they continued steadily eastward. Taren offered to let her ride with him, which seemed to surprise the elf, but she declined. When Aninyel wasn’t around, he spent much of the day lost in his thoughts. The encounter with the water hag had made him wary of things he didn’t understand in the world. He was angry with himself, for he had read of water hags in Roland the Bold’s book, but everything had happened so quickly that he was fighting for his life before even realizing what had occurred.

Elyas spent much of the day riding silently as well though he sneaked many a glance at Aninyel when she was with them. The big man seemed a bit intimidated by her, which Taren found amusing. Elyas didn’t know how to react to the elf’s confident swagger and impish humor, including her subtle and not-so-subtle flirtations.

Taren could see why he kept watching her, for he also appreciated the elf’s striking looks and graceful gait as she walked or jogged alongside them. Her snug breeches and leather jerkin left little to the imagination, revealing her lithe, toned body. Somewhere along the way, the blouse beneath her jerkin seemed to have come undone an additional button or two, revealing the swell of her small breasts.

Aninyel, for her part, was in good humor. She seemed to enjoy her duty escorting the young men, telling them much of the elven ways while occasionally tossing out a witty jest that made Taren laugh. Zylka and Enelwyn, who had been friendly to them, seemed almost standoffish in comparison. Aninyel was so utterly unlike the others of her people that he couldn’t help but wonder why she seemed so different.

Perhaps she’s traveled and spent much time among humans.

By the time they reached the edge of the forest, Taren was saddened that they would leave the elf behind. Aninyel seemed almost like a protective older sister in a way, wise to the ways of the world and tough as nails, yet with an easy smile and mischievous sense of humor.

“Here ends the Fallowin Forest, my young friends,” Aninyel announced once they reached a final line of trees. “The way ahead is clear. The group of your foes who had been keeping watch shall trouble you no longer.”

“They were fool enough to trespass on elven lands again?” Taren asked, the Inquisition immediately coming to mind.

“No, not exactly, but the princess made it clear that you weren’t to be hindered in leaving our lands. The elders would doubtless be displeased by my initiative, yet I think if our esteemed guests were to be ambushed less than a quarter mile from our border, that would reflect quite poorly on our hospitality.” She grinned brightly. “Fortunately, I don’t answer to the old ones.”

“Your doing?” Elyas smiled in turn.

Aninyel shook her head, seeming disappointed. “Afraid I didn’t get the honor although, as I am a Blade, the sentries were more than happy to do as I bade them. Fear not, your foes made splendid targets and are now returned to the earth.” With a dramatic flourish, she pointed eastward, where the ribbon of a road was visible amid fields and rolling hills. “In yon direction lies the human settlement of Ryedale.” 

The two men dismounted and emptied out their provisions from the saddlebags, stowing everything in their packs.

Taren rubbed his horse’s nose affectionately and handed the reins to Aninyel. “I don’t know how we can thank you for all your help.”

“Keep yourselves alive, for starters,” she replied.

Taren extended his hand, and she clasped it firmly in the manner of a warrior. Elyas did the same though she was slow to release the big man, holding his gaze then giving him a wink when he flushed.

“Give my regards to Zylka,” Taren said. “How does that farewell go? Something about meeting again in the glade?”

“Indeed,” Aninyel replied with her infectious grin. “May we meet again someday, in the tranquil glade. If not sooner.”

“I look forward to it. Goodbye, Aninyel.” Taren waved and walked out of the trees into the afternoon sunshine while Elyas mumbled a goodbye in turn. 

When he looked back, the elf and horses were already lost within the shadows of the forest. 

Taren sighed. “Looks like we’re on our own again, Cousin.”

“Aye, as it should be,” Elyas said though he seemed disappointed as well. He glanced back more than once as they walked across a grassy field toward the eastward road that would take them to Ryedale. “We’ll rest and reprovision in Ryedale then make for Ammon Nor.”

As a result of their late start, night fell before they neared Ryedale. The two of them camped in a grove of trees off the road a short distance, more at ease in the shelter of the trees than camping in the open along the road. They still had some provisions supplied by Zylka, but they built a small campfire for warmth against the chill of the night, which seemed much more pronounced away from Fallowin Forest. Summer was swiftly turning to fall.

Elyas was eager to return to civilization and find a tavern to provide ale and a hot meal. Taren was less enthused. He would’ve preferred remaining in Egrondel longer—the city’s beauty, magic, and slower pace of life all appealed to him, and he would’ve much liked to learn more of the elves and their customs than the short interlude had allowed. However, an inn and a bed to sleep in for only the second time since fleeing home did hold some appeal. Fearing any encounters with the Inquisition or Nebaran patrols, they took turns keeping watch.

Taren dreamt of Yethri that night. Since his near death at the hands of the water hag, along with the illusion she’d shown him after plucking the image from his mind, he’d thought much of the young woman who had captured his heart. Regret and longing, which he thought he’d gotten over months earlier, resurfaced like a fresh wound.

The night passed uneventfully, and they were up at dawn. They made good time and reached Ryedale before noon. A light rain fell for an hour or so but cleared up by the time they arrived. The small city was situated near a crossroads and important trade route. Ammon Nor lay about a week to the east, with the north road leading into the heartland of Ketania and eventually the large cities of Carran and, much farther north, Rockwallow.

The mood in Ryedale was grim. As soon as they entered the city, Taren could tell something wasn’t right. Daily business was being conducted, but voices were hushed, and people looked around nervously. Mothers and fathers kept their children close.

The reason why soon became apparent. A force of Nebarans were in the town. A group of soldiers stood on a street corner, observing the people passing by. Taren and Elyas quickly pulled their cowls low and tried to blend in with a group of farmers bringing vegetables to market in a pair of ox-drawn carts.

“Look at those bastards.” Elyas scowled at the soldiers. “Standing there on a Ketanian street corner, and plain as day!”

“Shhh. Keep your voice down,” Taren warned him. 

He glanced over to see the soldiers busy interrogating a group of refugees across the street. He, too, was disgusted by the sight, and another pair of Nebarans emerged from a tavern as they passed.

“Where’s the king? There should be patrols led by his knights and the southern lords.” Elyas spat on the ground. “I look forward to driving the swine from our lands.”

As they walked toward the town center, where the market would be located, judging by the path of the farmers and their carts, they saw greater numbers of soldiers about. A group of locals stood just outside a home, muttering and casting dark looks at a squad of the black-and-gold-clad Nebarans.

“I don’t think we should risk staying at an inn here,” Taren said. “We should get our provisions and press on to Ammon Nor this very day. Once there, it’ll be safe to find an inn.”

Elyas grunted agreement. He stopped suddenly, and Taren turned to see what he was doing. “Something is going on up ahead.” With his height, Elyas could see fairly easily over the crowds.

“More reason to get our business done quickly and be on our way.”

When they came to the market square, even Taren could see the hulking figure wearing a hairy vest and holding a massive club leaning on one huge shoulder. The short man on the tall black horse beside him made him stop short.

The Inquisition was in Ryedale, and Taren and Elyas had walked right into the viper’s pit.




















Chapter 27

Inquisitor Tellast sat astride his destrier before a gathered crowd. Arrayed in a loose arc facing the locals were a dozen soldiers, several with loaded crossbows and the others with hands on sword hilts. Glurk stood a few paces away, contentedly gnawing on a raw side of beef. Lashed to a wooden pole behind Tellast with a pile of kindling at its base was a woman in a tattered green dress. From where Taren stood at the rear of the crowd, he couldn’t make out the woman’s face as her head was bowed to her chest and her disheveled red hair hung like a curtain concealing her features.

Tellast spoke up, his voice carrying over the frightened, hushed crowd. “I am High Inquisitor Tellast, of His Majesty, Emperor Ignatius the Third’s Inquisition. It is our moral duty to cleanse all of Easilon of the evil, demon-worshipping magic users. Witness this witch’s fate. Such will be the fate of all mages and necromancers!”

“I told you before—I’m not a witch.” The woman’s voice was quiet but audible over the heavy silence in the market. She sounded hoarse as if her throat was parched, or perhaps she’d been screaming or crying for a long time.

Taren gasped, and his heart lurched into his throat when the copper-haired young woman raised her head and gazed at the crowd. He was looking into the face of Yethri. Her face was bruised, one eye purple and nearly swollen shut, and dried blood caked one corner of her mouth.

“Yethri. Oh, gods.” Taren started forward, but Elyas clamped his fist around his arm and held him back.

“Taren, don’t be a fool,” Elyas hissed. “We can do nothing for her.”

“I’ve got to help her—she’s innocent! I can’t stand here and watch that madman murder her before my eyes.” He didn’t know what he was about to do but hoped a plan would come to him.

I should offer a trade—me for Yethri’s release. What these bastards really want is me. Yet even as he entertained the thought, he realized Tellast would never honor such a bargain.

A few of the people at the rear of the crowd glanced over their shoulders at Taren’s raised voice. Elyas held him by both arms, and he struggled against the big man’s grip.

Tellast ignored Yethri’s denial. “Pity the old sorceress’s heart gave out before she could face justice. Have you anything further to say for yourself, witch?” His flat tone indicated he didn’t care one whit, but was merely voicing a rote pronouncement.

“May you rot in the Abyss, with fiends tearing out your black heart.” In spite of Yethri’s fierce words, tears shimmered on her cheeks. 

Taren’s heart nearly burst at the sight. He tried to wrench free of Elyas’s grip again, but to no avail.

Tellast gestured to one of his men. The inquisitor walked forward with a lit torch and tossed it into the pile of kindling at the foot of the pole. The wood swiftly caught fire. Yethri coughed at the plume of smoke rising in her face, twisting her head away as far as she could.

“Elyas, let me go, damn you!” With desperate strength, Taren tore an arm free and threw his fist at Elyas, clipping the big man on the jaw with a fair amount of force.

Elyas grunted but maintained his hold with the other hand, his face sad but determined.

“Taren, they’ll kill all of us if you draw their attention. We need to go—now.” With all his might, he hauled on Taren’s arm and dragged him away from the crowd, back toward a nearby alley. 

Taren’s feet slipped in the muck, and he would’ve fallen had the big man not been restraining him.

Yethri began to scream.

Taren whirled and saw the hem of her dress had caught fire. A moment later, a curtain of flames blocked her from his vision. Her screams intensified, shrieks of agony which rent Taren’s heart.

“Gods damn it—no!” With a sudden ferocity, he shoved Elyas, causing his cousin to slip in the mud and fall, releasing his grip. 

Taren was suddenly seeing the world with his second sight and felt a thrumming in his head, pounding at his temples. The earth magic was strong all around him but was subtle compared to the bright amber glow of the crowd, teeming with vitality.

“Taren—” Elyas’s eyes went wide, looking into Taren’s eyes. He simply lay there in the mud, shocked.

Taren ignored his cousin and ran toward the crowd. Flames and smoke obscured Yethri, but her screams still rent his heart, and as he got closer, he could see her writhing in agony, her red hair now truly aflame. Tears of rage leaked from his eyes. Something broke inside him at Yethri’s suffering. Raw power surged into him, and he staggered, shocked by its puissance, but just barely wrested it under control.

“Move!” he shouted. 

The crowd before him was swept aside as if they were dried leaves and he a mighty gust of wind roaring through their midst.

The inquisitors and soldiers regarded him in shock. The square had gone silent save for Yethri’s weakening cries and the crackling flames. All Taren could focus on was Yethri consumed in flames. He cried out, a wordless wail of anguished horror. Sensing the moisture in the muddy ground, he somehow coaxed it forth, water instantly condensing in the air as if a heavy rain was held by some invisible force. He directed the water at the fire. After a violent hissing, the flames were abruptly quenched, the force of the water blowing smoldering logs into the startled soldiers circled around behind the burning woman. Smoke still curled off of Yethri’s horribly burned form.

Taren was at her side then. He reached up to her, and the blackened ropes binding her to the stake crumbled away at his touch. He eased her frail form down, falling to his knees while cradling her in his arms.

“Mage!” Tellast shrieked, having recovered his composure. “He’s the boy we seek—take him alive!”

Soldiers snapped out of their trance and charged, drawing steel.

Taren raised his hand, and the ground thrust upward around the two of them, encircling them with a barrier of muddy earth.

He barely noticed the cries and shouts outside their small sanctuary, all his attention now focused on Yethri. The young woman’s hair had been burned away to a stubble. Her face and neck were blistered and shiny with burns, her arms and legs much worse, charred black, as were the remaining scraps of her dress.

“Oh, gods, Yethri, I’m so sorry! I’m too late.” His tears fell over Yethri’s blistered face, the words coming out in a flood. “I didn’t mean to leave you alone in Swanford that day… I tried to come back, but we were followed home by a man, I think a Nebaran spy. He attacked us on the road, and after that I feared returning.” He was dimly aware he was babbling.

Yethri’s charred claw of a hand gripped his. Miraculously, her eyelids opened, and her lovely green eyes focused on him though they were filled with tremendous depths of agony. “Taren? I knew you’d come eventually. I told Grandma after that night we met I knew you were special.” Her voice was a soft wheeze. “Ah, gods, it hurts…”

He wept for a time, words failing him. Yethri closed her eyes again. Her breath rattled in her chest, and Taren had to look away from the blackened flesh of her arm, split open to reveal the raw pink meat within. He took a deep breath and tried to regain his composure. She’s about gone, but I can do this—I can heal her.

Although not understanding the magic he commanded, he thought he might be able to wield it in a different way, to use it to heal Yethri. The power eluded him when he tried to grip and form it, as if he were trying to snare minnows in a stream with his bare hands.

Thudding sounded from the earthen barrier as the soldiers hammered on it. Tellast screamed for Glurk to break it down. The berm shuddered from a mighty blow but held for the moment.

Yethri’s aura had faded to the faintest amber. Taren cursed, straining to get a grip on his power, but it wouldn’t yield to him. In the back of his mind, he knew it was too late for her, but he stubbornly paid that thought no heed.

“I’m ready to be free of my pain now,” Yethri whispered. “Will you walk with me to the tranquil glade?”

“Of course. I’m right here beside you.” He realized she must worship Etenia, the Earth Mother, as did the elves.

A small smile formed on Yethri’s blistered lips, then her life departed her. Taren watched as her weak aura faded to nothingness. She sagged back in his arms, and the last of her breath escaped with a faint gasp. He leaned over and kissed her blistered forehead then gently closed her eyes. After that, he sat there for some time, sight blurred with tears.

The earthen wall shuddered behind him. A soldier climbed over the top and dropped down, a couple paces from Taren. He had bared steel in his hand. The man raised the sword to strike with the flat of his blade.

Taren pointed, and he burst into flames, just as the awful image of Yethri aflame was resurgent in his mind. A scream tore from the man’s lungs, then in mere seconds, he was a smoldering, charred corpse, an oily smoke pouring off him as his fat sizzled.

The berm crumbled apart from a blow of Glurk’s huge club. The ogre leered at him through the breach in the wall.

Taren eased Yethri to the ground. He couldn’t rest yet—he still had to make the bastards responsible for her death pay.

Glurk tore apart the barrier, hurling large chunks of earth away until he could fit through. He reached in with a hand large enough to seize Taren by the head and smash it like a grape. The ogre was a large, pulsing aura of vitality, ripe for the taking.

Taren reached out and grasped the ogre’s knobby hand. He visualized the way he’d pulled the moisture from the ground, only now he drew the ogre’s own vitality. Glurk’s hand and arm shriveled, the flesh seeming to evaporate in seconds until only sinew and bone remained beneath the desiccated skin.

The ogre’s wide mouth opened in a pained bellow. Taren drew harder, and then the moisture was pouring from Glurk, boiling off him like wet leaves thrust into a campfire. The ogre began to collapse, a pile of leather-covered bones. Taren didn’t stop drawing the vitality soon enough, and the ogre hit the ground, disintegrating into dust.

A crossbow bolt struck Taren’s shoulder, spinning him around, but he barely felt it, with the rush of power he now held. He felt lightheaded, giddy with the magic.

A dozen inquisitors and troops were charging him, weapons drawn and loaded crossbows poised to fire. Tellast shouted commands from the back of his horse. People from the crowd who had been scattered by Taren’s attack were fleeing the scene, voices filled with panicked screams. Those who remained were either injured and slow to get up or unmoving.

Taren unleashed the ogre’s built-up vitality. He imagined a massive fist crushing the inquisitors. The ground buckled and burst upward, forming a massive hand that scooped up the attackers. It then slammed closed like a titan’s fist, crushing men and earth together.

The expenditure of power struck Taren with a backlash, and he fell to the ground. He heard the sounds of fighting and strove to maintain his senses as a blizzard of dark spots swirled before his eyes. With a tremendous effort, he managed to remain conscious.

Elyas stood over him, fighting off three Nebaran soldiers, his sword seeming to flow in his hands. He parried a couple of blows then dodged a strike from the soldier on the right, suddenly bulling into the man to his left. His hilt cracked the man’s cheek, breaking bone and sending him reeling.

The second Nebaran struck, but Elyas was ready. He brought his sword around in a quick downward chop. He caught the man’s arm at the elbow and hewed it off. His next strike split the links of the third man’s mail shirt with ease as he drove two feet of steel through his chest.

“Taren? Are you all right?” Elyas glanced worriedly back at him. When Taren mumbled he was, the big man finished the stunned Nebaran with the shattered cheekbone with a quick strike of his father’s sword.

“Tellast. Where’s that bastard? I should have killed him back in that village.” Taren remembered smashing the pommel of his dagger into the man’s head. I should have stuck the blade into the whoreson’s brain. If I hadn’t been weak, Yethri would still be alive. He blinked away the spots in his vision and looked around but couldn’t see the High Inquisitor anywhere.

Elyas pointed, and Taren spotted the inquisitor’s long coat fluttering behind him, the rear of his black steed receding in the distance.

“No. You won’t get away. Not after Yethri.” He struggled to stand but couldn’t. “Help me up,” he snapped, more forcefully than he intended.

Elyas gripped his unwounded arm and hauled him to his feet. “What are you gonna do?”

Taren ignored him, focused on keeping a sudden vertigo at bay. His left shoulder throbbed painfully from the quarrel, and he focused on the pain until his vision steadied. His head pounded from a massive headache, and he felt completely drained. Crumpling into unconsciousness would be easy, and he somehow knew he should’ve already, but his willpower was kept kindled by rage and sorrow over Yethri’s death.

He couldn’t sense the deep well of earth magic any longer, but one spark of vitality was nearer. He gripped the thread, gently at first, then began hauling on it as if trying to uproot a tree. The magic resisted at first but then came free. The wounded Nebaran with the stump of his arm leaking blood into the mud desiccated before crumbling to dust as Glurk had.

Taren visualized a rope stretching across the road just before Tellast, one that would halt him in his tracks. The inquisitor was nearly out of sight, galloping rapidly from the market square down the open lane, cleared of terrified townsfolk. Taren pulled his magical rope taut, molding it into a razorlike line of force before the fleeing inquisitor. An instant later, the mounted man rode through it, and at first, Taren thought his magic hadn’t worked, that he was too weak for it to have any effect.

However, then the horse stumbled, wobbling. The top half of Tellast’s body slid backward, separating at the waist and bouncing off the horse’s hindquarters before smacking the street. Entrails and blood gushed everywhere, and finally the horse’s neck and head tumbled to the ground. The steed’s body, with the lower part of the inquisitor still mounted, crashed to the street a few paces farther along, spattering blood on the horrified townsfolk huddling nearby.

“I think… think I got him.” Taren crumpled, a black blizzard of oblivion roaring in with a vengeance that would no longer be denied.




***




“Balor’s balls. What in the Abyss did you do, Taren?” Elyas could only stand there gaping at the carnage. At first, the full scope of destruction hadn’t sunk in, for he had been running after Taren then battling Nebaran soldiers. But now that the momentary chaos had fallen still, he could only stand there in stunned horror.

Tellast and his horse had been hacked apart over a hundred paces away, as if by some giant’s blade. He’d watched an ogre and a wounded man turned to dust and a dozen or so other men crushed into pulp in a giant’s fist of earth and stone. The mess was still there, rising up twice Elyas’s height, a gruesome sculpture leaking the blood of broken men, with jagged bones and scraps of weapons and armor alike poking out of the fist, which seemed to have hardened to stone. A monument of carnage was all that remained of the inquisitors.

He looked around, at a loss of what to do. Taren was unconscious beside him, his breathing shallow and skin feverish. The townsfolk were beginning to gather, shocked and horrified by what had occurred. A handful of locals lay still—either seriously hurt or killed in Taren’s initial onslaught. Their loved ones wept over them. Faces were rapidly turning hostile as they turned in Elyas’s direction.

“We need to get out of here.” He gathered up Taren in his arms. Seeing Yethri’s body, he wasn’t sure what to do about her, but knew Taren would want her given a proper burial.

Fortunately, Elyas spotted a small merchant cart nearby, which used to hold baked goods and had been knocked over in the battle, the owner having either fled or died. He righted the small cart. It had three bins with a few loaves of bread and pretzels and rolls that hadn’t yet fallen out. He lowered the hinged cover back over the bins, creating a flat top, and lifted Taren and laid him on the cart. Then he gently gathered up Yethri’s remains and laid them beside his cousin. He went around to the end with the two handles and gripped them and began pulling the cart as a horse or donkey would.

Townsfolk murmured angrily and pointed fingers in his direction. Others cursed at him, but none followed as he wheeled the cart down a side street. He sighed in relief when the scene was behind him, out of sight because of the twisting street. He knew that didn’t mean nobody would follow—a party of vengeful hunters might come after them, angered and heartbroken over the loss of loved ones. The more likely scenario, however, was that the remaining Nebaran troops would regroup and pursue them once they caught wind of what had occurred.

Some wooded hills lay to the northeast just outside town, and he made for those. As he rolled the cart past the last home and into a grassy field, he wondered about the destruction that Taren had wrought. He’d mentioned destroying the invisible monster back in Egrondel with magic, but Elyas had never suspected he could do anything on the scale of what he’d done in Ryedale.

Assuming he wakes anytime soon, he’ll have some explaining to do. That might have been wishful thinking, he realized after glancing back at his cousin, for Taren looked nearly as much a corpse as the poor burned woman beside him.

I’ll tend to Taren when we stop, but for now, I just need to focus on getting us to safety.

As Ryedale passed out of sight behind him with no sign of pursuit, he allowed himself to breathe more easily and was even pleased with his own quick thinking. He’d managed to transport both Taren and Yethri’s body while also acquiring some food for dinner. He was glad to have some small amount of good fortune to be able to focus on after such a disastrous day.




***




Taren writhed in the clutches of an awful dream. A line of tall wooden poles had been driven into the ground. Lashed to the poles were people Taren knew and loved. Wyat and Shenai were there, then Elyas and Gradnik, followed by Zylka and Aninyel, and finally Yethri. The line extended out of sight, and he recognized people from neighboring farms such as Vonn and Erwan and others, mere acquaintances, even many folks he’d seen about Swanford but didn’t know by name.

“Heretics! All shall feel the wrath of the Inquisition!” Inquisitor Tellast screamed to an audience of thousands, spittle flying from his mouth. “All shall fall before the might of the Empire!”

Lieutenant Riquier stood there with a line of soldiers, his sword still bloody with Wyat’s blood. The ogre Glurk, with a wide slobbering grin on his face, walked down the line with a burning torch, setting fire to the piles of kindling beneath the stakes.

All the people Taren cared about were lit on fire, screaming as their hair and skin burned away, melting and blackening flesh.

“Taren! Taren!” they screamed.

“Taren!” He was shaken awake to find Elyas’s worried face peering down at him. Night had fallen, and the sky was mostly cloudy with a few patches of stars and a waning crescent of moon visible. Reality slowly slipped in to replace his nightmare as he could still hear the crackling fire and smell the smoke and stench of burning flesh from his dream.

Elyas breathed a sigh of relief. “Are you well? Gods, you’ve been unconscious all day. You were crying out in your sleep.”

Taren struggled to regain his senses. All of them are dead, burned at the stake… wait, no, not all. Only Yethri. The rest had been spared that fate although many were dead. Fortunately, Tellast and Glurk were among those dead, killed by his nascent magic, that they might no longer torment the living.

He tried to sit up but was as weak as a newborn calf, barely able to raise his head. His temples pounded with a wicked headache. Elyas helped him sit, and he saw a small campfire burning, the source of the smoke and crackling sound. Ryedale was gone, and surrounding him were trees and grassy hills. A rabbit was roasting on a spit over the flames, the smell of sizzling meat making his stomach rumble. He clutched his elven cloak tightly about his shoulders, chilled to the bone as if the life had been leeched from him. When he moved, a stabbing pain in his right shoulder reminded him he’d been hit with a quarrel. He saw the wound was bandaged up, the shaft removed.

“I tended to your wound,” Elyas said, watching him anxiously as though he’d keel over at any moment. “Luckily, it didn’t penetrate deeply, mostly just a graze. How does it feel?”

“It hurts, but so does my head.” And my heart. “Where are we?” Taren’s throat was dry, and his voice came out a croak.

Elyas handed him a water skin, and he drank gratefully. A wooden cart sat at the edge of the firelight. Upon it was a form shrouded in a cloak.

“We’re in the hills northeast of Ryedale. Balor’s balls, Taren, what happened? What did you do back there?”

“I made them pay,” he said grimly.

“Aye, that you did. But I was damn near run out of town. We’re lucky we weren’t stoned in the street. Townsfolk were hurt and killed… flung aside when you first attacked the inquisitors.”

Taren remembered the rush of power, the thrill as the magic filled him, buried beneath the tremendous rage and desperation. He had swept aside the crowd, the lot of them gaping stupidly as an innocent young woman was about to be burned alive, yet none even lifted a finger to intervene. He realized belatedly they’d been terrified and unable to resist the inquisitors for fear they’d be tied to their own stakes beside Yethri, but even so, the sight had made him furious.

They didn’t deserve to die for it. I killed people—good, simple people. I lost control, and they paid the price. What if it had been Elyas or Zylka or Aninyel caught up in my unbridled power? The guilt was a distant thing, far off but inexorable, like waves smashing against a coastline. Once he recovered more and had time to think on it, he knew it would gnaw at him insistently.

He sighed, leaning forward to warm his hands over the fire. “This magic is so new for me… I lost control, Elyas. I was so enraged by what they did—” He choked off with a sob as the memory of Yethri’s face returned. With some difficulty, he got his emotions in check. “I can’t allow that to happen again. I need to get to Nexus—I think my mother is the only one who can help me now.”

“I thought you’d want me to wait… to bury her. In case you wanted to say some words.” Elyas stared into the flames, face sorrowful. “I’m really sorry, Taren. I know you cared for her.”

“And I was just moments too late. Damn those bastards.” He clenched a fist, his gaze locked on Yethri’s shrouded remains as tears threatened again. “Thank you. I’ll say some words, and we can bury her in the morning. I feel so drained I can barely think right now.”

“Get some food in you, and you’ll feel better.” Elyas pulled a loaf of bread from a bin on the cart, tore it in half, and handed a portion to Taren. After a couple minutes, he pulled the spit from the fire and carved off a couple choice portions of the rabbit for Taren then ate the rest himself.

Taren barely had time to wash down the remains of the food with water from his skin before he fell back asleep.




***




The morning dawned gray and chilly, dark clouds filling the sky. Taren awoke to the sounds of Elyas digging a grave in the soft earth a short distance from the fire. He was loosening dirt with his dagger and scooping it away with his hands.

Taren groaned as he got to his feet, his temples throbbing in time with his shoulder. He felt as if he’d been beaten up by a squad of soldiers, feeling weak and sore all over. He did feel slightly better than he had the previous night and managed to stumble over to Elyas under his own power.

“That should do,” Taren said, noting the shallow grave. “We can build a cairn over her grave so scavengers can’t get to her.”

“Aye.” Elyas wiped the dirt from his hands on the dewed grass. “How are you feeling?”

“As if I got trampled by a horse, but I’ll manage.” I hope… It’s a long road to Ammon Nor yet. He winced when he moved his right arm, the wound in his shoulder sending a spike of pain through him. It was stiff and sore but hadn’t bled any further. Elyas evidently knew what he was doing better than Taren when it came to tending such injuries.

He helped Elyas lift Yethri’s body into the grave although the big man did most of the work. Taren simply wanted to participate. He needed to feel he was doing the right thing for the girl, whose life had been been snuffed out much too soon. Her shrouded form, wrapped in Taren’s old cloak, lay still in the ground.

What shall I say? He thought Yethri had favored Etenia, from her dying words, but Taren didn’t know much about the Earth Mother, so he didn’t feel comfortable asking her blessing.

“Sabyl, I ask that you guide Yethri on her way to the afterlife. I didn’t know her as well as I would’ve liked, but the night we knew each other was a blessing to me, a night I’ll never forget, and now I’m forever cheated out of knowing her better. Yethri was a bright spark of life in a bitter, lonely world, and I hope she finds her peace in the afterlife.” He didn’t know what else to say so left it at that.

Elyas put a hand on his good shoulder, a comforting presence. “I didn’t know her, but I think she’d approve.”

“I hope so. Sad she didn’t have any loved ones there for her at the end.”

“You were there, Taren. She wasn’t alone at the end—that’s what matters.”

Taren thought on that for a time and nodded. He was glad for that small blessing, that she hadn’t been alone in her pain and terror when she passed. His sorrow was a heavy, smothering cloak, so much so he couldn’t even summon tears over her grave. He felt numb—and something else—angry. Angry and tired of running and being afraid.

“I have this talent, bequeathed on me by my mother or by the gods or whomever, yet I couldn’t save a loved one when it counted. What use is it?” He was aware of Elyas’s concerned look but ignored him, focused on Yethri’s shrouded form. Whom he was speaking to, he didn’t know—perhaps Yethri’s spirit or Sabyl. “I would see these invaders driven from our lands and peace brought back to Ketania. I will master this magic and use it to make things right again.”

To his ears, his words fell heavy in the somber air, weighted down by providence. He knew he was making a vow, one he wasn’t about to take lightly.

“You can fight back with your sword,” he said to Elyas, needing to fill the heavy silence somehow. “I’ll hone my magic into a weapon—one that won’t harm any more innocents. I’ll do right by Uncle Wyat, Yethri, and everyone else taken before their time by these bastards.”

Elyas remained silent, simply nodding his head in approval.

The moment passed, and he and Elyas filled in the grave. Then they gathered stones from around the area and stacked them atop the mound of dirt to form a cairn. By the time they were done, Taren felt weak and achy again.

They broke their fast with some leftover pretzels and salted meat. Elyas packed the remaining bread from the wagon into a sack and stowed it in his pack.

Taren told his cousin he needed a few moments to try something. He didn’t relish the thought of walking for days with a wounded, aching shoulder. When he’d tried to heal Yethri, he somehow knew his magic could provide some aid in that regard, for it was an instrument that he could shape as needed. However, in Yethri’s case, she had been too far gone—even a powerful cleric likely wouldn’t have been able to save her. A simple wound from a crossbow quarrel, though—that should be much easier.

He focused on the earth magic around him. At first, it was like grasping water, but eventually he coaxed a trickle of it into himself. He felt the ache in his shoulder, concentrated on it, and poured some of the magic into the wound, trying to mend and seal it.

After a tingling sensation, the ache faded. Taren cautiously removed the bandage and saw the wound was closed up, a knot of white scar tissue where it had been. He rotated his arm around, feeling some tightness and a dull ache, like a strained muscle, but nothing like the stabbing pain of earlier.

“How did you do that?” Elyas walked over and studied the results, nodding approvingly.

“Magic,” Taren said with a tired smile. He tried to stand up, but a wave of dizziness assailed him. He would’ve fallen, had Elyas not grabbed his arm to steady him.

“Easy there, mighty wizard. You’d best regain your strength before you perform any more miraculous spells.”

“It takes a lot out of me,” Taren admitted. Once he was up and the dizziness passed, he felt steadier although he could sense using the magic had weakened him further. “Let’s get moving. I don’t know how many miles I’ve got in me today.”

Not many, it turned out, although they made a start. Ryedale was behind them, and Ammon Nor lay ahead. They would make it there eventually if it took them a week or a month. Either way, Taren was pleased at how he’d been able to control the magic enough to seal his wound. He just needed to recover his strength in the event he needed to use his magic again, with much better results than before, he hoped.




















Chapter 28

Summer faded, and autumn arrived in Llantry. Little news had come from the war, other than that the king’s forces were set to reinforce the garrison at the city of Ammon Nor in the south. There, they expected to march forth soon after and meet the empire’s armies on the field of battle just across the Black Channel.

Sianna was unable to focus on her studies with Master Aered. With a war soon to be fought and her father, brothers, and Sir Edwin in danger, studying poetry and classic literature seemed ridiculous. While Master Aered lectured, she sat and daydreamed, and she ignored the passages he assigned her to read.

Instead, when she was free of her dull classes with Master Aered, she focused her energy in training with Sir Colm and Rafe, on the occasions the guardsman attended. The old knight seemed to enjoy their sessions, which had become regular occurrences, and Sianna thought she was becoming an almost competent swordswoman.

Besides her studies and training with the sword, she also spent time sitting alongside her mother to learn how she handled the business of the kingdom. With two older brothers as heirs, Sianna was destined to marry a lord or a powerful knight some day, so she needn’t have concerned herself with the affairs of governing the castle too much. However, her mother, ever a practical woman, insisted she learn how to administer the law, arbitrate disputes, grant petitions, and handle all matters great and small that came with running a castle and a kingdom. As the lady of an estate, she could apply the same lessons learned, should she have to tend to the house’s affairs when her husband was away.

Even though weeks had passed, she couldn’t shake the premonition that had disturbed her on the day her father marched to war. Instead, the premonition seemed to grow stronger. She often awoke in the night from dreams of murder in the castle and slaughtered corpses on the battlefield filling her head.

Sianna also spent a good deal of time at the chapel, dutifully petitioning Sol for the safe return of her loved ones. On one blustery fall afternoon after her training with Sir Colm, she went to visit the chapel. Iris usually attended with her but had taken ill on that day. The heavy wooden door creaked when she pushed it open, and a gust of wind and rain helped propel her into the dim interior. She closed the door behind herself and lowered the hood of her cloak, the water dripping off her and pattering on the floor in the chapel’s stillness.

The altar was brightly lit by dozens of candles ranging in size from only an inch or two in height to some as long as her arm. The golden sun disc of Sol gleamed brightly in the candlelight, chasing away the outside gloom and making her feel at peace. She sat in the first pew and focused on the disc, slipping into a routine prayer she’d been saying each day for the past couple months.

“Glorious Sol, I humbly beseech you to look after your faithful servants as they ride to do battle with the enemies of Ketania. Bless my father the king, Jerard, Dorian, Sir Edwin, Father Ethert, and all the others. Keep them safe in these dark times, and deliver strength to their swords that they may be victorious and bring glory to your name. Watch over your people in the southern lands, and protect them from the strife and suffering wrought by the Nebarans. Also, keep your servants safe here in Llantry. Grant Mother the wisdom to rule justly until Father’s return. For despite the darkness, dawn always follows, and with it, the purifying rays of the light make everything anew.”

Another voice echoed hers as she recited the last sentence. She opened her eyes and looked over to see Brother Horst seated on the pew opposite the aisle from her.

“Greetings, Princess. I hope you are well?” A kindly smile was on his boyish face. The young man was the sole cleric for the castle since Father Ethert had gone to war with her father.

“Hello, Brother Horst. I am well enough, I suppose, though this weather leaves much to be desired.”

“Ah, this is nothing compared to the storms that blow in off the ocean in Coldshore. When the storms really bring their fury, the city can get covered in ice as thick as your hand is wide.”

Sianna’s eyes widened. “You’re from Coldshore? I hear the weather is truly wicked up there. A land of barbarians and giants, is it not?”

“Just so. In fact, one of those barbarians happens to be my father. My mother, who lived in Coldshore, gave me up to the orphanage when I was but a boy.” With his tall, rangy frame, pale-blue eyes, and fair hair, he was surely speaking truly.

“That must be exciting, living on the frontier of the northlands like that. Around here, nothing of interest ever happens, unless you count endless court gossip and petty squabbles demanding the king’s or, I should say, the queen’s attention.” She sighed.

Brother Horst smiled. “I was given over to the temple as a young boy, so I didn’t have much opportunity to witness the excitement in the wilds beyond the city walls. I was brought here to Llantry as an initiate, and I’ve lived here ever since. There’s something to be said for a tranquil, untroubled life, however, safe in Sol’s protective light. Be glad the war doesn’t reach us here, other than our thoughts and prayers being with those close to us who’ve marched off to battle.”

She knew he had the right of it. “Brother, I’ve been asking Sol for his blessing of late, due to these bad dreams… premonitions, I fear. I’m concerned that something awful might happen.”

Horst’s eyebrows rose. “I think King Clement and his commanders know their business quite well. What are these dark dreams that haunt you, Highness?”

She told him of seeing her father and brothers laid out on funeral biers side by side; of men cut down in battle, being routed and chased from the field by evil creatures with black wings and even darker magic; of blood running in the halls of Castle Llantry and assassins’ blades poised to strike from the shadows; and finally, of a more bizarre dream, one in which the entire world was slowly sinking, collapsing in upon itself as some infernal device leached the magic from the whole of Easilon for some malevolent purpose.

“Those are ill dreams, indeed. I doubt I’d get much sleep either, were they plaguing me. Take heart, Princess, for Sol shines his light upon his faithful. Keep your loved ones in your heart, and piously pray for their protection, and he will answer. You shall see. In a few months, after the winter snow is melted away and the flowers begin to bloom in springtime, your father will lead his army back home, victorious. Your brothers and all his lords and knights will return with great honor, having saved Ketania from these invaders. I shall add my prayers to yours that your father and brothers come through unscathed.”

His calm conviction helped to ease her worry, as did his warm smile. She realized he was quite handsome, and many a maid had likely been disappointed he’d chosen the cloth over a family. “Thank you, Brother Horst. Your wisdom is a balm to my troubled soul in these trying times.”

“That’s what I’m here for, Princess. Sol watch over you. And feel free to drop by any time to talk if these dreams persist.”

She thanked him and left the chapel to reluctantly go find her mother and spend some more long hours going over the business of the kingdom.

“Ahoy, Princess!” a familiar voice called when she was halfway across the bailey.

Sianna glanced around and saw a sodden cloaked figure hunched miserably against the pouring rain atop the walls.

“If this keeps up, we’ll be carried off to sea,” the guard said. “I fear these stone walls will make for poor flotation.”

“Rafe! I’ve missed you at practice.” Sianna could just make out the smile on the guard’s round face through the curtain of rain. She’d come to think of him as a friend although she was occasionally riddled with guilt, for Sir Colm seemed to vent his aggravation much more freely on the poor man due to her station, she suspected. Rafe, though, was good-natured and good-hearted, as eager to learn as she was. Once he’d gotten over his initial discomfort in interacting with her informally, the sparring sessions were enjoyable.

Both of them had improved considerably in their skills over the past months. Sianna took Colm’s water-trough lesson to heart, and as a result, with her greater quickness of hand and fleetness of foot, she gave as good as she got with Rafe. Neither of them would make an expert swordsman, short of many years of practice, but neither would they embarrass themselves in a confrontation, either.

“Aye, I’ve missed it as well,” Rafe replied. “Duties are keeping us stretched thin these days.”

The rain continued to pour down, and thunder rumbled. Cold droplets ran off the front of Sianna’s hood and onto her nose. She shook her head and pulled the cowl lower. “You must be miserable up there. I’ll have a servant bring you a hot bowl of soup or cup of mulled wine!”

Rafe’s face looked pained. “Thank you, Highness, but I’d rather you didn’t.” He glanced furtively around. “I catch enough ribbing from the other men from our sessions already. If I get any further special treatment, I’m liable to get pranked—perhaps carried out to the bailey in the night.”

“Say what?” Her eyes widened. She wanted to do a nice turn for her friend but realized he was right. It won’t do to make his life more difficult to satisfy my whims.

“One of the new recruits neglected to wipe his boots off and tracked mud all through the barracks. As a result, come the middle of the night, the men wrapped him tight in his blankets and carried him out to the pig sty and dumped him right there in the muck. Taught him a lesson about wiping his boots, I assure you.”

“That’s awful—poor man!” Despite herself, she had to fight back a smile at the image of the poor lad being dumped in with the hogs.

“Aye. I just hope to keep myself in good standing and hopefully promoted before too long.” Rafe glanced over his shoulder at another approaching guard, likely a superior making the rounds to check on his men. “Forgive me blathering on, Highness. I’d hate to see you catch chill out here as a result of me.” He bowed formally, a habit she’d broken him of—when they weren’t in public, at least.

“Stay dry, Rafe!” She waved and returned to the keep. Once inside the door, thinking of Rafe’s story, she scrubbed the mud off her boots with the stiff brush and bucket of water set just inside the door. Nobody would dump me in the pig sty, but no sense in treading mud all around like a slob so the servants have to work harder to keep the place clean.




***




“Ah, there you are, Daughter. I was hoping you would stop by. The council is about to hold session, and I’d like for you to join us.” Sianna’s mother smiled at her, standing in the hall outside the smaller audience chamber, where she preferred to conduct business rather than the drafty great hall.

“The council? Whatever for?” 

The council hadn’t met since before her father raised the army and marched to war. They usually only met infrequently to discuss business of the kingdom and certainly not while the king was away at war.

Queen Marillee put her arm across Sianna’s shoulders and hugged her but quickly withdrew her arm, frowning at her damp clothes. “Nothing to be of concern, but Mayor Calcote and some of the lords of the city wish to enact additional defensive measures to protect Llantry. Nebaran naval vessels have been sighted by trading galleys near Bremsen and frequenting the Bay of Albalas. Simple prudence in case the emperor plans to try to insert troops nearer to the capital to wreak havoc along the coast in the absence of Clement’s forces.”

Sianna nodded, intrigued by the council session. This will certainly be more interesting than daily squabbles over inheritance rights, land claims, and petty disputes. “Yes, I’ll attend, Mother. When will the meeting be?”

“In about an hour.” Her mother wrinkled her nose at the sight of Sianna’s wet tunic and grass- and mud-stained breeches. She was used to the sight by now, but liked to remind her daughter of the proper presentation a princess must portray to the people. “I trust you will clean up and change into something more proper?”

“Of course, Mother.” Sianna squeezed the queen’s hand and went to bathe and dress accordingly.




***




“The city guard is already reduced to a skeleton force with the king at war. Where shall we procure these extra men you want for patrols both within and outside the city?” asked Lord MacTaggert, one of the city’s wealthiest nobles and ranking councilman.

“We must raise a muster—conscript some common folk to backfill the soldiers. ’Twill be a simple matter for these conscripts to patrol the walls and man the gates while we use the true soldiers to provide security along the roads so trade won’t suffer,” said the mayor of Llantry, Ewan Calcote. “And also step up patrols within the city—a visible presence will boost the confidence of the citizens.”

Sianna rubbed at her temples. The meeting had started off interestingly enough, with reports of Nebaran ships being spotted at unlikely locations, along with rumors of bands of scouts deep within Ketania, wreaking mischief. However, the session had swiftly devolved into bickering and hand-wringing over the vague reports and unconfirmed information. After several cups of wine, several of the lords were getting louder and more heated in their dialogue.

“And what of paying and arming these men? Will the royal treasury open its purse strings, Your Majesty?” MacTaggart shot back, glancing over at the queen.

Queen Marillee caught Sir Colm’s eye. The old knight had been as surprised as Sianna at the abrupt summons to the hastily arranged council meeting. 

“The treasury might be inclined to contribute, in collaboration with the nobility and mercantile houses if they are so concerned about the interruption of trade.” The queen ignored a couple of the lords sputtering at that. “Do you think it necessary to raise a muster, Sir Colm? Won’t the common folk be alarmed at a great conscription effort and fear the worst, especially with no word from the south as of yet?”

Colm nodded slowly. “I think it may be prudent, Your Majesty, to raise at least a small force. Certainly nothing large enough to alarm the city folk or unduly tax the coffers of the generous lords and mercantile houses. A beefed-up presence of patrols on the roads and in the streets won’t hurt and, in fact, may even provide a calming influence on the nerves of the city.”

Sianna smiled to herself. The bluff old knight could be quite diplomatic when the need arose.

“Perhaps Sir Colm is right about the size and scope of a muster,” grumbled MacTaggert. “What number are you thinking, sir? A thousand men? Two thousand?”

“I think half a thousand should suffice for the time being. As the mayor said, these conscripts will primarily be used to free up the seasoned soldiers from more menial tasks.”

Rafe should certainly be happy about that—he’ll doubtless get to see some “action” as he’s always yearning for. She sighed, suddenly a bit jealous of the guardsman. The prospect of somehow anonymously infiltrating a patrol and getting some actual experience with her sword fighting against brigands or the like tempted her, but she realized that was foolishness. Sir Colm and her mother would never go for it, and she could never try to impersonate a guard and get away with it. The few token female guards were all larger women than her and easily recognizable on sight.

As the discussions and bickering continued over how much each house would contribute, her mind wandered, and she tried to picture what her father and brothers were doing at that moment. Are they even now in the thick of battle? Surely, they should have arrived in Ammon Nor by now. And what of Sir Edwin? She hadn’t thought as much about the knight in recent days, to her surprise. She realized she’d been forced to grow up in the intervening weeks and no longer entertained such foolish daydreams as she’d once had. Certainly, he was charming and handsome and would prove a worthwhile match if the king allowed him to court her and they were to marry someday. Yet, with all the nightmares and ill thoughts plaguing her of late, she had been forced to come to the realization that such a day might never come. If it did, she’d thank Sol and be happy for it, yet if not, she would have to face the reality of what did come next.

Please, let us receive some good news soon.




















Chapter 29

Ammon Nor wasn’t a particularly big city, but it was the largest in the southlands and was ancient—it had been a settlement in some form for a thousand or more years, or so legend had it. Ancient ruins had been razed hundreds of years earlier during some conquest or other, then they were built over, the cycle repeating itself several different times, until the city ended up in its present form. It didn’t impress much, in truth, but was simply a city that happened to have a strategic location at the only ford across the swift Black Channel for many miles. A palisade had been constructed around it, and recently at that, for workers were even now working with hammer and axe to raise the barrier, yet despite their efforts, gaps remained in the wall.

Elyas felt a stab of guilt at the thought of leaving his cousin to fend for himself. He was clearly traumatized by the death of Yethri, a girl he’d met but once yet was quite taken with. Her tragic death, combined with the shocking manifestation of Taren’s power, which had injured and killed a number of innocent townsfolk, had put him in a bleak mood on the road to Ammon Nor. To make matters worse, in his weakened condition, Taren had caught cold a couple days past from the persistent drizzle and chill of an unseasonably cold autumn.

Fortunately, once they’d left Ryedale behind, the road had been clear of Nebaran patrols. The journey had taken a few days longer than it would’ve, had Taren been healthy, but they made it safely after nine days. Refugees were clogging the roads, and by the time they came within a day of the garrison, they were passing Ketanian patrols on the road.

Elyas reported the incursion of Nebarans in the region to the first patrol they crossed, telling briefly of their encounters stretching from Ryedale back to Swanford, but the sergeant seemed unsurprised. He told them the southlands were swarming with the enemy and Ketanian forces had already clashed with the Nebaran vanguard. War had become a certainty.

The least they could do is spread out their patrols more and provide some protection for the helpless folks living in the region. He wondered if the garrison was desperately undermanned, hence the underwhelming troop presence.

Despite Taren’s illness and dark mood, he still insisted Elyas should enlist in the army as he’d been planning for years. “Cousin, I’ll not hold you back any longer. Sounds as if they need every strong sword arm they can get. It’s good that you stuck around to help out on the farm, but I think our paths lead in different directions from here. I’ll continue on to Llantry then take the portal to Nexus. The road is well traveled and should be safe from bandits and Nebaran invaders. I know what I must do now—seek out my mother. If she’s as powerful as Uncle Wyat says, then she should be able to help me understand and control my magic.”

Elyas hadn’t argued the point. He knew his own value lay in his physical strength and skill at arms. Taren was the thinker, the one with the heritage of powerful mages and deities, if his own father’s tall tales could be believed, and Taren was certainly bound for greater things. Elyas himself was content with his role in life, and he meant to fulfill it to the best of his ability. He’d already delayed his soldiering life after his mother’s passing, to help out around the farm. After weeks on the run, being chased and threatened by the Nebarans at every turn, he was ready to march out with like-minded fellows and destroy the foe on the field of battle. He meant to claim vengeance for the death of his father as well as the other decent, hard-working people of the southlands who had been slain, their homes and farms put to the torch.

He grew excited at the sight of drilling soldiers and workers reinforcing the palisade and erecting a barbican over the gate. He could already picture himself charging from the gates with staunch warriors to either side of him and cutting down the enemy, forcing them to retreat with tails between their legs.

Elyas and Taren followed a group of a score or so of refugees as they neared the gates of Ammon Nor. A deserter in a cage outside the city observed the cousins as they approached the gate. Elyas spat on the ground at the sight of the coward. He had no respect for men who were oath breakers and too cowardly to bleed in the defense of their own hearths and homes.

Taren paid little interest to those around. He walked numbly, face pale, and occasionally would cough up some phlegm. He’d regained some strength following his magic use but, with his illness and the long days of travel, was struggling to stay on his feet.

“Want me to set you up at an inn, Taren? You look as if you’ll drop in the mud at any moment.”

Taren coughed harshly for a moment and spat. “I’ll manage on my own. There’s no reason to delay you any longer. Let’s find an officer to speak to.”

Elyas approached the guard keeping an eye on the criminal in the cage. “I’m here to join the army,” he said proudly. “Where’s a recruiting officer I can speak with?”

“Good on ya, lad,” the guard replied, glancing at him with minimal interest. “The army encampment is east of town. If ya cut around the front of the town just inside the wall, you’ll get there quicker and avoid the rabble. There’ll be more officers there than ya can shake a stick at.” His sour expression indicated what he thought of that lot, and he went back to surveying the travelers on the road.

Elyas thanked him, and they followed the flow of bodies through the gates. Just inside, they took a right turn to skirt the crowds in the streets. He could see the city was swollen to perhaps three or four times its normal size. Refugees packed the streets, camped out on every free space they could find, including a knot of them crowding the shortcut they were taking to the garrison. Down the main street, a patrol of soldiers was running a group off, to keep the lane clear.

They passed a mixture of both stone- and wood-framed buildings, the structures nearer the wall clearly newer than those deeper within the town. The sound of hammers from the city’s smithies rang out, filling the early-evening air as they presumably worked round the clock to outfit the army. After a walk of about ten minutes, they passed out of the palisade on the city’s eastern edge, which was still incomplete, and into the sprawling tent city of the Ketanian encampment. Hundreds of small two-man tents were pitched in neat rows, and men congregated around cook fires, drinking and dicing while meat sizzled on spits over the flames. Elyas’s mouth watered at the enticing smell of roasting meat. Food had been scarce the past couple of days. He turned his attention to the large officer pavilions ahead while his stomach grumbled in protest.

Just outside the cluster of pavilions was a table with a recruitment sign manned by a bored officer and a pair of men-at-arms. The officer straightened in his chair at the cousins’ approach and nodded in approval when he looked Elyas over.

“Here to join the army?” the officer asked.

“Aye. I’ve watered the dirt with the blood of a few Nebaran dogs on the road traveling here. Those bastards are roaming free over the southlands! When will the king put a stop to it?”

“Should be any day now. Rumor has it the king’s full might will be reinforcing us within a couple days. Already, we routed the dogs an hour’s march south of here. Once King Clement and his army get here, we’ll be able to deliver a knockout punch and send these whoresons crawling back over the mountains to Nebara for good. Gods know how they even managed to get past Helmsfield Keep in the first place.”

Elyas nodded. “I’d heard battle has already been met. I trust we taught them a hard lesson?”

“Aye, about a week past. ’Twas a near thing at first, but once Colonel Krige arrived with the king’s vanguard, the vermin got unmanned and fled the field. But they’re still camped to the south, so the colonel won’t tolerate any slackin’ off among the ranks. Once the king’s full force arrives, shouldn’t take much to destroy those curs for good.”

Elyas swelled with pride. “And I mean to be in the thick of it when we do. Where do I sign up?”

The officer smiled and unrolled a scroll. “The pay for a recruit is two silvers a week. If you stay on longer than six months, your pay will be bumped up to three silvers a week along with a bonus of a gold crown for each additional six months. Sign your name here, lad. What about you?” He looked at Taren.

“Nay, my cousin isn’t joining. He’s got his own business to take care of.” Elyas scribbled a signature on the line without reading the text of the scroll.

“Welcome aboard, lad. Koll, will you see the recruit to the quartermaster and then to Sergeant Tynes for assignment?”

One of the men-at-arms stepped forward. “Well met. I’m Koll.”

“Elyas.” He looked at Taren and shrugged. “Guess this is farewell.”

“So it is.” Taren smiled and gripped Elyas’s arm. “May Sabyl watch over you, Elyas. Spill our enemy’s blood, and may we meet again in more peaceful times.”

Elyas felt a sudden melancholy descend on him. Although Taren wasn’t particularly religious, he had always held Sabyl in some esteem, the goddess whom his mother served. Elyas and Wyat had always favored Anhur, the god of warriors, but he reckoned he’d take the favor of whichever god would grant it. He embraced Taren, his cousin who was in actuality a brother in all but blood, and Taren smacked his back enthusiastically. 

“Take care of yourself, Taren. Find a room, and rest up to get your strength back. And get some good meals in your belly. Best of luck finding your mother.”

“I will. Be well, Elyas.” Sudden emotion struck Taren, and his words choked up.

Elyas felt his own eyes on the verge of watering. He clapped his cousin hard on the back, slightly concerned at feeling the pronounced vertebrae there, but he could no longer help Taren, for he would be on his own thereafter. He’d left their extra coin with his cousin, so he should be able to afford a room and some hearty meals. Elyas turned to follow Koll to get his gear issued from the quartermaster and meet his new sergeant. Excitement swelled inside him, for he was finally fulfilling his dream as a soldier defending the realms, and in the kingdom’s time of direst need, no less.




***




Taren had left Elyas and the army camp behind, but Ammon Nor was still crowded with soldiers at any given time. Patrols marched the streets, keeping the peace, and veteran soldiers and officers caroused at the bars and brothels. Taren tried five different inns, but all were filled to bursting. He was exhausted and ill and was about to give up looking and go camp in the woods outside of town when he chanced upon a back street, where the merry sound of music drew him. A steady drizzle was falling again as he made his way down a side street.

The past nine days had passed by in a blur. He recalled the constant exhaustion and weakness from days of walking, made even more miserable by getting ill, although he thought he was on the verge of getting over it if he could manage to keep warm and dry and get some decent rest. The worst of all, though, were the nightmares that plagued him, along with the anger and guilt and shame. He had failed to save Yethri, and her face and screams haunted him every night, causing him to wake in a cold sweat. Had he plunged that knife into Tellast when he’d had the opportunity, she’d still be alive, or so he thought. The Nebarans had taken everything from him: his home, his uncle who had been the father he’d never known, and even the girl he had been taken with.

The magic, when he’d finally accessed it, had been intoxicating, burning in his veins like purifying fire and making him feel invincible for the first time in his life. The drawback was that he was a danger to himself and others, his magic wild and untamed. He had managed to seal his wound with it, and he suspected control would come with practice, but he was almost afraid to keep trying to use it for fear of others getting hurt like the townsfolk of Ryedale. He didn’t know how many had been wounded or killed by his magical outburst, and Elyas hadn’t wanted to speculate.

I must reach Nexus—Mother will help me learn to control my magic. He didn’t want to consider what he’d do if she didn’t want anything to do with him, for after all, she’d sent him away in the first place. Uncle Arron said that was for my safety and she wants what is best for me. First thing first—I need a place that’s warm and dry to sleep. One step at a time—every journey begins with but a single step, as Uncle Wyat would have said.

From out of the rain ahead appeared the soft glow of lamplight through windows. A sign with the caricature of a one-armed man hung overhead. Disarmed Bandit, the sign read.

“Guess I’ll try this one last place before I head for the woods,” Taren muttered though he wasn’t holding out much hope. “A cup of mulled wine would be wonderful right now.” He pushed open the door and was met by both the appetizing smell of roasting meat and merry music.

A trio of minstrels played in a corner of the inn’s common room, a flutist, a lutist, and a drummer. The common room was as full as the other inns’ had been, but at least it wasn’t overflowing. He had some space to stand out of the rain and dry off for a moment.

The tables were crowded primarily with cloaked figures, well armed and with heavy packs, likely travelers and mercenaries. Taren leaned against the wall, letting the warmth and music wash over him, but figured he was out of luck for either a room or meal. He would’ve liked to get some mulled wine, hot food, and listen to the music for a time before heading back out into the rain. Might be best off just rolling up under a tree in the woods and trying to sleep off this illness.

Just as he was about to turn back toward the door, a man stood up at the end of the bar. He wobbled on his feet, face flushed with drink, then got his bearings and tottered toward the door.

Taren slid into his vacated seat, relieved to be able to sit down. He was exhausted from the road and trudging through muck all day.

“What’ll it be, lad?” the barkeep asked. He was a portly man with a balding head.

“A cup of mulled wine and a plate of food, please. I don’t suppose you have any rooms available, do you?”

“Nay, been sold out for a week or more now with the war and all.” He walked over to a pot on the hearth and scooped out some wine with a dipper, filling a ceramic mug. He placed it before Taren, who gratefully warmed his hands on the mug, delighting at the spiced aroma.

“How goes the war?” he asked.

“Not much happening right now. The Nebaran dogs are lickin’ their wounds, waiting for reinforcements. Fortunately, the king’s army will be here any day to deliver a smashing victory.”

“Good to hear,” Taren replied. He took a cautious sip of the wine then, finding it not too hot, took a much longer swallow. After a few minutes, he started feeling sleepy from his pleasantly warmed belly, along with the heat from the hearth and the music, which had become a slow, melancholy song.

“Enna!” a voice called near Taren, rousing him.

He looked over to see a scrawny young boy with a dark mop of hair standing beside him at the end of the bar. He was waving to catch a barmaid’s attention.

The barmaid, Enna, came over after a moment. “You again? Let me guess, you’re looking out for our friend?”

“Aye. He’s in need of his elixir, as he calls it.”

Taren realized the boy was actually a girl dressed in baggy clothes and with a boyish haircut and dirty face. 

She caught him looking and glared at him. “Something you need?”

Taren shook his head with a wan smile. “No. Just enjoying being out of the rain for a bit.”

Enna glanced over at Taren and smiled apologetically for the girl’s rudeness, it seemed. “Fine, Ferret, I’ll fix it up. You just wait there.”

“Thirsty?” Taren asked, thinking the girl, Ferret, looked as though she too could use a hot drink, for she was soaked and shivering. “The mulled wine is quite good.”

Ferret sized him up a moment then shrugged. “You buying?”

“Sure.” He waved to the barkeep and ordered a mug for the girl. Elyas had left their remaining coin with him, and he was feeling generous.

Despite her feigned disinterest, Ferret began making quick work of the wine.

“Know any places in town that still have room?” Taren asked, figuring the girl was a local who knew what was going on around town.

She shook her head. “So many damned people here of late, can’t lay down in a corner without some bastard stepping on you.” She snorted and took another gulp of wine. “Where you from?”

“A farm southwest of here near Swanford. Nebarans ran us off our land. Been on the road ever since.”

“Us?” she asked.

Taren shrugged. “Well, my cousin just enlisted in the army. Now, it’s just me. My uncle was killed in the attack.”

Ferret grunted. “Sorry to hear that. Thanks for the wine, by the way.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Enna returned with a mug of what appeared to be a bitter-smelling tea. Ferret held up a battered wineskin, and Enna slowly poured the steaming tea into it. 

“How long’s he gonna be in that cage?” the barmaid asked.

Ferret shrugged. “I offered to spring him, but he wants me to wait till the army’s gone. Reckon that’s so he can get his gear and get away afore the alarm is raised.”

Taren wondered if they were speaking of the deserter in the cage he’d seen earlier that day.

“Piss-poor way of treating a gentleman like that,” Enna muttered.

Ferret stoppered her wineskin. “He’s a relic of the olden days. Doubt there's any like him left anymore. Thanks, Enna. From both of us.” She tucked the skin inside her cloak and raised her hood.

“It’s nothing,” Enna said. “Stay dry.”

Ferret turned away then paused and glanced over at Taren. “Try the hayloft in the barn. Anyone there, Enna?”

“Not that I know of,” the barmaid replied. She studied Taren a moment. “There’s a party sleeping on the floor of the stable, but you’re welcome to the loft. ’Tis small, but the stableboy who used to sleep there doesn’t anymore.”

Taren thanked them. A dry hayloft sounded like fine accommodations indeed, right then. Enna delivered his plate of food after another couple minutes, and the spiced potatoes proved to be the highlight of his lousy week.




***




Ferret stepped out into the rainy night and made her way through the streets—streets she knew as well as the back of her hand. Her thoughts turned to the young man who’d shown her kindness and bought her the cup of mulled wine. He couldn’t have been much more than a year or two older than she, but she wondered what it was about him that had piqued her interest. He could have been handsome, she supposed, although he’d seen better days, as evidenced by the dark hollows under his eyes, and he looked too thin. His unusual rust-colored eyes were certainly striking yet seemed haunted, and he carried a palpable sense of melancholy about him, as if suffering some crushing loss. Without knowing why, she felt sorry for him. Perhaps she sympathized because he was homeless and alone, as she was.

She avoided a patrol of soldiers and headed toward the front gates. They were closed tight for the evening, but she found one of the numerous holes in the palisade and sneaked through it when the guard wasn’t looking.

Why the Abyss do I go out of my way for Dak? Certainly, she’d never felt obliged to help anyone else as faithfully as she’d been smuggling food and water and now the elixir to Creel. She had grown up listening to bards in the taverns, though, and their tales of heroes of old. In fact, she held a secret dream to one day become a bard herself, and Creel fit the mold of a hero in her mind. In this day and age, though, there was no justice, with the hero getting imprisoned by arsehole army officers for nothing more than aiding a barmaid in distress or fighting hard and miraculously surviving a battle when he clearly should’ve been dead.

Ferret still couldn’t explain how he had survived, but whatever secrets Creel held, she would find out someday. One simply didn’t recover from a dozen stab wounds after lying dead in the mud for two days. She was certain his colorful life would be good material for a ballad.

She waited behind a bush while Creel’s guard yawned. He stretched and scratched his arse then glanced around to make sure no officers were in the vicinity before sitting back down on the post and taking a sip from a flask in his pocket. The guard had it almost as bad as Creel, save for the fact he could leave after his shift and get drunk or dip his sword in one of the wenches at the brothel if he liked.

Creel had been in the cage for a week, rain or shine. He was hurting without his elixir, and he needed it. He needed her, which made Ferret feel important though she’d never admit it to anyone.

Seeing her chance, Ferret crept up to the cage without attracting the guard’s notice.

“Evening, lass,” Creel whispered.

“Evening yourself.” She could never sneak up on him and wondered if he ever slept. “Got something you might like.” She handed him the wineskin containing his elixir, still lukewarm from where it had been tucked inside her tunic. She also gave him a small packet of salted meat.

“Ah, you’re a sweetheart.” Creel winced as he shifted position then popped the stopper off the skin and drank deeply. “You keeping out of trouble?”

She shrugged. “Reckon so. Haven’t been chased off or beaten for a while now, so that’s a win, far as I’m concerned.”

Creel chuckled softly. “Aye, that it is. Got enough to eat? Staying warm?”

Ferret snorted, but inwardly she was touched by his concern though she’d never let him know. “Aye, Enna keeps me fed if I miss a few meals. And some boy bought me a cup of mulled wine before I came here.”

“He trying to get in your breeches or something?” Creel teased, grinning at her.

She smiled but didn’t take the bait. “Nah. Seemed a sad sort for a young man. The war hasn’t been kind to him.”

“Nor to many of us, that’s for sure. And it’s only barely begun. By the time all is said and done, the scavengers will be gorged on their meals, and Shaol himself will be well pleased at all the suffering and death.”

Ferret felt a sense of strong foreboding. She shivered, whether from the chill rain or Creel’s dark words she wasn’t sure, yet she suspected he spoke the truth.




***




The stable was blessedly dry, and the scent of animals and hay filled Taren’s nose, making him think of home. A horse snorted nearby. A stableboy approached when he came through the door but looked confused when he didn’t have a mount.

“Enna said I could take the hayloft for the night,” he said by way of explanation.

The stableboy shrugged and pointed toward a ladder near the rear of the barn.

A group that looked to be adventurers had already set up camp just inside the door, taking up the remaining free space but leaving a walkway where the stableboy could get through to the stalls with the horses. A couple men were already snoring in their bedrolls while a trio, two men and a woman, talked quietly in the corner. The woman was running a whetstone over a sword. She looked every bit as formidable as the two men beside her.

Taren nodded a greeting and slipped to the back of the barn. He climbed the ladder and found a shelf as broad as his arm span. Bales of hay filled it nearly to the rafters, but Taren was able to squeeze into a cozy spot between a couple bales. He stowed his pack in first then lay down, wrapped his cloak around himself, and fell asleep within moments.




















Chapter 30

Creel watched the steady stream of people passing by on the road: refugees, sellswords, travelers, traders, and whores. They came from all over the southlands as the Nebaran forces pushed north, flushing them out like a wildfire would game. They were the opportunists, the victims, and the ignorant. Traders, sellswords, and whores came to Ammon Nor to profit off the impending conflict while refugees fled the widespread patrols and scouts, seeking security and shelter. The occasional traveler also happened by, seemingly oblivious of what was transpiring.

He shifted uncomfortably, the iron bars of the gibbet cage digging into his back. He stood up although he was about a head too tall for the enclosure, so he had to stand slumped and leaning on the bars. His back ached, his legs were sore, and he was sick and tired of being cooped up in a cage. He cursed Palam under his breath for the hundredth time in the past week. However, his cage did provide him a good view of the roads, suspended in the air as it was.

He mopped sweat from his brow. The afternoon was warm and humid, and without any shade in the cage, he was sweltering in the sun.

“How about some water over here?” Creel asked the guard posted a few paces away. 

The guard, wearing the blue-and-white Ketanian colors, scowled and spat in the dirt. “You’ll get yer food and water at guard change. Not a moment sooner. You ain’t the only one standin’ here sweatin’.” He turned his bored gaze back upon the trickle of people filtering past.

Creel knew the guard detail for watching him was one of the least desired, possibly a notch just above digging latrines. A sign labeled Deserter hung from his cage, reminding all of what happened to those trying to shirk their solemn duty of fighting in the king’s army. Apparently, fighting on the front line and dying once simply wasn’t good enough. He knew the only reason for his unique punishment was because of Captain Palam’s ire.

Yet despite Creel’s situation, the guards let him be, for the most part. The rumor of his miraculous survival on the battlefield had circulated around town and the army camp, and he was regarded with a healthy amount of awe and fear. To hear it told, the peasant hero of Ammon Nor had singlehandedly slain two score Nebarans and taken a dozen sword thrusts himself, yet he still lived. He figured the latter part, at least, was fairly accurate.

He turned around, setting the cage to rocking, the chain creaking as it did so, and surveyed the town. The thudding of hammers and axes sounded continuously as the wooden palisade was fortified along the front of the town. When he’d first ridden into Ammon Nor nearly a couple weeks prior, the pace of construction was leisurely. Lately though, a fire had clearly been lit under someone’s rear, for the palisade had gone up swiftly. Ditches with sharpened stakes at the bottom were being dug on approach to the wall. He suspected the commander of the king’s vanguard had been anything but pleased upon arriving and discovering the lackadaisical pace of preparations.

It won’t be long until the Nebarans strike with their full force. Even with the bulk of the king’s army reportedly on the verge of bolstering the local garrison, they’ll be fortunate to hold the city.

Creel hoped to spot Ferret around, but he saw no sign of her, unsurprisingly. The streetwise lass knew how to lie low and avoid the town authorities quite well. Once he had been removed from the gaol and locked in the gibbet a week past, Ferret had somehow found out. Since then, she’d sneaked out to pay him a visit each night while the guard was struggling to stay awake. She usually slipped him some food and gave him a water skin to drink from, all courtesy of Enna, she claimed. He suspected that, had Enna not been available, Ferret herself would’ve taken care of him though she’d probably deny it. After a couple botched attempts, the two women had even managed to adequately prepare his herbal concoction for his pain. He smiled at the thought of the young women’s loyalty, heartened that his attempts at performing chivalrous acts hadn’t gone unappreciated.

Ferret’s a good lass. She doesn’t deserve the poor lot the gods have dealt her. As for Enna, well, I hope the war goes well so she can be with her husband again.

Eventually, clouds rolled in, blocking the hot sun, and a light rain fell, apparently a daily occurrence in Ammon Nor at that time of year. He sighed, bored and miserable, and turned his attention back to another group of approaching refugees. A mother carried a baby on her back, balanced a toddler on her hip, and held another young child’s hand. The father was nowhere to be seen, likely either press-ganged into the king’s army or already lying dead on the field.

A couple approaching town from the west drew his attention, an old man and a young woman with short-cropped hair. He idly wondered which category they fell into. Not sellswords or traders—their packs were too light to offer much for trade, and they hadn’t the look of warriors although the man carried a yew longbow and the woman a staff. None of the fear and desperation of refugees was present in their demeanor, either, which meant they must have been travelers. Their gazes were keen, passing over the crowds of people and the armed patrols with interest, as if searching for someone or something.

The old man, little more than a weathered piece of gristle dressed in woodland garb, walked past the cage, glancing at Creel curiously before hailing his guard.

“Greetings. What word on the war of late?” He took a sip from a wineskin then offered it to the guard.

The guard glanced around, making sure no superiors were in view, then gratefully took the wineskin. He took a long swig and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “King and his army are supposed to be reinforcing us any day now. But we been hearin’ that for weeks.” He shrugged. “At least the dogs haven’t moved from where we smashed them on the field across the river.”

Creel snorted softly. The battle had been anything but a rousing victory as he’d heard it. The Ketanians had been on the verge of getting routed when the vanguard of the king’s army, a force of two hundred cavalry and a thousand infantry, had arrived to turn the tide, smashing the flank of the Nebarans’ own vanguard and sending them fleeing. A Colonel Krige commanded the vanguard and had taken charge of the city’s defenses upon arrival. Despite the Ketanians’ momentary good fortune, he had no doubt the empire would attack with overwhelming force once the main army was in place, which he knew must be very soon.

The young woman had stopped short of the old man and the guard, who continued to make small talk. She was slim, wearing a loose-fitting gray tunic and breeches, a red sash wrapped around her waist, sandals on her feet, and a staff in hand. She gazed up at him curiously for a moment then turned her attention back to the conversation.

“You wouldn’t happen to have seen a pair of lads pass this way, have you?” the old man was asking. “Like to have seen about a score of summers. One of them with unusual rust-colored eyes? The other big and strong, the look of a warrior to him.”

Creel perked up at that, glancing over at the old man, who offered the guard another drink.

The guard took the wineskin and scratched his jaw. After another draught of wine, he shook his head. “Nay, can’t say I have, friend. But then, there’s so many people coming through here—hundreds, even thousands—I couldn’t keep ’em all straight. We rotate out, so coulda been one o’ my fellows on duty at that time.” He shrugged.

The old man looked disappointed. They chatted a moment longer, but Creel ignored them.

“I might’ve seen something,” Creel said quietly, focused on the young woman.

He wasn’t sure if she heard him at first, but then she sidled up closer to the cage and looked up at him with pretty brown eyes.

“I’ll tell you what I know if you give me a drink of water.”

Without hesitation, the woman unhitched her water skin and passed it to him. He took a long draught before handing it back.

“Ah. Thanks, lass.”

“And about the men?” she prompted.

“Aye. Yesterday evening, a couple lads slipped in shortly before twilight with a group of refugees. I remember them since the one lad wore an elven cloak, one that blends with its surroundings. He had unusual colored eyes and seemed ill. The other was tall and burly, and he inquired about joining the army. They were hard to miss.”

“Oi! Stay away from the prisoner!” The guard started toward them with a scowl.

The woman bowed her head respectfully and stepped away. “I thank you, sir.”

“Check the inns. They might still be here.” Creel turned away, giving the guard no reason to harass him or the young woman.

When he looked back, the pair of travelers were conferring quietly, heading toward the city gates, while the guard had ambled back over to his usual spot, leaning on the fence near the signpost.

He wondered what about the lad with the unusual eyes intrigued him and had others looking for him as well.




***




Mira glanced back over her shoulder at the criminal in the cage. He certainly looked imposing, with his scarred visage and piercing blue eyes, yet his manner didn’t seem particularly untrustworthy or cowardly, as a deserter’s might. In fact, he had the cool confidence of one who could handle himself in a fight quite well, she suspected. However, she would be the first to admit she had no experience dealing with rogues and scoundrels, hence the reason Kennitt did most of the talking during their search.

The caged man stood watching them as they entered Ammon Nor, his keen gaze following their progress.

She returned her attention to the town before them as they passed through the gate of a newly built wooden palisade. Everywhere she could see, people bustled around, workers and soldiers fortifying defenses, messengers and porters making deliveries. Soldiers drilled and patrolled the streets. Whores flaunted their wares from street corners and dim entryways. Everywhere, refugees filled the open spaces around town, crowding the streets and squares until movement was difficult, many camping out in the mud for lack of anywhere else to go.

“Won’t be easy to find those lads in this madness,” Kennitt grumbled. His mouth twisted in distaste through his beard as he regarded the sea of humanity swarming around. “If you can touch your Weave again and point us in the right direction, ’twould be a big help.”

He misses the tranquility of the forest. I don’t blame him. Soon, I will find Taren, and Kennitt can return to his woodlands he so loves.

“I will make the attempt, but I could use a quiet corner someplace.”

The ranger grunted. “Good luck with that.”

After departing Taren’s farm, the Weave had directed them first to a small village known as Halstead at the edge of the Fallowin Forest. There, according to the locals, the lads had fled the Nebaran Inquisition, riding into the forest. Mira had been shocked to hear of the brutality the Inquisition had inflicted on the simple townsfolk. She was concerned to discover the inquisitors had followed close on Taren and Elyas’s heels when they fled although their departure was fortunate for the townsfolk, who had been spared further mistreatment.

Mira had next detected the Weave leading them toward Ryedale, and they skirted Fallowin Forest, for fear of coming in conflict with the notoriously unwelcoming elves. They bypassed Ryedale and headed directly for Ammon Nor, sensing they were gaining on the young men.

Now she just had to locate them amidst the surrounding mob of humanity.

Mira found a relatively quiet place in an alley behind a block of homes. She spread her cloak beneath herself on the ground, her chosen spot more stony than muddy, and sat in the lotus position as she began to meditate.

Kennitt chewed a piece of salted meat and drank from his water skin while he waited. He had sent Whisper off to await him in the nearby woods, for the owl was even less fond of civilization than the ranger was. They had been fortunate to have the owl’s keen eyes during their journey. On three separate occasions, they had been able to evade Nebaran soldiers along the roads, thanks to Whisper spotting them.

A skinny stray dog approached and watched the ranger hopefully as he ate. Kennitt finished his piece of meat, and the dog eventually wandered off, disappointed.

Mira thought of the burned book in her pack, focusing on it once more, for it had proven to be a fairly reliable token to help establish her connection to the Weave. Breathing deeply and evenly, she tried to summon into her mind’s eye the skein of the Weave once more.

At last, I am so near my objective. Let me have the wisdom to perceive the way to Taren. Despite her best efforts, though, she was unsuccessful in her attempts. Whether she was simply too distracted by the sights and sounds and smells of the city around, by her own excitement, or simply by the Weave’s own cryptic manner, she couldn’t know.

Kennitt let out a groan when he saw her face. “Guess that leaves us stuck with asking around, eh?”

Mira nodded, embarrassed at her failure, but still remained optimistic, for she knew they were closer than ever and their perseverance would pay off soon.




















Chapter 31

Creel was roused from an uneasy slumber, his hunter’s instincts setting off an alarm bell in the back of his head. His back and legs ached from being confined in the damned cage, but he tried to ignore his discomfort and focus his senses to determine what was amiss. Something had awakened him, and he knew not what, only that his instincts had never let him down before. He glanced around, blinking at a gray soup surrounding him, at first thinking his vision blurry from his troubled sleep, but he realized a dense fog had crept in overnight—unnaturally dense, it seemed.

“Ho, guard!” he cried.

He could barely make out the indistinct shape of the guard posted a few short paces away. As usual, the man was leaning against the short pole at the end of the wooden fence leading up to the town although the fence had been dismantled after a few sections, to make space for the palisade.

The guard didn’t stir. Soft snores drifted from his direction.

“Fool’s asleep on his feet. Wake up, man!” Creel banged on the bars, making a racket and setting the cage swinging.

The guard remained sleeping.

Creel closed his eyes again, focusing his other senses on his surroundings. The smell and feel of the fog were wrong—it was magical in nature, of that he was certain. In his past life, he had gained the ability to detect magic, whether it be an enchanted item or spell effect. Perhaps this damnable fog puts one into an unnatural slumber as well. He was immune to such magic, but the guard clearly wasn’t.

“They are readying an assault on the city.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew them as true. He rattled the door of the cage and yanked on the thick iron lock, but it was solid. Other than setting the cage swinging again, his attempts made no headway.

“’Ware! The enemy attacks! All men to arms!” The mist seemed to strangle his warning, choking it off as the sound traveled. He realized shouting into the night was fruitless—surely, if anyone heard him, it would likely be the enemy, and they’d be more than happy to spear him like a fish in a barrel.

I wish Ferret would appear. The girl had promised to spring him from the cage, but the guards were ever present, and he’d told her to hold off, not wanting her to get in trouble if caught aiding him. On one recent occasion, she’d been spotted by the guard and chased away with curses. Had she freed him, the alarm would have been raised, and he doubted he’d be able to reach the Disarmed Bandit and recover his gear without being seen. Instead, he’d been counting on the army to march south before he made good on his escape. At that moment, though, he wished he’d attempted an earlier escape after all.

Now, the lass is likely asleep from this damned fog, too.

After a few minutes, the sound of footsteps reached him. At first, they seemed hesitant, stealthy, then becoming more daring. Soon, the tramping of feet was bold and numerous, and he could hear the jingle of armor and could smell sweat and steel as men moved through the mist a short distance away, splashing across the ford.

How many of them are there? he wondered after long minutes, when the footsteps kept coming, seemingly without end. Hundreds? Thousands?

Creel slumped to the bottom of the cage out of caution. A minute later, shapes solidified from the fog as Nebarans neared him. One of them hacked the sleeping guard’s throat open with a swift slash of his sword. The guard gurgled and clutched his throat, toppling to the ground. Creel could feel their eyes on him, and he forced himself to keep his eyes closed and breathe steadily. They would assume him asleep or perhaps even dead with his tattered, bloodstained clothes. A long, tense moment stretched, and he readied himself for a sword plunging into his chest or neck.

They didn’t bother, though. An enemy deserter, as the placard proclaimed, had no interest for them, for they had greater concerns that night. The Nebarans moved along.

Soon, they were all gone, moving into Ammon Nor to fall upon the unsuspecting men, women, and children therein with steel. The palisade wall still had gaps and posed no difficulty for a few men to sneak through and open the gate from inside. Creel guessed at least a thousand soldiers were there, perhaps as many as two thousand slipping into the city.

He rattled the cage door and yanked on the sturdy lock futilely. Damn that arsehole Palam—I could’ve sounded the alarm if that fool hadn’t been fixated on his petty revenge.

Creel slumped back, sickened at knowing he was powerless to prevent the slaughter that was nigh.




***




Ferret was on the verge of falling sleep when she was disturbed by a distant scream in the night, quickly silenced, as if someone was murdered. All these damn refugees and travelers in town. Some drunk fool got his throat cut in a back alley.

She rose from the grimy pallet she slept on in the flophouse and peered through a dirty window. Unable to see anything, she wiped it with her sleeve, but that didn’t improve the view.

“Fog,” she whispered, for the buildings nearby were all obscured by a thick mist. She could barely make out the hazy side of the adjacent building a few paces away.

She wished things would go back to normal, back before war had come and Mudge had forced her to become a corpse robber. At first, business had been good when the rumors began, and the tribe, as Mudge liked to call them—for gang would’ve made them seem low-class even though they were all urchins and thieves—had been making good money pickpocketing foolish travelers and the occasional refugee. Ferret drew the line at robbing the refugees, however, for those people already lost their homes and livestock, and the thought of taking their last few coppers didn’t seem right. Soon, talk of war really spun up, though, and the garrison started press-ganging townsfolk into service. Patrols became more prevalent, and Ferret knew a couple former tribe members who were lying dead in the mud after being arrested for thievery and sent to the front lines as Creel had been. Then refugees had arrived in such great numbers they swiftly overwhelmed the town, making way too many prying eyes for a thief to ply her trade. Mudge was constantly complaining about the patrols and the lack of funds coming in to pay for his cheap ale and tobacco.

I hate it here. Wish I could leave this city and accompany Dak on some adventure. He’s like one of those heroes from the old stories. She’d heard her fair share of those tales as a child, listening to her friend Arlo, a kindly old bard, and all the heroes of old were strong, confident, and fearless like Creel.

Ferret nearly lay back down to try to sleep once more, but she didn’t. The fog made her uneasy. She’d lived in Ammon Nor her whole life and never seen such thick fog before. She shivered involuntarily as her eyes sought to pierce the thick wall of whiteness.

I wonder if Dak is well. That fog is like to be cold and bad for his aching bones. But then she remembered she’d brought him some warmed wine and food earlier, as well as his potion the previous night, so he should have been fine. But he’d surely welcome a cloak. A surge of annoyance filled her at her concern for the warrior. She’d never been worried about anyone but herself, and she’d managed to survive so long by keeping it that way. Disgusted with herself, she nearly turned away again for her pallet but then realized the fog was the opportunity she’d been waiting for.

I can free him. Nobody will be able to see a damned thing out there! She donned her ragged cloak and worn boots, preparing to head out and come back straightaway once she picked the lock and sent Creel on his way. Her earlier thoughts wouldn’t let her off so easily, though. Irritated, she tried to shove them away, but that was no use. Talk him into taking you with him, an inner voice seemed to say. Get him to give his word before you spring the lock, for he’s honorable like that. She stopped, glancing out the window again, nervous and undecided. He does owe me after all I’ve been doing for him—he’ll agree to take me with, and then I can kiss this pit goodbye.

Ferret was halfway across the room before she realized she’d made up her mind. She silently stepped over and around her sleeping fellow tribe members. A young boy who had seen barely ten summers muttered something in his sleep and rolled over, his arm falling across Ferret’s foot. Gently, she slid her foot free and was nearly to the door when the ember of a pipe abruptly flared in the darkness just inside the doorway.

“Where ya think you’re goin’ at this hour, Ferret?” Mudge squinted at her through a small cloud of pipe smoke, his eyes bleary. The cask of ale he’d stolen from an unattended wagon outside an inn that morning was tapped and the cup in his hand half empty. Without waiting for a reply, he stood up and tried his best to loom over her. “Wench, you ain’t earnin’ your keep, lately. Mayhap I’ll talk to Rosie over at The Sweet Berry and have you do some whorin’ to make up the difference.” He grinned, displaying his crooked brown teeth, but his expression lacked any humor.

Ferret stood her ground. Mudge was a bully who’d gained his place as tribe leader by intimidating the others. He and a few of his older thugs had taken over this abandoned home, making it into the current flophouse for the tribe, which brought him some respect among the urchins seeking a leader to follow. Ferret herself had been a homeless street urchin until gravitating toward the tribe, attracted by the sense of fellowship and security at the time. Mudge was an inch shorter than Ferret but twice as wide, and even though he had barely seen twenty summers, he already had a sizable potbelly from his love of ale.

“I’m just going out for a walk. What’s it to you?” she asked more defensively than she intended.

Mudge’s eyes narrowed, and he stepped closer until their faces were a handbreadth apart. She could smell the sour stink of ale and tobacco smoke on his breath. “What’re you up to, huh?” He gripped a handful of her tunic roughly and slammed her against the wall. “You didn’t answer me about spreadin’ yer legs for coin.”

“You want an answer? Then the answer’s ‘Go bugger yourself.’”

His small eyes glittered cruelly as he scowled at her. “You sittin’ on a stash of coin I ain’t aware of, wench?”

Ferret had to restrain the urge to punch and scratch at him, to fight him off. She knew submission was normally what it would take to get off without a beating, but Mudge desired coin more than anything, and she knew already her best ploy to get free of him.

“I was thinking, with the fog, I’d have better luck avoiding the patrols,” she said in an easier tone. “The drunks will be easy marks. I should bring back enough coin tonight to catch up on what I owe you.”

Greed filled Mudge’s bleary eyes, and his grip slackened. “Aye, that’s good thinkin’. You better come back with a pair o’ silvers, or I’m marching yer bony arse over to Rosie’s tomorrow.” He leered at her and slid his hand across her hip and squeezed her rear before letting her go free.

Ferret slipped past him with practiced ease although the encounter made her feel dirty and sick to her stomach. I’m not going to have to see this little prick ever again—I won’t come back here. The thought abruptly popped into her head, and her mind was made up in but a moment. Elation filled her, then it was replaced by something else—a hot flare of rage at his years of threats and beatings and mistreatment.

She stopped, one hand on the rickety door, which was letting a cold draft through. “Mudge. There’s one other thing.”

The tribe leader slopped some ale on the front of his grungy tunic as he lowered the cup from his mouth. “Eh?”

Ferret was on him before he could react. She was proficient enough in street fighting to have survived all sixteen of her summers without being killed or raped though she’d sustained her share of beatings in her life, many of them at the hands of this lout. She drove her knee into Mudge’s groin with nearly enough force to lift the bastard off his feet. He gave a pained hurk sound and hunched over. Her small fist smashed into his bulbous nose, flattening it and causing blood to spew out. Mudge squealed like a rutting hog and staggered into the wall, still clutching his bruised stones.

Then she was out the door and running as fast as she could. A quick glance to the left, toward the old ruins, revealed the fog was nonexistent there. The tribe’s flophouse was on the far north edge of town, near the ruins, which made people superstitious and hesitant to settle there. Ferret herself felt a queer sensation whenever she had tried to summon up enough courage to explore the ruins, so she understood the reluctance.

The fog was much thicker as she headed south into town, like running into a sudden wall a few paces from the front door. She nearly lost her footing in the slick mud when she turned the corner of a building, but she was agile and recovered. She dropped to her knees by the back corner of the flophouse and pulled a loose brick aside to secure her small sack of trinkets—her only belongings, mostly worthless except for sentimental reasons, though she did have a couple dozen coppers saved up that Mudge would have normally confiscated.

Mudge’s angry shout came from around the front of the house. She could hear his boots slapping the muddy ground as he raced after her.

She said a silent thanks to Sabyl for the fog’s concealment as she disappeared around the back of the next building. Within moments, she had lost Mudge.

However, she soon ran into a much greater cause for concern. Within a few minutes, hard-faced soldiers suddenly appeared out of the fog before her, dressed in the same colors as those of the Nebaran corpses she’d looted on the battlefield. She counted five men, and the fog stirred with the shapes of many more behind those.

She skidded to a halt, nearly bowling right into the arms of a large, bearded man with drawn steel—steel coated with blood.

The soldier swung his sword at Ferret, but she was already dodging frantically. The blade whistled harmlessly past, and she was fleeing, veering sharply to her right, toward the west side of the town, hoping the soldiers weren’t everywhere. A muffled shout came from behind her, but the fog swallowed her then and hid her from sight. A cold knot of fear clenched her belly at the thought of a sneak attack, with Nebarans murdering the Ketanian soldiers in their bedrolls, for she knew instinctively that was what the unnatural fog portended.

Ferret relied on her stealth and intimate knowledge of the town once she eluded the initial pursuit. She crept alongside buildings and hid behind bushes as she made her way toward the palisade, which still had several openings where it wasn’t fully shored up yet. She angled toward a gap she’d passed through numerous times on the western wall.

The alarm—why hasn’t the bloody alarm been raised? She could picture the big alarm bell on a guard tower at the main gate, which had been rung several times in recent days for the soldiers conducting city-defense drills. This night, though, it was silent, a fact that chilled her more than the fog. Someone needs to raise the alarm! A foolish urge to run and sound the alarm herself seized her, and for a moment she started in that direction, but then she nearly choked with bitter laughter at her own foolishness.

Who the Abyss am I to try to be a hero? I’m a damn homeless and penniless thief. I’ll free Dak—he can ring the bell. He’s the hero, not me. Despite her thoughts to the contrary, her traitorous feet were still taking her toward the guard tower. She sighed but decided taking a quick peek wouldn’t hurt.

When she rounded a corner, her foot came down on something spongy, and she nearly screamed in horror. She was stepping on someone’s hand—a refugee’s. The man was sprawled on his back with an arm slung out wide and his throat a red ruin. She gasped as she took in men, women, and children, all of them murdered where they’d bedded down for the night. A score of them must have been there, at least that she could see, their numbers fading into the fog. Blood was everywhere.

Soldiers were marching in through the gate, the sounds of their footsteps carrying oddly, almost as if she could reach out and touch them, though she knew the gate was yet a few dozen paces away. Gods, there must be hundreds of them coming in—mayhap the whole bloody Nebaran army!

Summoning all the courage she had, she darted across the open space to the base of the guard tower before she could second-guess herself. A pair of bodies lay on the ground, looking like pincushions from the arrows protruding from their throats and chests, men dressed in the Ketanian colors.

“Bloody good plan, wouldn’t you say?” a voice asked in a thick Nebaran accent from atop the guard tower overhead. “That warlord knows her business. What’s left of their wretched garrison won’t know what hit ’em.”

A harsh laugh sounded. “Aye, just watch the yellow-bellied curs run for the hills.”

She couldn’t see the men in the fog but knew they wouldn’t hesitate to run a sword through her guts if they saw her. The bastards are guarding the bell. Time to spring Dak—he’ll know what to do.

Ferret crept away in the fog, searching for the opening in the wall she could slip through, sorely tempted to run away into the night but knowing if she didn’t act, the whole city could be done for.




















Chapter 32

Nesnys reveled in the chill air on her face as she glided smoothly through the inky night. She was pleased at what she saw before her. Silver Syllanos had become a black moon, retreating from the sky, the land below lying in deep darkness. Thousands of campfires glowed in the blackness across the rolling plains south of the mighty Black Channel, her forces stretching away to the south and east. North of the river was the encampment of the Ammon Nor garrison. The army of the king of Ketania had nearly arrived, camped about five miles from the garrison along the road to Llantry. In the morn, the forces would unite and march across the Black Channel to face her army.

Her intentions were for that plan to never come to fruition. The Ketanians had mustered an impressive force, over twelve thousand strong combined, and they had the familiarity with the terrain and the motivation to defend hearth and home. The invasion would prove long and costly. The Nebarans could eventually prevail with their greater numbers, she assumed, barring any unforeseen circumstances, but the fighting would be long and grueling, and they would pay dearly for every pace of ground they conquered. Nesnys didn’t particularly care about the humans’ losses one way or the other, but such a timeline didn’t suit her plans.

No, I must deliver a stunning defeat to these Ketanians. Thus, my Inquisition and soldiers shall have free reign to trample this land beneath the soles of their boots and shake every bush and kick in every door. Pain and misery will flourish, and Neratiri’s whelp will be driven out of hiding.

General Leodegar had failed to secure the ford with the vanguard of her army, and they’d been defeated more than a week past. The result wasn’t unexpected, but the gamble had been a worthwhile one even though it had failed. At least the general had the good grace to die in the battle, likely fearing Nesnys’s wrath more than the tip of a Ketanian spear.

Nesnys pursed her lips, briefly considering what she had seen in the city of Ryedale earlier that week. After losing contact with her inquisitor Tellast, she had sent Scaixal to investigate. A mage of some considerable talent had wiped out Tellast’s unit of inquisitors, who had been operating from that city. The handiwork was crude but effective. She had flown there to see for herself the destruction wrought, and she rather fancied the grotesque stone sculpture that had been formed—a great earthen hand twice the height of a man, with the crushed and mangled bodies of the inquisitors within, stained dark with blood and the occasional white shard of bone poking free. The sight of mortals returned to the dust in such a brutal fashion was starkly beautiful.

Upon her direction, Scaixal dragged a number of villagers into the square until she found a couple believable witnesses. The mortals were more than happy to talk, their tongues loosened by fear of Nesnys and Scaixal combined with the promise of coin.

“A young man it was—his eyes blazing like Shaol himself!” one of the local men had claimed. “I saw him wave his hands, and the crowd was swept aside like a wave crashing on a shore. I was lucky to just not get between him and those inquisitors.” The man had fled the scene before actually witnessing the battle, but Nesnys had no doubt the young mage had been the one responsible for the stone fist.

“I looked out my window and seen that inquisitor racing down the lane as if all the demons of the Abyss was snappin’ at his heels!” a washerwoman said. “A lot of good it did him though—he suddenly got split in twain, him and that horse o’ his, like they was on some god’s butcher block. Splat, just like that!” There was a certain satisfaction in the woman’s eyes when she said that.

Nesnys found the rotting remains of Tellast and his mount lying in the middle of the street, bloated and maggot infested. The entire town of superstitious fools had left the dead to rot where they had fallen, terrified of the “deviltry” that had been committed that day.

Descriptions of the mage varied wildly, but the fact that he was a young man with blazing orange eyes rang true, corroborated by several other witnesses. Nesnys was touched by the fact that he had his mother’s eyes, which she remembered very well from their encounter in Achronia.

It shan’t be long till I find our young sculptor—he cannot hide from me forever. First, though, I must wage this war.

Nesnys tucked her wings behind her back and dove low in the sky, gliding over the Ketanian army encampment. Soldiers, weary from a long march, sat around campfires with cook pots, drinking from wineskins and dicing in their downtime. Officers walked among the campfires, checking on their men, while sentries patrolled the camp’s perimeter.

Confident that the army was complacent enough for her plan to work, she banked sharply and headed back across the Black Channel and to the welcome party she had arranged. The Ketanians were assuming that since the river east of the ford was deep and swift, the fight would be at the crossing at Ammon Nor, but they were mistaken. Nesnys had other plans.

“Taananzu, commence with the river crossing. All is in order.” She used her inherent psionic talent to telepathically contact the fiend she had left to direct the Hundred Scorpions.

“So it shall be.” The reply came almost instantly. Taananzu was as eager for bloodshed as she.

Nesnys circled back toward Ammon Nor and was pleased at what she found. Taananzu had summoned a thick magical fog, which flowed north across the ford and into the city itself. Her first surprise of the night was already underway, soon to be followed by the second, five miles away at the Ketanian king’s army encampment.

When she rendezvoused back at the rally point, Taananzu was already in the midst of spellcasting. The creature seemed heartier, the greater the strife and violence they stoked. Its voluminous robes were filled out, seeming fuller than the scrawny thing it had started as, though no corporeal form was visible within its garments.

Nesnys landed nearby but remained silent so she wouldn’t disrupt the spell. The thousand soldiers—cutthroat killers, in actuality—whom she had selected for the grim task waited a short distance away. Faces were darkened with mud or soot, and they wore no uniforms or armor, instead dressed in all dark clothing to conceal their presence so no armor would jingle or reflect the light. The men’s eyes darted around nervously, filled with unease at the presence of Taananzu. They had come to accept Nesnys as their warlord, but the other demon was simply too alien and frightening to them.

The sickly green glow of Taananzu’s magic illuminated the gorge with the roaring Black Channel. The cloaked fiend stood upon the precipice of the gorge, which dropped off a dozen paces to the swiftly flowing waters below, and a magical green nimbus flowed from the empty arms of its sleeves, matching its flaring green eyes. Its voice was the low, rasping sound of serpents sliding over one another, the words of the fell speech taking form.

After a few moments, the stones on the opposite side of the river, fifteen paces away, bulged and strained upward from the ground. Boulders grated together, and the earth rumbled, audible even over the sound of the roaring river below. Rocks and dirt cascaded into the river as the earthen dome increased in size, thrusting from the ground like some foul birthing. The rocky dome took on a roughly humanoid form, standing on blocky legs as thick as a horse from nose to tail. Long arms dragged the ground, attached to a thick torso of stone mortared with mud. A craggy brow jutted out over cavernous eyes burning with the same sickly green fire as the elemental’s summoner.

Taananzu called out a final command and lowered its arms. A moment of silence passed, broken only by nervous muttering from the men.

The earth elemental lumbered forward until it stood upon the far edge of the gorge. Thick black roots grew from its feet, boring into the edge of the rock escarpment as it latched on. The elemental bent at the waist, leaning forward across the rushing river below, and its hands, each one of which could hold a merchant’s wagon in its palms, slammed to the ground before Taananzu. More roots squirmed free of its blocky hands, burrowing deep into the ground. The creature’s rocky body rumbled and crunched as it straightened itself out. After a few moments, it remained still, forming a rocky land bridge with its massive body.

“Well done, Taananzu.” Nesnys turned to Colonel Cornix, who commanded his group of killers. “The way is clear. You have your orders—do not disappoint!”

The Butcher of Almanes nodded, a hungry gleam in his eyes. He turned and barked a curt order then strode forward and fearlessly walked across the elemental’s back until he reached the other side. His Hundred Scorpions, swollen into a cohort of a thousand men, streamed across behind him as they went to visit murder upon the Ketanian army.

Taananzu disappeared in a swirl of stinking green vapors. A moment later, the creature reappeared on the opposite bank. A few Nebarans cursed, astonished by the demon’s sudden appearance, and hastily stumbled away.

Nesnys glided across the gorge. The encampment lay about a mile ahead. Come the dawn, the king’s army would be severely weakened, perhaps even routed. The would-be fort at Ammon Nor would be destroyed, and the full might of her twenty-thousand-strong imperial army would be on the move to swiftly crush the remnants of the king’s army.

A wicked smile spread on her face at the thought of the burgeoning defeat of the Ketanians and her path to victory. With the destruction of the king’s army, the entire heart of Ketania would lie open before her. Nothing would be able to prevent her victory.




***




The alarm still hasn’t been raised. The city is done for. Creel stood peering into the thick fog toward the town, silently willing one of the guards to sound the bell. Occasionally, he could hear a strangled cry, a barking dog, or harsh laughter, but the Nebarans were mostly silent in their dirty work. He could only imagine half the garrison had been wiped out by now. King Clement would arrive to find Ammon Nor in the hands of the enemy.

He started when a bush rustled near his cage. Too late to play dead again. He tensed, ready to defend himself as best he could.

“Dak?” a voice whispered.

“Ferret?” He let out a relieved breath.

The girl dashed forward, grasping his leg through the bars, face pale with fright. “Oh, gods, they… they’ve…”

“Shhh. I know.” Creel knelt down and gripped her cold hand in his. He focused on her wild eyes, trying to calm her with his gaze. “Can you get me out of here?”

“Aye. That’s why I came.” Ferret swallowed hard and withdrew a lockpick from a pouch on her belt. Her hand was shaking so badly she dropped it. With a curse, she knelt and felt around on the ground.

“You’ve got stones, lass, for coming out here in this. The fog’s magical—how are you not rendered asleep by it?” He could hear her scrabbling desperately in the leaves and mud.

“The flophouse… It’s at the edge of town by the old ruins. The fog ended right there. Got it!” She stood back up, and this time, her hands were steadier. She jiggled the lockpick around in the big rusty lock. After a moment, it clicked, and she popped it open with a fierce look of satisfaction.

Creel shoved the cage door open and hopped down beside her. He took a moment to stretch his aching back and cramped limbs.

“What do we do?” she asked. “There’s enemy soldiers on the guard tower, so we can’t ring the alarm. I know—I checked.” The words came out in a frightened rush.

Creel placed his hands on her shoulders and forced her to look him in the eye. “You’ve done well, lass, but it’s too dangerous in the city. Head for the woods west of town. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.”

She was already shaking her head. “Nay, that’s a shite plan. I’m coming with you. You need me—I can help you! I freed you, so I want you to take me with you—that’s my condition.”

Sensing she was about to lose her fragile self-control, he gripped her shoulders tighter. “Aye, if that is your wish, you can come with me, but we’ll be lucky to make it out alive. You saw what happened on that battlefield, right? I might survive this night, but the odds aren’t so good for you. I don’t want that, and neither should you.”

Ferret’s lip trembled for a moment, then she took a deep breath and steeled herself. She surprised him by clutching him in a rough embrace for a moment before pulling away, looking embarrassed. “I can do this,” she said in a controlled voice.

Creel smiled as the lass undoubtedly had more courage than half the warriors in town. “Follow me and do what I tell you. No arguing, all right? The city’s best chance is for us to ring that alarm bell, or thousands will be slain in their beds.”

Ferret nodded. “Aye. After that, we’d best find Enna. And that orange-eyed boy,” she added after a moment. At Creel’s questioning look, she shrugged. “He seemed a good sort—bought me a mug of mulled wine.”

“Wait here.” 

Creel walked over to where his guard lay sprawled in the mud. The sound of the Nebarans’ passage had receded a while ago. If a silver lining existed, it was that the whole damned army hadn’t come across the ford yet, but that wouldn’t matter once the city fell. 

He took the fallen guard’s sword and dagger and returned to Ferret. “Let’s move. We go through the gap in the wall, then straight to the guard tower. You still have that rabbit-sticker knife? Good.”

They made it back to the palisade without encountering any soldiers. Ferret led the way through the opening and along the inside of the wall, as silent as a shadow. At one point, she motioned him back then pressed herself tightly against the wall, and a pair of enemy soldiers passed by in the direction they’d come.

Creel saw his chance. He lunged out and ran the nearest Nebaran through, sword punching through his back and piercing his heart. He dropped with a gurgle. The other guard spun, only to find Creel’s blade opening his throat. A loaded crossbow tumbled from his grasp, but Creel caught it by the stock with his left hand.

Ferret had a nervous smile on her face when he returned with the crossbow. “It sounded like two of them up there before. You shoot them off, and I’ll climb up and ring the bell,” she offered.

“Let’s take a look at what we’re facing first.”

They crept up to the guard tower. The soldiers were lost to sight in the mist above, but they could hear voices talking in a low murmur. Creel was tempted to climb up and attack them himself, but he couldn’t carry both the crossbow and sword while climbing. They would likely be on him before he could kill both of them, and fighting on a high ladder wasn’t ideal. From the distant voices, more soldiers were milling around near the gates a short distance away. Once the bell tolled, they would come running, and whoever was up there would be trapped.

Cursing silently, he realized they didn’t have any good options. He decided he would have to trust Ferret’s ability to keep herself safe. She would have to ring the bell so he could try to hold off the soldiers who came to investigate. “Start climbing. I’ll try to get their attention. Give it a few good rings, and then run. If we get separated, meet in the western woods like I said earlier.”

Ferret nodded gravely and then scurried up the ladder, as nimble and quiet as her namesake. She clung just below the platform, waiting for his move. Creel stepped a few paces back and gave a low whistle, crossbow aimed upward. A blurry shape moved in the mist, and he loosed a quarrel where he hoped the man’s chest was. A cry sounded, and a man plummeted from the mist, bolt lodged in his gut. He hit the ground hard, and the quarrel punched out his back with a loop of bloody intestine on the tip. He gurgled, and Creel crushed his skull with a swift blow from the stock of the crossbow.

“Moshi?” someone called.

Creel looked up, and Ferret was gone. He gripped his dagger, waiting for a target to present itself. A shape moved overhead, and he could barely make out the soldier’s boots and the tip of a loaded crossbow as the soldier tried to peer down through the mist. Before Creel could loose his dagger, the soldier gave a startled grunt and was then plummeting toward the ground, arms and legs flailing. Creel was forced to hop back a step. The Nebaran cried out before smacking the ground beside his companion. Creel silenced him with a slash of the dagger across his throat.

Then the bell began tolling, shockingly loud in the eerie stillness of the fog. Its peals resonated throughout the city.

Curses sounded near the gate. Boots pounded the ground, and a squad of Nebarans raced out of the mist to storm the guard tower.

“Run, Ferret!” Creel stepped forward to meet them. 

He stabbed the first man through the chest as he tried to climb the ladder. The Nebaran slumped, falling back on his comrade who was set to follow him up the ladder. A shout of alarm was raised in the distance, all while the bell kept tolling.

Two more soldiers came at him from either side of the ladder. Creel dodged and spun to his left, parrying that blade aside. He slashed the man across the thigh. Four more foes rushed out of the mist, pressing him back. Creel fought like a cornered bobcat. He took shallow cuts to his sword arm and ribs, but he cut one man down and bulled another into the men behind, briefly entangling the three. But it was still five on one. A sword slashed for his head, but he ducked, and it thunked into the wooden support post of the tower. Creel kicked out, smashing the swordsman’s knee. A quick slash took an eye from the man on his right. On the backswing, he caved in another man’s helm.

Then a sword plunged into his ribs. Creel’s breath caught, and blood filled his lung. He staggered backward just in time to avoid another thrust of a blade. His back hit the palisade, the sword still in his side, and the man’s mouth twisted in a snarl as he sought to drive the blade deeper.

With his free hand, Creel gripped the crossguard, holding it at bay for a precious moment. He brought his own sword around and chopped the soldier in the neck. As the man fell, Creel pushed at the crossguard, and the blade slid free of his ribs. Another soldier took his place, blade stabbing in. Creel squirmed aside, just avoiding the thrust. He smashed that man in the jaw with the pommel of the sword he’d freed from his side. The Nebaran staggered momentarily, and Creel ran him through. The man fell to his knees, and Creel’s sword was trapped for an instant, just as another blade came down at his head.

He winced, ready to be struck down by the soldier with the ruined eye, but the blow never fell. The man’s good eye rolled back, and he tumbled facedown on the ground, blood welling from the base of his skull. Ferret stood behind him, bloody little knife in hand, looking as surprised as Creel was. The man with the wounded knee started hobbling away, but Creel drew his dagger and threw it, planting it between the Nebaran’s shoulder blades. He staggered a couple more steps and fell.

“We did it!” Ferret’s shock had turned to excitement.

“Aye, we did.” Creel winced, holding a hand to his wounded side. He coughed some blood to clear his lung. His chest was on fire, but he would survive.

Ferret looked at him anxiously. “Are you going to be all right?”

“Aye, lass.” He clapped his hand on her shoulder. “That was well done—you’ve some courage. Let’s get to the Disarmed Bandit.”

Ferret beamed. She gripped his arm, ready to put it across her shoulders to support him, but he gently disentangled himself. “I’ll make it on my own, but it would be best if you scout us out as safe a route as possible.”




***




Mira was shaken awake in the night, Kennitt kneeling over her. An alarm bell was sounding from Ammon Nor, she realized.

“Treachery is afoot,” the ranger said grimly. “Some sort of unnatural fog crept into the town. Not long after, Whisper could see Nebaran soldiers making their way across the ford and streaming into the town. A half hour or so after that, the bell began sounding.”

Whisper hooted as if in agreement from where she was perched on a tree limb above them, barely visible save for her golden eyes.

Mira rolled to her feet, a strange tightness in her chest. She felt a powerful draw, as if something were pulling her urgently toward the embattled city. Distant shouts arose from Ammon Nor. The alarm bell abruptly stopped, the sudden silence foreboding.

“He’s there and in danger,” she said. “We must go to him.”

Kennitt sighed. “I knew you were gonna say that. Already packed. Ready when you are.” His yew bow was strung and in hand.

Mira hurriedly crammed her bedroll into her pack. She took a long drink of water then took a deep breath, centering herself for a moment. She sensed her skills would be sorely tested this eve, at stake her Balance Quest and her very survival.

Kennitt summoned Whisper, stroking the owl’s head and speaking to her softly. A moment later, the bird launched into the night sky. “She’ll take a look around, but I told her to keep near the woods. Plenty of trouble in town already, and her eyes won’t help us in that damned mist.”

Mira shouldered her pack, and they started toward the city at a jog. They had given up the search the past evening, their attempts unsuccessful and the two of them weary from the swift pace of travel over the past days. With the inns bursting to full, they camped in the nearby forest with plans to resume their search in the morning. Kennitt’s relief had been evident in camping away from the crush of people in the city. Mira couldn’t help but think later the Weave had directed them to the forest that night, for the chance was likely they’d have been murdered in their sleep, had they bedded down in town.

The Weave provides for its own. 

Ammon Nor lay across an open field from the woods although it was no longer visible. Instead, a massive wall of fog loomed up before them midway between the edge of the woods and the city wall. Goose bumps formed on Mira’s arms as she approached, for the fog was unnatural, like some menacing beast waiting to devour them. It pulsed with an orange glow in the distance, as if fires were burning within its bowels. As she plunged into the cold, clammy mist, she couldn’t help but feel as if they were rushing into the jaws of the Abyss.




















Chapter 33

Taren slowly came awake in the night, emerging from a deep sleep filled with half-glimpsed nightmares. A bell was tolling incessantly somewhere in the city. For a moment, he panicked, feeling crushed in and unable to see in the surrounding darkness. Then as he shifted around, hay scratched his cheek, and the familiar smell of it filled his nostrils. A staggering sense of homesickness gripped him for a long moment, but with the bell’s tolling and distant cries, he remembered where he was and swiftly collected his thoughts.

The illness that had gripped him finally receded after he slept through much of that day, his sleep blessedly dreamless the past night. He’d gone over to the inn for an afternoon meal then returned to the loft to sleep some more, planning to be on the road to Llantry first thing in the morning. However, that apparently wasn’t to be, for the city’s alarm bell was sounding.

Is the Nebaran army attacking the city? The talk earlier had them still a couple days to the south.

Startled curses followed by the clatter of equipment and jingling armor interrupted his thoughts. The party of adventurers down below in the stable were making a racket as they scrambled from their bedrolls and hurriedly gathered their gear.

“The city is under attack,” someone said. “Time we get our arses out of here.”

“Nebaran bastards must’ve made a move in the night. You see anything out there, Rizich?”

“Nay, can’t see a damned thing. There be a fog, thick enough I could almost slice it with me axe.”

“Let’s be off, then. I’ve a bad feeling about this.”

The voices grumbled agreement. With a final clamor, the adventurers departed the barn.

Taren had a bad feeling about the alarm as well. The bell abruptly stopped, and the sudden silence was punctuated only by his heavy breathing. Listening, he could hear distant cries of pain or terror along with the clash of steel.

That group has the right idea—time to move.

He made sure everything was stowed in his pack and quickly clambered down from the hayloft. Horses neighed and snorted, shifting around nervously in the darkness.

Taren stumbled out of the stables and into a wall of fog so thick he could barely make out his hand when held out directly in front of him. He tried to get his bearings then moved toward where he thought the inn was. A startled shriek was abruptly silenced not too far off.

He shuddered, pulling his cloak tighter around himself and wondering if Elyas was out there fighting. He said a quick prayer to Sabyl that his cousin would be all right and not fall victim to whatever treachery was afoot.

When Taren shifted to his second sight, hoping to better discern the inn’s location, he gasped. The fog was magical in nature, oozing around him with a sickly gray aura. He could feel its spell dragging on him, trying to coax him to return to his bedroll. The devastating nature of the plan became clear, for the fog not only concealed the sneak attack of the Nebarans, but it caused a deep lethargy. Fortunately, the alarm has been sounded. He just hoped it was in time for an effective defense to be mustered.

Amber auras swirled through the mist as he extended his senses outward, the shapes of the Nebaran attackers and those startlingly few defenders rising up to meet them. He sensed the majority of fighting around the military encampment just east of town, and a desperate pitched battle was taking shape. A rough estimate put several hundred Nebarans in Ammon Nor, sowing murder and chaos, cutting down anyone in the streets, soldier or civilian, and even going door to door to carry out their bloody deeds.

With his second sight, Taren had little difficulty navigating his way across the open yard between the stable and the inn. Unfamiliar with the city or the surrounding area, he decided the best choice would be to wait out the chaos until the local forces regained control, rather than blundering around in the fog with an overwhelming number of foes around. He was liable to walk right into a patrol out there.

Taren slipped through the inn’s back door. He reached the common room at the end of a short hallway, only to discover a group of people had been rounded up at sword point. The floor creaked and thumped overhead as the heavy boots of soldiers moved about upstairs, dragging people from their rooms and herding them down to the common room.

The tables had been shoved aside, many overturned, and the folks staying at the inn were seated in a group huddled together on the floor. He recognized the kindly barmaid, Enna, and the old barkeep, who he assumed was the owner. Also with them were about a dozen guests, some of them only half dressed.

One of the soldiers spotted Taren in the hallway. “You there, boy! Come out here!”

Taren turned to run back outside, but at that moment, a group of people were forced down the stairs and clogged the hallway. He was jostled aside by a stocky older man who was bleary-eyed and smelled like a wine cask. After a chaotic moment of getting shoved around, an iron grip seized Taren’s cloak and dragged him backward, nearly pulling him off his feet. The Nebaran soldier clouted him on the side of the head with his mailed fist, and he fell to his hands and knees, dazed beside the frightened barmaid. She steadied him with a hand on his shoulder when he nearly collapsed on her.

“That’s the last of ’em,” one of the soldiers announced after roughly shoving a middle-aged husband and wife to the floor.

“Good.” The man in charge, probably a sergeant, sat on a table near the door. He had a hard, no-nonsense look to him—a veteran. His eyes slid across the group of captives until they landed on Enna.

“Oi, wench. Fetch me some ale.”

Enna obeyed with only a moment’s hesitation.

“What is the meaning of this?” the barkeep asked. “Your fight should be with the army. They’re over there in the camp, not here.”

The sergeant spat on the floor and regarded the barkeep coldly. “You’d best worry about yourself, old-timer. Keep your mouth shut, and do as I say, and you might live to see another day.” With a curt nod, he took the tankard of ale Enna offered him and downed half of it in one gulp.

Taren counted a dozen Nebarans, most of whom had the seasoned look of veteran soldiers. He still felt a bit tired after his illness and long journey yet much better than he had for days. He considered his chances.

Even if I can summon the magic and shape it how I want, these people might get hurt in the process. He frowned at the memory of the townsfolk in Ryedale getting swept aside like chaff. Best to wait this out and see what happens.

They waited in tense silence for about ten or fifteen anxious minutes before the front door opened and an officer entered with a pair of soldiers on his heels. Taren froze in recognition. Lieutenant Riquier stood just inside the doorway, speaking with the sergeant. He hurriedly looked away, shifting his body so his back was toward the lieutenant and hunching over so his face wasn’t visible. His anger flared at the sight of one of Wyat’s killers.

“They said what?” the sergeant barked, voice loud in the room’s tense silence. “That’s madness—these are ordinary folk.”

“I’m just relaying the orders, Sergeant,” Riquier said harshly. “They want to put on a spectacle with the utmost bloodshed. Make it happen.”

“Aye, sir.” Clearly unhappy with the orders, the sergeant stood up with a sigh as Taren watched from the corner of his eye. He spat on the floor and drew his sword. “New orders, men. Put these people down, and then we move out to the eastern edge of town.”

Several of the soldiers balked, none too happy about slaughtering civilians, but enough of them were quick to obey. A middle-aged woman cried out as a young soldier with a hungry look in his eyes dragged her backward by the hair. He brutally cut her throat with a quick slash of his dagger. The woman’s husband sat there in shock, her blood spattered across his face. The young Nebaran opened his throat as well before he could even react.

Enna shrieked as the barkeep was knocked prone by a harsh kick to the head. A soldier stood with his sword poised above the man’s chest.

Taren felt sick to his stomach, picturing first Wyat’s anguished face in the moments before he and Elyas fled, then later, the scene at Halstead as Tellast and his ogre tortured the alderman. Finally, Yethri burning at the stake filled his mind, and rage surged up in him so powerfully that he thought it would boil over.

I’m the one these whoresons want—all this senseless killing must end.

“Hold!” Taren shouted. “Lieutenant Riquier!” He surged to his feet, and the man with the sword to the barkeep’s chest paused, as did several others.

All eyes went to Taren as everyone momentarily froze.

The lieutenant studied him from the doorway with a cruel glint in his eyes. “Do I know you, boy?” He waved to his men, who halted their actions, and walked closer, squinting.

“You should, you bastard, you killed my uncle and torched our home then chased us through the woods.”

“Yes… I’d recognize those eyes anywhere.” A predatory smile spread across his thin lips. He waved to his two cronies waiting by the door. “Seize this boy and take him back to the camp—he’s wanted for questioning by the Inquisition. The rest of you—carry on.”

The moment of brief calm passed. Someone cried out as they were cut down. Riquier’s minions crossed the tavern floor, eyes warily focused on Taren.

Taren took a deep breath and felt the magic around him, pulsing in the surrounding people in the form of their vitality, as well as the earth magic in the ground. The image of Yethri being consumed by flames roared into his mind. He gritted his teeth, ready to make Riquier pay, along with all the others. A cautioning voice in the back of his mind urged him to draw only from the earth magic, not the ready vitality of the people.

Then the magic was there, rushing into him and fueling a blazing jet of flame coursing over his clenched fists. He unleashed a stream of fire at the lieutenant.

Riquier ducked behind his two men, but not before Taren seared the side of his face. He screamed and reeled backward. The two soldiers leaped at him, and he turned the full force of the fire on them. Their charge was arrested, held up as if they were fighting against a powerful current, flames washing over them. One man’s mouth opened wide, and flames poured down his throat, cutting off his scream and burning away his innards. Surcoats peeled away as flakes of ash, then skin and hair. The two men fell to the floor, charred and smoking corpses, fat sizzling and mail glowing molten orange. The greasy smoke and stench of burned meat was thick and overpowering in the room.

He maintained a steady draw on the earth magic although he was afraid he might lose consciousness again if he tried to wield too much. Enna stared at him, brown eyes wide, a mix of fear and awe on her face. The other captives’ faces mirrored Enna’s.

The Nebaran sergeant and his men regarded Taren warily, fanning out to surround him but clearly hesitant to rush in and meet the same fate as Riquier’s men. The lieutenant lay on his side near the bar, hands clutching his burned face, moaning softly and staring at Taren though his spread fingers.

The gloves of fire crackled over Taren’s hands, and he knew his eyes were glowing from the magic. They must think me some fiend. He nearly laughed. I’ll put the fear of the gods in these murdering bastards.

Before he could, the front door burst open and a man in torn, bloodstained clothes entered, a sword in hand. His blade and tunic both bore fresh blood. His cold blue eyes took in the scene with a quick calculation.

Behind him, a smaller, cloaked figure squeezed past him. Taren recognized the young girl for whom he’d bought the cup of wine the past evening.

The Nebarans eyed the new arrivals uneasily, shifting so their backs weren’t exposed.

“Take that boy down, you bloody cowards!” Riquier screamed.

More than one soldier’s eyes went from the pair of charred corpses to the fire crackling around Taren’s hands. He could tell they wanted no part of him, but they were even more afraid of their masters, apparently.

Everything happened at once. Soldiers rushed Taren. The blue-eyed man surged forward, sword lashing out as swiftly as a viper. Some of the captives scrambled away and tried to bolt. Bodies collided, and screams and curses filled the room as it turned to chaos.




***




Creel paused just inside the Disarmed Bandit, surprised by the sight of a young man with flaming hands and burning eyes in a standoff with enemy soldiers. From the charred corpses still sizzling on the floor, what had happened was clear. He thought of the witch Abigale the Nebarans had tried to hang, and he knew the lad had signed his death writ by revealing his powers. However, judging from the bloody swords and fresh corpses bleeding out on the floor, the lad had done the honorable thing and tried to save some lives.

The officer on the floor screamed at his men to take the boy.

“Please help him,” Ferret urged Creel, touching his elbow.

Creel sprang into motion, his quick reflexes besting the others. His Nebaran sword took a man’s head to his right with a quick sweep of the blade. He turned and ran another soldier through to his left.

A shroud of flames surrounded the lad as a trio of soldiers rushed at him. They stabbed at him then flinched away as the flames billowed out and engulfed them.

Creel spotted Enna and Gehrt huddled on the floor. Other captives were panicked, scrambling to get away. He shouldered aside a couple of terrified people to reach Enna. He helped her rise, then Gehrt. Ferret took Enna’s hand, and the three ran for cover behind the bar.

Someone barged into Creel then stumbled away. A stocky, half-dressed drunk recovered his balance and lurched toward the door.

A pair of swordsmen were hacking at the crowd indiscriminately. Creel seized the wrist of a soldier whose blade was poised to cut down a young mother clutching a child. He ran the man through then shoved him aside and hamstrung the second killer. The man fell back, and Creel stabbed him through the heart.

He turned in search of another opponent, but the room was empty save for the young mage, a handful of cowering civilians, and the dead. Heavy boots drummed on the floor as a group of Nebarans fled out the back door.

The young mage’s fire flickered and went out. He stood there, unburned by the conflagration, face ashen and unsteady on his feet. He fingered a bloody gash on his thigh in confusion, then he stumbled and went down in a heap.

Creel was relieved to find Ferret, Enna, and Gehrt all well. They stood up from behind the bar when he called out to them.

“We’d best get out of here,” Creel warned. A pair of curtains had caught fire, and flames were crawling up the wall and across a rafter. A decorative pennant burst into flame and fluttered loose of the rafter overhead, stirred by a draft of heat.

Gehrt cried out and rushed over to a burning curtain, beating at the flames with a broomstick.

“I’ll put them out,” the young mage muttered. He tried to sit up but didn’t have the strength.

Ferret darted over and knelt beside him, gripping his arm and helping him sit up. He thanked her then frowned, reaching out toward the flames. They abruptly snuffed out as if all the oxygen left the room.

“Just… need to rest a bit.” The young mage’s eyes rolled back, and he passed out.

Everyone exchanged uneasy glances, unsure what to do.

“Let’s get this door barricaded.” Creel shoved one table against the front door, then another. He noticed that the burned officer who’d been shouting orders must have fled during the battle.

Ferret and Enna helped him block the door by stacking chairs atop the tables. Gehrt pulled out a key ring and locked the door although they all knew it wouldn’t stand up to determined troops kicking it down. The barkeep went to secure the back door also.

“Gods. What do we do?” Enna’s face was pale from shock. “Is it like this everywhere?”

“Aye,” Ferret replied. “There’s a whole damned army butchering people in their homes out there.”

“Enna, do you still have my gear?” Creel asked.

The barmaid blinked in confusion a moment then nodded. “Aye, I took good care of it, Master Creel.”

“Thank you. Your husband is fortunate to have such a good woman. We’ve got to get out of Ammon Nor. Now that the Nebarans have a foothold across the Black Channel, they won’t abandon it so easily. It’ll be some bloody work for the king’s troops to drive them out of here, and we don’t want to get caught between armies.”

“Where will we go?” Enna asked. “This is my home… My husband, may the gods protect him, is out there fighting somewhere…” She looked on the verge of breaking down.

“The commanders won’t be foolish enough to stay there and get slaughtered. More than likely, they’ll try to link up with the king’s forces to the northeast. Failing that, they’ll retreat into the Downs. Once they regroup, they’ll try to retake the city. In the meantime, it will be a battlefield here in Ammon Nor.”

Gehrt shook his head. “I ain’t leaving. I been runnin’ the Bandit for half a century. Nowhere else to go anyhow.”

Enna looked between Gehrt and Creel. She sighed and nodded. “Aye, you’ve the right of it, Master Creel. There won’t be much of Ammon Nor left when they’re through with it, Gehrt.”

The barkeep shrugged but stubbornly crossed his arms over his chest. “If you all can’t make it out, you’re welcome to ride it out in here.”

“Where’s my gear?” Creel interrupted. 

They didn’t have time to argue and try to convince the old barkeep. If he wanted to stay, that was his right.

Enna went down to the cellar to fetch his equipment.

Ferret nervously paced between the kitchen and the comatose mage. “What about him?” She regarded the mage with a mixture of concern and awe.

Creel peered through the front window. The fog was still thick, but for the moment, he saw no sign of more enemy troops. That officer will return with reinforcements if he wants the mage badly enough. And I suspect he does after he and his men got torched.

“If the lad can move on his own, he can come with us. If not, leave him.”

Ferret frowned as if she’d argue but then shrugged. “I’ll help him get along. What about your wounds?”

“I’ll be fine,” Creel replied. His chest was still aching from the sword through the ribs, but the wound was mending, and he was no longer hacking up blood. All the other cuts and scratches were minor. “Gehrt, can we take some supplies? We might be on the run for a time.”

“Aye, you saved our lives just now. As did the lad. Take as much as you can carry.”

Creel put Ferret to work filling a couple of sacks with food. Enna returned with his gear, and he was relieved to find Final Strike, his armor, and his satchel of reagents all intact. Unconcerned with modesty, he stripped off his tunic and breeches, which were little more than soiled rags, and donned a fresh set of clothes.

Enna blushed and turned away, deciding to help Ferret collect food and fill water skins. The practical barmaid had changed into a long wool dress with sturdy shoes and donned a travel cloak.

Creel buckled on his old suit of leather armor while the women finished gathering supplies. He smiled, amused at Ferret’s enthusiasm as she eagerly sought to help him with his armor, as if he were some champion knight girding up to ride out to battle and she his squire.

Once he was armored up and had Final Strike hanging from his hip as it was meant to, they were ready. He offered Ferret and Enna the swords and daggers from the slain Nebarans. Enna grimaced but reluctantly accepted a dagger. Ferret took a short sword and buckled it around her slim waist. He wondered briefly if she would be able to handle the blade competently.

Their time was up. He had thought to leave behind the young mage, who was still unconscious, but Ferret and Enna kept looking over at him in concern.

I saved Abigale… might as well this lad as well.

He retrieved a small vial of salt of hartshorn from his reagents. Uncorking the pungent substance, he held it under the mage’s nose. He started awake almost instantly, coughing and rubbing at his nose. Creel corked the vial and stuffed it back in his pouch.

“You’re coming with us, aren’t you?” Ferret asked the lad. “We’re getting out of here—come on!”

He nodded and managed to get to his feet after taking the girl’s offered hand.

“I’m Ferret. That’s Dak… uh, Creel, and Enna.”

“Taren,” the mage replied.

Creel looked his motley group over and decided they were as ready as they’d ever be. “Right, then. We go out the back, break for the west edge of town, and make it to the forest. We’re better off sticking together. After we’re free of the town, then we can decide to go our separate ways.”

They said their farewells to Gehrt, Enna hugging the man and wiping a couple tears away. Then Creel threw open the door, and they ran out into the fog and mayhem.




















Chapter 34

Lieutenant Riquier fled the tavern, his head feeling as if it were still on fire. The fog was cool and refreshing as he raced through it, quickly obscuring him from sight. He could feel the welts along his head where the hair had been burned away, and his face felt as if the skin were stretched too tight across it. His favored goatee and eyebrows were singed away. All from that damned mageling.

Despite his injuries, he was hopeful. After the failure that had dogged him for weeks after the boy eluded his search, now he had fallen right into Riquier’s hands, seemingly as if by the gods’ will.

The warlord will be pleased. I must summon one of her lieutenants to seize the boy. Soon, I will be Captain Riquier, perhaps colonel, even. Yes, that would be most fitting… the hero of the empire, he who captured the boy the emperor himself feared.

Riquier could almost taste the promotion and all the glory that came with it. He would build an elegant manor on the bay, along with a harem filled with the most beautiful women from all across Easilon.

His thoughts were interrupted when he nearly collided with a squad of Nebaran soldiers. Ten men with swords and crossbows were methodically carrying out their orders, going house to house in search of townsfolk to slaughter when he ran into them.

“You men! With me! I’m changing your orders.”

The men snapped to attention when they saw his rank and fell in behind him.

“Where’s the warlord’s Triad?” he snapped.

The men’s faces turned fearful, and more than one made a protective sign at the mention of the fiends.

“The cloaked one is with the warlord,” one of the men said, a grizzled veteran. “I know not where the winged one is, but the other was near the gates, last I saw.”

Riquier’s lips twisted into a cold smile. “That one will do.” He withdrew an item from his belt, a twisted spiral of black horn with an iron mouthpiece on it. After a deep breath, he blew the horn.

It emitted no audible sound, merely a deep vibration that could be clearly felt, as if his very bones were reverberating from the tone. A peculiar weightless sensation briefly filled Riquier’s gut, similar to what he remembered from cliff diving into the sea as a young boy.

One of the younger soldiers turned and retched on the ground. The soldiers’ faces were pale as they watched Riquier, unnerved by the magical summons.

He lowered the horn and replaced it on his belt. After a few heartbeats, the fog swirled and was sucked into a point of darkness that formed at head height, just past one of the men’s shoulders. The man cursed and leaped away, quickly distancing himself from the spot.

The blackness expanded then resolved itself into the warlord’s monstrous lieutenant. The fiend was twice the height of a man, its body covered with tough chitinous plates, and its massive arms ended in wicked pincers. The face was batlike, with an elongated maw of needle-sharp teeth and huge ears. Its pincers dripped blood.

“Why have you summoned me, human?” the fiend known as Bliezahr asked, its voice a deep rumble. Its pincers snapped together with loud, unnerving clacking.

Riquier’s mouth had suddenly gone dry, and he needed a couple tries to get any words out. “The boy… the magic user the warlord is searching for. I’ve located him!”

Bliezahr’s small head rotated, and it sniffed the air. “Where?”

“At an inn to the north—I will show you. You men, follow.” Riquier started off north again, back toward the tavern.

The Nebaran soldiers fell in close on his heels, having no desire to get any nearer to the demon than necessary. The ground shuddered beneath its massive feet as Bliezahr followed.

Riquier could barely contain his excitement. The boy would be his and, soon after, the spoils.




***




Taren immediately came to respect his new companions. Creel was decisive and deadly with a blade, a survivor who clearly knew his way in the world. The girl Ferret was brave and helpful, advising Creel on the best path while maintaining a watchful eye on Taren. Enna, who seemed to have the most to lose, was understandably worried about losing her husband and home, but once she was committed to escaping the city with the others, she forced down her fears and displayed a steely resolve he could only envy.

The route they initially planned to take through the back alley was blocked by burning rubble from the next building over. They were forced to cut up the side street beside the inn and back toward the center of town.

Creel led a fast pace, remaining in the lead, sword in hand. He dispatched a lone Nebaran with a quick slash of his longsword then waved them forward.

Taren’s head was pounding, and he felt as though he needed to sleep for another day, yet he felt a fierce pride at what he’d accomplished. He’d been able to control the magic and save a majority of the folk in the inn. Creel’s sudden arrival had been a fortuitous blessing as well. He just hoped his presence wouldn’t get the others killed, for he’d felt a cold fear clench his gut upon discovering Lieutenant Riquier must have escaped during the melee.

Creel waved them to a halt as he listened intently. Taren reached out and steadied himself against the wall of a home. He slipped into his second sight, and what he saw made him gasp.

“What is it?” Ferret peered at him with concern.

“There’s a large number of troops pouring in from the main gate,” Taren warned Creel.

The warrior didn’t question him but simply nodded. “How many?”

The auras of the men had merged into a bonfire. He shook his head. “I don’t know—enough to secure the town and rout the encampment outside. Thousands.”

He briefly wondered if Elyas was all right. The big man had been excited to finally be able to do some soldiering. He could look out for himself well enough, but with the treachery and chaos from the sneak attack and these unfavorable odds…

“Let’s go.”

Creel’s order brought Taren back to the present, and he ran after the others. Elyas would have to fend for himself. Taren needed to focus on his own survival and would be fortunate if he made it through the night alive.

They ran for a couple blocks, unchallenged. Shouts and cries and the ring of steel on steel issued from the fog, the sounds distorted and locations difficult to judge.

A squad of Nebarans appeared out of the fog without warning from a street to their right. Creel instantly moved to intercept them, but there were too many. Taren grabbed Enna’s arm and pulled her to one side, the barmaid just avoiding the swipe of a blade. Taren grasped the attacker’s sword arm and struggled with him a moment, but the Nebaran was stronger than Taren, especially in his weakened state. The soldier wrenched his arm free, swinging his elbow back around and striking Taren in the jaw. He slipped and fell in the muck, jaw aching. The soldier raised his sword to run him through.

Ferret slammed into the Nebaran from one side, her dagger stabbing swiftly. With a grunt of pain, the soldier stumbled away, holding his ribs as blood leaked through his fingers. He snarled and raised his sword again, intending to strike Ferret, but Taren kicked him in the shin. The man hopped back with a curse.

Then Creel was there. He was already battling two other soldiers, another pair bleeding out on the ground, but he reversed his sword and thrust behind him, plunging his red-tinted blade into the wounded man’s back. He withdrew his sword, bringing it back around, the keen longsword humming through the air as it knocked aside another man’s thrust and then chopped into the second Nebaran’s head, caving in his helm as if it were parchment. Creel shouldered into the last man, stepping on his foot and driving him to the ground. He ran him through as he lay prone.

Taren and the others could only watch the impressive swordsmanship in stunned silence.

“Come on,” Creel barked.

Taren scrambled back to his feet and followed the others. They cut left toward where he thought the center of the city might be, but he was too disoriented to know for sure. Shouts and the sounds of combat were coming from the direction they had left behind, and he realized Creel must have very good hearing.

Houses loomed out of the fog on both sides, larger two-story structures that bespoke wealthy owners. The mist cleared a bit as they continued on without encountering any Nebarans.

Taren suddenly felt an uneasiness steal over him, an unnatural chill. He slipped back into his second sight and saw an alarming sight in the direction they were traveling.

“Stop!” he shouted. “We can’t get through that way.” A large pulsing red aura of something monstrous loomed in that direction.

Creel slowed, peering into the mist as a roaring shriek sounded ahead, making all of them suddenly stop and exchange nervous glances. “Right. Are we close to the edge of town yet?” he asked Ferret. When the girl nodded, he said, “Let’s go through here.” Creel kicked open the door of the nearest home, a large manse, likely a merchant’s.

Taren expected cries of outrage when Creel went through the door, but none came. He followed the others and quickly came to realize they weren’t the first ones to have broken in.

“Oh, gods!” Enna covered her mouth with her hands.

A family had been butchered in a parlor to their left, apparently while on their knees and pleading for their lives. A mother, a father, and three small children lay in a pool of blood on the polished wooden floor.

“We can’t do anything for them,” Creel said when the others balked, but not ungently. “Let’s keep moving.” He took Enna’s arm, guiding her toward the rear of the home.

“There’s a window through here,” Ferret called, waving them into an adjoining study. A picture window looked out onto a walled garden in the back of the house.

Creel picked up a padded armchair and hurled it through the window. Glass tinkled and fell outward in a shower. Ferret nimbly vaulted through. Creel helped Enna over the sill then turned to Taren.

“I’m all right,” he said. “Don’t wait for me.”

Creel shrugged and leaped through into the garden.

Taren leaned on a sturdy walnut desk to catch his breath, noting the scores of books lining the shelves with longing. There’s got to be a fortune worth of books here—certainly a wealth of knowledge. Reluctantly, he turned toward the window and followed the others into the garden.

Ferret had already unlatched a gate across the yard and was peering into the alleyway. She waved them forward. The same awful bestial roar came from somewhere behind them, giving them a renewed sense of urgency. Screams of utter terror quickly followed. They took the narrow alley to the left and, at the next street, turned right again to put some distance between themselves and the monstrous creature they had sensed.

A knot of fighting in the street ahead forced them back to their right. After a couple blocks, Taren was starting to think they had evaded the remaining Nebarans and might get away, when the fog thinned out and they skidded to a halt in an intersection, a crescent of foes blocking the way, many with crossbows loaded and aimed directly at them.

Lieutenant Riquier stood at the center of roughly a dozen men. His hair had been burned off the left side of his head, leaving the skin an angry, blistered red. His dark eyes bored hatefully into Taren.

“At last! Step forward, boy!” Riquier commanded.

Taren exchanged glances with his companions. He didn’t think he could buy their escape by turning himself over but knew they’d be riddled with quarrels if he resisted. He took a step forward, but Ferret put a hand on his arm.

“Nay, don’t,” she warned.

Creel’s face was hard, eyes calculating as he glanced from Taren to the Nebarans. For a moment, he feared Creel might turn him over to Riquier and bargain for the release of the others, but he seemed to realize they’d be killed either way. The warrior cursed but kept his sword raised.

Taren tried to summon the magic again. He could sense it, feeling it just out of reach, but it remained elusive when he tried to summon it. His head swam, and he thought if he somehow did manage to wield it, the effort would likely render him unconscious, as it had back in Ryedale.

“Seize the boy, and kill the others,” Riquier snarled.




***




Mira knocked aside a sword stroke with her staff. She kicked the soldier in the belly, and he reeled back, bent over. Her fist snapped out and struck the second fighter’s jaw, sending him down on his backside. A quick jab of the staff to the head knocked him unconscious.

Kennitt’s short sword slid through the first man’s ribs, sending him staggering away into the mist.

All around them was chaos in the gray mist. Shouts rang out, and boots pounded the muddy ground.

“Which way, Mira? We’re about to be surrounded,” Kennitt warned.

She stilled her senses a moment, focusing on the peculiar tugging sensation. “North.” At least, she thought north was to the left, but that was the direction the Weave was drawing her, so that was the way she went.

Kennitt grunted and followed as she ran through the thick fog, slowing her pace enough for the old ranger to keep up. A powerful urgency that Taren was in imminent danger made her want to run as fast as she could, but she didn’t want to get separated from Kennitt, either.

An awful shrieking roar issued from the fog nearby—behind them, she thought. Mira felt a crawling sensation on her skin from the horrific sound, as if she’d rolled around on an anthill. Something was out there, something that was anathema to the Balance. She had no desire to encounter whatever had made that sound.

A Nebaran loomed out of the mist, and she brought her staff down upon his head before he could react. The man crumpled to the ground and disappeared as she raced onward. The tugging sensation increased, and she knew she neared her goal.

“Step forward, boy!” a voice shouted from ahead.

The mist thinned ahead, and Mira slowed to a stop. Before her stood an arc of soldiers facing to her right. Most had crossbows aimed at a group of four people.

Mira’s eyes were drawn immediately to the young man she sought. He was there, behind the others, looking pale and exhausted. His companions were a hard-faced man in leather armor, whom she recognized as the criminal from the cage outside the gates, and a pair of young women.

Kennitt stopped beside Mira. He looked from her to the others. “I suppose we have to get through them in order to reach your lad, eh?”

Mira was about to reply but realized she was out of time when the Nebaran officer gave the next order.

“Seize the boy, and kill the others.”

Mira didn’t have time to think—she simply reacted.




***




In the instant Taren feared his companions would be killed in a hail of quarrels, a figure dressed in gray seemed to appear from nowhere as though a manifestation of the fog itself. The stranger stormed into the left flank of the soldiers with a sharp cry, startling the Nebarans and drawing the attention of the two leftmost crossbowmen.

A staff lashed out, striking the nearest man’s crossbow and knocking it upward. The jostled weapon released its bolt high into the air harmlessly. The stranger twirled the staff, and the opposite end cracked the man in the temple, dropping him. The next crossbowman took aim, but the staff whirled again, smacking the inside of the man’s elbow, dropping the weapon down, its bolt thudding into the fallen soldier’s leg. The crossbowman reeled back after a swift thrust of the staff’s end crushed his throat.

The rest of the Nebarans turned reflexively to face this new threat. An arrow sprouted from the throat of the crossbowman to Riquier’s left.

The remaining three crossbowmen all loosed their quarrels at their attacker with the staff, who Taren saw was a young woman. In a stunning display of reflexes, she somehow arched backward, throwing herself out of the way as a trio of quarrels streaked past where she had been an instant earlier.

An arrow flew back out of the fog in response, thudding into another Nebaran’s chest.

Creel took advantage of the distraction and charged. Taren barely noticed as he cut down two men in an instant, for his attention was drawn to the impressive young woman with the staff.

She was a blur, spinning and striking with the staff and also with her feet and fists. Within seconds, the majority of the soldiers were stumbling away and falling around her, wounded and stunned, some even unconscious or dead.

Riquier looked shocked to see his men reduced from a dozen to only four within seconds. The embattled Nebarans fell back, forming a defensive knot.

“Bliezahr!” the lieutenant cried. “Aid us at once! I have the boy!” He fumbled for a shiny black item on his belt.

The ground seemed to rumble, and Taren felt that awful presence approach. The mist streamed away, revealing a hulking monstrosity twice the height of a man walking on four jointed, crablike legs. Huge pincered arms clacked together as the chitin-armored beast lumbered toward them. Its eyes were piss yellow and set in a batlike head that was too small for the enormous body.

“What the Abyss is that?” Ferret asked, her words strangled with terror.

Taren had no answer although he suspected Ferret’s statement was on the mark as far as the beast’s origin. The creature clearly wasn’t of the natural world—he could tell from the ill red aura pulsing around it.

“Kill them, and capture the boy, Bliezahr,” Riquier ordered.

The fiend swiveled its head to glare at Riquier. “Do not think you command me, fool mortal,” it growled, the deep voice the sound of boulders grinding together.

Ferret’s arm whipped out suddenly, the motion drawing Taren’s attention. Riquier abruptly grasped the side of his neck, and Taren saw the small knife embedded there.

The lieutenant croaked something unintelligible as blood spurted through his fingers. The remaining four Nebarans looked nervously from Riquier to Bliezahr to Creel and the young woman. They promptly turned and fled into the fog.

Bliezahr made a hacking sound that could have been laughter at Riquier’s fate. The lieutenant was stumbling away, blood soaking his surcoat.

“Got that bastard,” Ferret muttered, but instead of looking pleased, she looked terrified.

The fiend’s baleful gaze fell upon Taren, and it scuttled forward, pincers raised threateningly. “Whelp of the Whore of Nexus! I claim you as my prize.”

“You claim nothing,” the young woman with the staff said firmly. She lunged forward, and her staff whipped out in a complicated patterns of strikes and jabs. The staff clacked loudly as it struck the fiend’s chitinous plates. After a flurry of blows, she backed away, face dismayed.

Bliezahr was unaffected. It roared its laughter again then lunged at her. An enormous pincer, which looked as though it could snap an ox in half, slammed into the soft ground, lodging about a foot deep. The young woman had sprung backward out of the way.

An arrow splintered harmlessly off the creature’s back. Taren saw an older man smoothly nocking another arrow to a longbow, but the fiend ignored him.

“Ferret, lead them to safety—this foe is beyond any of you.” Creel stepped before Bliezahr, swinging his sword in lazy loops, limbering up to face the fiend.

The demon regarded him curiously a moment before issuing a great shrieking roar that made the blood run cold. Its eyes blazed, and its pincers struck with impressive speed for a thing that size, snapping at Creel.

The warrior ducked the first strike, lunging in to attack its leg. His sword sliced into the thick chitin plate, carving into it, yet not deeply enough to disable the limb. The second pincer swung down, and Creel was forced to dodge aside.

Another arrow struck the fiend, this one lodging into a huge batlike ear. Bliezahr screeched in irritation but otherwise ignored the wound. Instead, the fiend charged toward Taren’s group, sending them all scrambling away.

The woman with the staff launched herself at Bliezahr again. Her foot struck its flank, and she seemed to bounce off it like a pebble against a boulder. It idly swung a pincered arm at her as if swatting aside a gnat.

Taren was forced to dodge aside when it waded into their midst. A sweep of a pincer clipped him, sending him sprawling into the mud. Ferret tumbled away in a somersault. Enna wasn’t so fortunate. As she stood paralyzed with terror, one of the pincers snapped around her waist.

Bliezahr lifted Enna into the air with a wide toothy grin. The barmaid’s face was twisted in pain, and blood leaked over the great pincer where it gripped her. After an agonizing moment, the pincer closed all the way with a wet snap. Enna fell free of its grasp, cut in twain.

Creel roared in fury. He plunged his sword into the demon’s back. It staggered forward a step then shrieked in rage. It spun and backhanded Creel with its massive pincer, hurling him into the air. The warrior flew into the thatch roof of a nearby building. The roof gave way, and he disappeared inside with the clamor of snapping wood and breaking glass within the home.

The sight of Enna’s death sent a hot wave of fury through Taren. The magic was suddenly there for the taking—he had but to wield it.

He would be too late, though. A pincer was raised, about to come down and bludgeon him to the ground.

The young woman interjected herself once more. A look of intense concentration on her face, she pivoted on one foot and launched a sideways kick into the fiend’s foreleg, drawing all the power of her hips behind it. Something cracked, and Bliezahr lurched sideways when its injured leg gave out.

The fiend had three other limbs to support its bulk, though. It quickly recovered its balance, roaring its fury, eyes blazing, and raised its pincer to crush the slender woman to pulp.

Taren drew on the earth magic, visualizing acid washing over the monster. The magic felt sluggish, resistant, but he pulled harder, barely noticing as the muddy grass withered and died in a circle around him. His hand cast a spray of acid into the beast’s face. It shrieked as its eyes bubbled and melted away.

A wave of blackness swept across Taren’s vision, and he nearly swooned, the magic gone. A strong arm slid around his waist and steadied him. He tried to blink away the darkness and focused on a splash of red. At first, he thought it was blood, but the color was a couple shades brighter.

The young woman was supporting him, and she had a bright-red sash tied around her slim waist. He supposed that meant something, but he couldn’t ponder that. His thoughts were as sluggish as his limbs, and staying on his feet took every ounce of his willpower. The volume of Bliezahr’s enraged cries nearly deafened him, the ground shaking as the fiend staggered around, lashing out blindly. He heard snapping wood and crumbling stone, but everything was too blurry to make out what was occurring.

“We must run now. There are too many foes here.” The strange woman’s voice was quiet yet insistent. She started leading Taren away, and he was happy to go anywhere away from the horror that had slain Enna. The woman bore his weight well, without complaint, and he noticed her body was lean and strong against his own.

Ferret’s voice came from nearby. “Go that way. You can hide in the ruins. Just follow that street, and head up the hill. You’ll see the ruins from there.”

Taren focused with an effort and saw Ferret pointing off to their right. She started running in the opposite direction.

“Ferret, where are you going?” he called.

“I can’t leave Dak behind,” she replied.

Someone else took his left arm and supported him. He saw the older man was also helping him along.

“Who are you people?” Taren asked.

“I’m Miralei, and this is Kennitt. We’ve been searching for you for a very long time.”

“Oh, I see.” He didn’t, however. In fact, he lost his battle with consciousness and saw no more.




***




Ferret’s gut was knotted with fear as she made a wide berth around the raging demon. It lumbered off toward the east, bashing in buildings at random. Nobody was fool enough to go anywhere near it.

She tried the door of the home where Creel had fallen through the roof. It was unlocked, and she went inside, quickly closing it behind her. Groans of pain quickly led her to Creel.

Ferret gasped when she saw him. He lay awkwardly on a pile of collapsed thatching and broken beams. A bloody shard of wood a few inches thick jutted out from his gut.

Creel’s eyes were filled with pain, but he regarded her with concern. “What has happened out there? Where’s that fiend? I heard it move away.”

“The mage, Taren. He cast a spell and melted its face off. It’s still alive—blinded, but pissed off.” She still couldn’t believe her own good fortune of being alive. She had needed all her courage to keep from fleeing at the sight of the horrendous beast. And poor Enna… Oh gods…

“Huh. Good on him. Help me up, lass.” Creel held out his hand.

Ferret focused on their current predicament. She gripped Creel’s wrist with both hands and pulled. Her own guts squirmed as she watched the wooden beam slide back through Creel’s belly with a wet sound. He hissed but made no complaint as he came to his feet, hands pressed to the hole in his gut, front and back. He was able to staunch the flow somewhat, but blood still leaked around his hands. In fact, a tremendous amount of blood was everywhere. Ferret swallowed hard, suddenly queasy and fearing she’d retch at the sight.

“I need cloth… bandages,” he croaked, leaning his shoulder against the wall. “Help me get this cuirass off.”

“Aye.” She spotted a pallet in a corner and yanked a blanket off. She reached for her knife, but it was lost—in the lieutenant’s neck still, most likely. Then she remembered she still had the short sword she’d claimed earlier. The blade was sharp, and she quickly cut strips off the blanket.

“Here.” Creel grabbed a strip, wadded it up, and stuffed it in the wound.

Ferret unbuckled the cuirass and lifted it over Creel’s head. The bottom edge of the armor was deformed where the splintered beam had forced it aside. He raised his tunic and, with her help, wound the other strips as bandages around his midsection.

He grunted in approval when they were tied off. “Good work, lass. Where’s the lad now?” He slipped his cuirass back on but didn’t buckle it tight, leaving it to hang loosely, and walked gingerly toward the door, holding a hand to his belly, face twisted in pain.

“The other two took him—I sent them up toward the ruins,” she replied, walking beside him, hands fluttering nervously. She wanted to help him somehow after such a gruesome injury, but he seemed to not need it, swaying like a drunkard but still making his way to the door.

He looked at her sharply. “The ruins? Why there?”

She shrugged. “That damned fog didn’t reach that far when I awoke earlier. Everyone is afraid to go in there, so I thought it would be a good place to hide.”

Creel grunted but made no other reply. He opened the door, glanced briefly around, then staggered down the street. The way was mercifully clear for the time being—the rampaging demon had apparently chased everyone away from the area.

Ferret could still hear Bliezahr’s cries of rage from a couple blocks away. She stepped on something that squished underfoot, nearly slipping in a mass of gore, then was looking into Enna’s wide, staring eyes, her mouth opened in a soundless scream. Ferret cried out then turned and dropped to her knees, retching violently on the ground. Her stomach knotted, again and again, until she spewed nothing but bile out. She forced herself to look away from Enna’s remains, but tears filled her eyes at the memory of the kindly barmaid’s grisly death. She wiped her lips on her sleeve and tried to get a grip so she wouldn’t break down sobbing.

Creel’s hand patted her back awkwardly. “Come on, lass. There’s naught we can do for her now.” He gripped her arm and helped her back to her feet. His expression remained hard, but he wiped awkwardly at one eye, which surprised her.

They crossed the street. The Nebaran lieutenant was lying on the ground with Ferret’s knife in his neck, and she recovered the small blade, wiping it clean on the corpse’s surcoat. As they walked toward the ruins, she wondered what would happen once they met up with the others.

We can go anywhere in Ketania now—plenty of adventure to be found. Dak owes me for saving him from that cage… and for helping him out back there.

Ferret frowned, realizing how foolish she sounded. She’d always wanted to leave Ammon Nor on some grand adventure, but her girlish dreams had never included watching her friends cut in half by terrifying fiends or having to bandage them up when they got impaled on fist-sized wooden beams. With those gruesome images in her head, she thought she might retch again and was steeling herself against it when Creel let out a loud groan.

He lurched over, falling against a row of barrels lined up in front of a store. He would’ve gone down then, had she not grabbed his arm and steadied him.

“Just need a moment, lass.” His skin felt clammy, face pale and slick with a sheen of sweat. He leaned heavily against a barrel.

“You’ll be able to heal up from that, won’t you?” With concern, she eyed his bandages, already soaked through.

“Reckon so. It’ll take a bit… Might need a shoulder to lean on.” The last sounded as if it pained him to say.

“Well, I’ve got two of them. Come on.”

Creel grunted in discomfort as she helped him get moving again. He leaned heavily on the shoulder she offered, and they started toward the ruins.

She was glad to make herself useful and to get away from the horrors lurking in the fog… along with the memory of Enna’s staring face.




















Chapter 35

The Nebaran sneak attack proved devastating to the Ketanian forces.

Elyas was awakened in the night by the city’s alarm bell tolling desperately. He scrambled from his bedroll, frantically trying to clear the cobwebs of sleep from his mind. He was surprised to discover a thick mist covering the camp, and from within, he heard screams and the clash of steel.

“’Ware! Assassins in the camp!”

The cold grip of panic threatened to overcome Elyas momentarily at the cried warning, and he strove to get his bearings. To either side of him, men struggled to their feet, many half dressed but with steel in hand, all seeking out the source of the alarm. The quartermaster had run out of tents some weeks past, so the newest recruits were left to sleep in groups out under the open sky, farthest from Ammon Nor and, fortunately, from the approach of the assassins.

“Awaken! We are under attack. Rally to me, men!” Lieutenant Mons held a torch aloft, the dancing flame glowing eerily in the fog, moving among the men and gathering a group of fighters around him, seeking to muster a defense.

Elyas had decided earlier he liked the young officer, but his steadiness now only reinforced his opinion. Lieutenant Mons clearly had more courage and good sense than the other sacks of dung dressed in fancy uniforms whom he’d encountered thus far.

He buckled on his father’s sword and ran to Mons’s side, following the voice and the eerie orange glow of torchlight. The chain-mail shirt he’d been issued jingled as he ran, and he set his helm atop his head. He’d been on guard rotation until what felt like barely an hour past, and he was so exhausted after the long day that he hadn’t even taken off his mail or boots, collapsing exhausted in his bedroll. He now counted that a blessing as he was more prepared than the majority of the men around him.

They had no time for drawing up plans, for the enemy was already upon them. How many Nebaran cutthroats were in camp Elyas had no clue, but from the sounds of panic, they were numerous.

Before he knew it, he was charging ahead, sword in hand, following Mons’s lead, as they fought to rebuff the assassins. Somewhere nearby, a horn blasted repeatedly, and Elyas was relieved to see a steady stream of men struggling from their bedrolls to join them, many barefoot and shirtless. One man wore only his smallclothes, but he didn’t hesitate to fall in with the others, wielding a battle-axe in hand.

The small two-man tents were pale ghosts in the fog to either side as they moved down an open lane toward the western half of camp, where the attackers were originating from. A group of the enemy materialized from the fog. Elyas charged them with Mons and two other men. He cleaved one Nebaran’s head open then spilled another’s guts. The chaos of battle swirled around him as black-clad assassins attacked, and his heart quickened at the thrill and adrenaline rush, for this was what he’d been born to do. He’d dreamed his whole life of being a great warrior as his father had.

“Every journey begins with but a single step,” Wyat had said on more than one occasion. Being roused in the night under assault on his first full day as a new recruit was a bastard of a first step in his journey, yet it was his alone, and he meant to face it head-on.

Elyas spotted three more Nebarans, one of them just exiting a tent, blade still dripping blood from the slit throats of his fellow Ketanian soldiers. 

“Bloody cowards! Fight me like a man!” he bellowed and charged.

The nearest man raised his sword to defend himself. Elyas’s powerful slash blasted through his guard, his keen blade tearing off half the man’s face. The next thrust of his sword had so much force behind it that the blade’s tip burst through the back of his foe’s mail shirt. Elyas withdrew his sword and whirled just in time to hack off the next foe’s raised sword arm at the elbow. The arm and sword tumbled away, an instant later followed by the Nebaran’s head.

The third Nebaran turned tail and fled through the lanes between tents, disappearing back into the damnable fog.

Elyas cried out taunts and pursued, the fog growing denser as he went. He tripped over a tent line and fell to his hands and knees. The stumble saved his life. As he rose up to one knee, an arrowhead pinged, ricocheting off his helm rather than burying itself in his chest. Elyas grunted a curse then regained his feet and raced toward the source of the arrow. The archer’s mouth opened in a startled O as Elyas rushed him like a madman. With a mighty sword stroke, he split the bowman from neck to abdomen then felled the coward beside him next. He paused to catch his breath a moment, eyes warily trying to probe the mist. Silent tents stood all around him. The nearest had a dark splatter on the roof where an unfortunate’s lifeblood had pumped out of him. Goose bumps rose on his arms from the eerie stillness. He knew hundreds of tents were out there, yet he sensed no signs of life. Somewhere off to his right, the fog glowed orange, and he heard crackling flames.

Some of the tents are on fire.

The mist swirled with dark figures advancing toward him from several directions, first a handful, then a dozen or more. Glancing around, he realized his mistake. He was alone out there at the fringes of the camp among slaughtered Ketanians, and a number of enemy troops were yet pouring from the fog. Shouts and sounds of fighting came from somewhere behind him.

Realizing he wouldn’t live to see another day if he acted like a fool, Elyas fell back to regroup with the others. Shouts of the Ketanian resistance grew louder as he backtracked to where he’d last seen Lieutenant Mons and the others. Soon, the fog thinned a bit, and he neared a bonfire that a pair of soldiers was building up. An organized rank of several score defenders had formed up on Mons, and they were preparing to systematically sweep through the camp and flush the Nebarans out. Elyas quickly fell in with them as the remainder of the camp was still being mobilized to arms, the sergeants trying to establish some semblance of order.

He couldn’t help but wonder how the enemy had made it into their camp from across the river. From what he’d glimpsed out there at the fringes of the camp, the slaughter was devastating. What of Ammon Nor? Has it fallen? I sure hope Taren is safe somewhere. Anhur, please spare him from this massacre.

The sound of drumming hooves drew Elyas’s attention. He glanced over to see three riders galloping out of the darkness and reigning in before the command pavilion.

“What is the situation here?” a gravelly voice barked. “Report!”

The commander of the king’s vanguard, Colonel Krige, leapt from the back of his horse to confront Captain Palam, the dandy prick in command of the local garrison, just as he was stepping outside of his command pavilion. Krige and his vanguard had made their own camp about a quarter mile east of the local forces, awaiting the arrival of the rest of the king’s army.

Elyas couldn’t hear what Palam reported, but Krige clearly wasn’t happy. “Courier!” he snapped.

His two retainers nudged their horses forward to attend him. One of the men suddenly jerked before slumping forward in his saddle, an arrow through his chest. The other’s horse reared and threw the man, an arrow protruding from the mount’s neck. The rider landed badly on the ground, groaning as he clutched his leg.

With a cry, a knot of Nebarans appeared from the fog and charged the command pavilion.

Elyas and a handful of soldiers who were nearest rushed to cut off their attack. The Ketanian man before him was brought down with a spear to the chest. Elyas severed the shaft of the spear with a slash of his sword then opened up the attacker’s belly. Another foe swung at him, but he parried, his greater strength shoving the man away. One of his fellow soldiers stabbed Elyas’s opponent through the ribs. Elyas noticed Krige fighting beside him, the colonel’s blade slipping neatly past his foe’s parry and stabbing through the Nebaran’s ear. The group of attackers were swiftly finished off. Elyas looked around for Mons and the others, ready to rejoin them and clear out the camp.

A strong hand descended on his shoulder, halting him. “You there, big man. I need a courier to deliver an urgent missive to the king’s camp. You look as if you can handle yourself in battle.” Colonel Krige regarded him gravely. He was a sturdy man in his fifth decade with iron-gray hair and a long mustache.

“Sir?” Elyas said.

Krige surveyed Mons’s gathered men as they methodically advanced through the camp and nodded curtly in approval. “Come with me.”

They walked back to the command tent where Captain Palam awaited them with a missive in hand. His face was pale with fright, and his eyes looked bleary from drink.

“You wrote down what I told you?” the colonel demanded.

“Yes, sir,” Palam replied.

Krige turned to Elyas. “Take that mount, and deliver this to the king’s encampment at once.” He pointed at the uninjured horse of his fallen retainer.

Elyas secured the horse, patting its neck reassuringly. He could imagine himself returning at the head of a column of the king’s knights to crush the Nebaran scum underfoot and turn the tide.

Father would be proud, he thought as Krige stuffed the rolled-up missive into a courier’s satchel.

“Ride northeast to the king’s camp, about five miles hence. Stop for nothing, man. I don’t care if Shaol himself is standing before you—ride that bastard down. Deliver this into the hands of Lord Lanthas or the king himself.” Krige handed the satchel to Elyas.

“Aye, Colonel.” He slung the satchel across his chest and mounted up.

A low rumbling sound that had been barely noticeable was swiftly growing louder, followed by battle cries voiced from dozens of throats.

“Attack!” a panicked voice cried. “We’re being attacked—Nebarans pouring out of the city!”

Elyas belatedly realized the rumbling sound was that of thousands of boots pounding the ground as the enemy poured into camp.

“Get moving!” Krige shouted at Elyas although the look of despair on the colonel’s face sent a cold spike of dread through him. “And may Sol watch over us all,” Krige muttered.

Without another word, Elyas turned his steed and spurred it forward into the night. He passed through the lines of officer and supply tents, then open field spread out before him. The muddy ground flew past beneath his horse’s hooves, and after a few dozen paces, the fog abruptly thinned and disappeared. Soon, a chill wind in his face, he was alone under the night sky and racing for reinforcements as if the fiends of the Abyss were on his heels.




















Chapter 36

Sianna awoke in the night with a gasp, the boom of thunder seeming to shake the walls in its fury. Her dream had felt so real. She had seen her father and brothers asleep in their camp, several miles from uniting with the southern forces at Ammon Nor, when they had been beset by treachery in the night. Nebaran assassins and worse things had slunk from the darkness, murdering men in their sleep by the hundreds. She could still hear a desperate horn sounding in the distance and frightened screams as throats were cut and daggers thrust through hearts.

The storm rumbled outside, and a flash of nearby lightning and a deafening crash of thunder made her jolt upright in her bed. The shutters were open, and a cold wind-driven rain was blowing into her room.

Iris awoke across the room with a strangled cry, eyes blinking and face pale with fright as she peered fearfully around the dark chamber. She looked even more unnerved than Sianna felt.

Poor Iris. She’s had a tough time of it of late. I’ll get the shutters. The chill wind cut right through Sianna’s sheer nightgown the moment she slipped from her warm bed, and she clutched the garment more tightly about herself. Stinging rain lashed her face as she approached the window.

“Sianna, let me get that,” Iris protested, struggling to free herself from her covers.

“It’s fine—I’ve got it.” Sianna reached out and grasped the shutters, first one then the other. She paused, awed by the ferocious lightning storm lighting up the sky over the castle, the night exploding into dazzling brilliance. Almost as if the gods are at war. I’ve never seen such a violent storm. She shivered as the rain soaked through her nightgown nearly instantly, plastering it to her body.

Propelled by the wind, the shutters slammed shut with a loud bang. The room was dark once more although the flashes of lightning were visible through the slats of the shutters. But at least the rain and biting gusts were blocked out. Sianna latched the shutters and breathed a sigh of relief though she was shivering.

“Sianna? Gods, you’re soaked and trembling! Let’s get you dry.” Iris fussed at her like a nursemaid, leading her away from the window.

Sianna could only stare at the flashes of lightning through the slats in the shutters as the thunder nearly shook the castle’s foundations. Her belly was clenched with a sudden knot of fear. This storm and the dreams must be ill omens… All this yet no news from Father and his army. After drying off and changing into a dry nightgown, Sianna lay there a long time, shivering beneath the covers and trying without success to get back to sleep.

Try as she might, she couldn’t shrug off a deepening sense of dread that the war effort had suddenly gone very, very wrong.




***




The magical fog suddenly ended as if constrained by an invisible wall. Once free of the mist and the dangers within, the night was clear and dark, with a black moon. A vast, glittering banner of stars stretched overhead.

Mira didn’t stop to ponder the absence of the fog, instead continuing toward the ruins ahead. As reassuring as the newfound visibility was, the downside was their enemies would be able to see just as clearly.

“Thank Etenia that cursed fog is gone.” Kennitt’s breathing was ragged as he helped Mira support Taren’s weight.

The young mage had fallen unconscious shortly after they had begun their flight, and with an arm across each of their shoulders, they half carried and half dragged him. He wasn’t particularly heavy, being tall yet slender of build, and he’d appeared to have missed a few meals, but even Mira was fatigued by the time they neared the ruins.

About thirty paces separated the wall of fog from a steep incline ahead. The street abruptly ended, and the ground grew rough and stony, further slowing their pace to little more than a crawl. The path ascended a rocky bluff, the trail loose with gravel and broken stone. They labored up to the summit of the rise to find the hilltop perfectly flat, as if milled smooth by ancient stonemasons. Remains of an ancient building, perhaps a temple, ringed the circular hill. Shattered walls stood around them, nearly intact in places and all but reduced to dust in others. Mira glimpsed fluted columns, broken off and crumbled on the ground. Ancient runes were carved into portions of the columns.

A path wended its way from their hill deeper among other bluffs barely glimpsed in the darkness of night. Shattered wreckage of ancient structures scattered along the hilltops gleamed dully like bleached bones in the faint starlight.

“Let’s stop here,” Kennitt puffed. “I’ll keep watch over the path.”

They eased Taren down to a seated position, leaning him back against a section of fallen column.

Kennitt took a long drink of water and wiped sweat from his brow. After taking a moment to catch his breath, he took up watch in the shadow of a column providing him a view of the path and fog-shrouded Ammon Nor below.

Mira studied the young man she was bound to protect. His face was pale and sweaty, his long, dark hair damp from the mist and plastered to his head. A scruff of beard darkened his cheeks and jaw. He looked a bit underweight from his recent travails. She remembered well his unusual rust-colored eyes, which had glowed when he unleashed his magic. She briefly adjusted his shimmering cloak tighter around him, surprised that the garment’s color shifted, blending with the bone-white color of the column and the dark ground, nearly concealing him from sight. She left Taren to his rest, hoping he would be all right when he woke.

Mira partook of her own water skin and sat atop the fallen column. She let her thoughts drift, suddenly unsure of the path before her. The long road of the past month had finally led her to her charge. Having found Taren, she realized she hadn’t given much thought, if any, to what would happen next. As she considered her future, a sense of excitement burgeoned at what might lie ahead, for she knew the young mage was bound for great things—his skein in the Weave surely indicated that.

A short time later, Kennitt warned her that others were approaching. The crunching of stone underfoot and ragged breathing announced the presence of the warrior and young girl who had accompanied Taren earlier. They were moving even more slowly than Mira and Kennitt had earlier.

The warrior was in rough shape. A bloody bandage covered a hole in his gut just below his leather cuirass although the heaviest bleeding seemed to have stopped. He looked ready to pass out at any moment.

Kennitt walked down to help the exhausted girl support the warrior. She thanked him, and together they brought him over and sat him down near Taren.

“I’ll be fine… just need to rest a few moments… get my wind back.” The warrior squeezed the girl’s shoulder affectionately then leaned his head back on the fallen column. Within moments, he was unconscious.

“He doesn’t look well. We should remove his armor and tend to that wound as best we can.” Mira shot Kennitt a concerned glance. She could tell from the ranger’s expression the warrior likely wouldn’t survive the night.

“Don’t bother. He’ll be fine… based on previous experience, at least.” The girl waved it off as if he was suffering from naught more than a shallow cut.

Mira regarded her in astonishment before shrugging. “Well, if you say so. I’m Mira, and this is Kennitt.”

Kennitt grunted acknowledgment and walked back over to resume his watch.

“Ferret,” the girl replied. “That’s Dak… or Creel, as he goes by.” She hoisted herself up and sat atop the column beside Creel.

Mira nodded. She offered Ferret her water skin, which she accepted gratefully. “And his name is Taren, am I correct?”

Ferret lowered the skin after a long drink, and her eyebrows rose. “Aye. I thought you knew him already.”

Mira shook her head. “I’ve been seeking him for a long time, but I knew not his name for certain.”

“Well I don’t know him well. First bumped into him at the Bandit last night, in fact. Then saw him again earlier when Dak and me went to the inn and he was burning some Nebaran bastards. You should have seen him—’twas like a curtain of flame around him, his eyes burning like coals!” Ferret clearly was in awe of him. “But he seems like a decent sort. Bought me a cup of wine when I was cold and soaked from the rain. Can’t say anyone’s ever done that before. We brought him with us when… ah, gods… poor Enna.” She shuddered, remembering the fate of her friend, who Mira assumed was the woman slain by the demon.

They were silent for long moments until Ferret asked, “Why were you searching for Taren? What do you know of him?”

“He’s bound for a great destiny. My duty is to remain by his side as a guardian… and hopefully friend, if he’ll have me.”

Ferret nodded as if Taren’s great destiny was a foregone conclusion. “Where are you headed?”

“I shall go wherever he leads.”

“A grand adventure, then.” Mira thought she heard a tinge of jealousy in the girl’s voice. “And what about him?” Ferret nodded to Kennitt.

“He shall return to his home very soon, I should think.”

Kennitt cupped his hands and called into the night, a sound nearly indistinguishable from an owl’s hoot. Within a couple minutes, a dark shape swooped silently out of the night sky and landed atop a chunk of rubble beside the ranger.

“There you are.” Kennitt stroked Whisper’s breast, and the owl made a contented sound. “I knew you weren’t fool enough to get caught up in that mess.”

“He’s a ranger, isn’t he?” Ferret asked, captivated watching him and Whisper.

“Just so. Kennitt lives in the forest near my order’s monastery and was kind enough to help me search for Taren. And what of yourself?”

Ferret shrugged. “I’m nobody special. I grew up on the streets of Ammon Nor. The farthest I’ve ever been from here was the battlefield south of the city. Never had a need to leave, till now. I reckon nothing’s holding me there anymore, so might as well go elsewhere now.” She glanced over at Creel. “I freed him from that cage, so he owes me one. Mayhap I’ll stick with him a while.”

“If he’ll let me.” Mira sensed Ferret’s unspoken thoughts in the nervous yet hopeful way she eyed Creel.

Mira looked up at the sky and noted dawn would come soon, judging from the slight graying on the horizon. She relaxed her tense body and whirling thoughts and slipped into a calming meditation for a time.




















Chapter 37

Taren blinked awake, groaning because of his stiff neck. Sunlight streamed into his face, and he squinted then looked around with no idea where he was.

He was leaning against a fallen stone column. Creel was slumped against the same column beside him, unconscious or possibly dead, judging from the amount of blood staining his clothes. Someone, who he guessed was Ferret, was asleep, rolled up in a dark cloak on the other side of the warrior.

The mysterious young woman who’d come to his aid the night before was sitting with her eyes closed a short distance away. Miralei’s legs were crossed, and her palms rested on her thighs, facing upward. As if sensing his gaze, her eyes opened, and she gave him a tentative smile. Her warm eyes were the color of honey.

“Are you well, Taren?” she asked.

“I’ve been better, but I’ll survive. Thank you for your timely aid last night.” He stretched, wincing at the aches and pains from the uncomfortable position he’d slept in. “You said your name is Miralei?”

She bowed her head. “Yes, or simply Mira will do. I’ve been searching for you for a long time, Taren, son of Neratiri.”

His eyes widened. “So you said before, but how do you know about my mother? And where are you from?”

“I am a member of the Order of the Illuminated Path. This is my Balance Quest—to find you and accompany you on your travels. Your mother did my order a great service years ago, and we are repaying our debt.”

“I… I don’t know what to say to that.” He realized she must be a monk. The last thing he’d ever expected was for a young monk to show up to travel alongside him, especially when he had no clear idea where to go or what to do other than seek out his mother.

“You don’t have to say anything, Taren, though I hope you’ll agree to allow me to escort you.” Her smile widened although he detected shyness in her manner. “The Weave guides me in service of the Balance. This Quest is what I’m destined to perform. Fear not, I won’t distract you from your path, and I give you my word that I’ll protect you from harm as best I’m able. I’ll be like a quiet observer—you’ll barely know I’m even here.”

At first, he was hesitant at the idea of having a stranger accompanying him, but the road to Llantry was a long and possibly dangerous one in such unsettled times. Mira certainly was able to take care of herself, judging from the past night, and safety existed in numbers. Also, she certainly didn’t seem deceitful or untrustworthy—quite the opposite, in fact. Her frank appraisal of him was without guile.

“Well, um, I suppose so. You don’t have to remain silent, though… That could get uncomfortable, I guess. Just be yourself.” He scratched his head and suddenly felt embarrassed. “I’m not exactly sure where my path will lead. I had a notion to travel to Llantry and then to Nexus to seek out my mother.”

“Thank you, Taren. Then we shall discover the path together.”

Taren returned Mira’s smile, deciding he liked her shy smile and honest demeanor.

Creel suddenly started awake. “Where… The ruins?” He looked around at the group, frowning, then shook Ferret by the foot. The young girl mumbled something in her sleep but sat up blinking owlishly after a moment, her hair sticking out.

“Yes, Ferret directed us to come here,” Mira said.

Ferret yawned. “How’s your wound?” She peered at Creel’s bloodstained tunic.

Creel took off his cuirass and raised his tunic, which was crusted with blood and had a large hole in it. He unwrapped his bloody bandages and probed at his stomach for a moment. “Well enough,” he pronounced. “Another damned tunic ruined, though.”

In spite of all the dried blood, Taren didn’t even see a wound.

“That’s remarkable,” Mira said in wonder. “A few hours past, you looked as if you wouldn’t survive the night.”

“Aye, he tends to do that a lot.” Ferret rolled her eyes, but she was obviously pleased.

“Nothing a good bit of rest won’t fix,” Creel said. He got to his feet and stretched then donned his leather cuirass once more. After tightening the straps, he walked over near where Kennitt sat against the pillar. A large owl tilted its head to watch him curiously from the top of a nearby stone arch.

Taren got up as well, curious to see what had become of Ammon Nor. His neck and back protested, and he tried to work out the kinks.

“We won’t be wanting to go back that way,” Kennitt said, his voice gravelly as if from disuse.

The ranger spoke truly. The fog had vanished as though it had never been. Smoke rose into the clear morning sky from Ammon Nor. Dozens of homes and buildings had burned to the ground, leaving smoldering black scars. Soldiers dressed in black and gold swarmed around the town, clearly having seized control. They were conducting house-to-house searches.

Are they still searching for me? Taren glanced to the east, and his heart fell. Oh, gods, Elyas!

The garrisoned army camp appeared to have been completely overrun and destroyed. He couldn’t see much detail from that distance, but some tents had been knocked down and others burned, their blue-and-white pennants trampled into the mud. Nebaran troops labored to add bodies to a heaping pyre already stacked high and sending a greasy column of smoke into the sky.

Nebaran forces were also hard at work fortifying the eastern edge of Ammon Nor. Even with all the activity, not more than a few hundred enemy soldiers could have been in the area. Taren had sensed many thousands more surging into the town during their escape.

“What of the rest of the army?” he wondered aloud. “No signs of the Ketanian forces, either. Surely, they can’t have been destroyed so swiftly.”

“Routed in the night, driven farther north and east,” Creel said. “They’ll likely meet up with the king’s forces at some point and try to retake the city. If the Nebaran commander is worth a shite, and I reckon he is after this cunning attack, he’ll have sent the bulk of his forces in pursuit to harry them and prevent them from organizing any effective resistance.”

“Damn it. My cousin just enlisted yesterday.” Chances were that if Elyas hadn’t had his throat cut in the night, he would have survived, skilled fighter as he was.

Creel grunted. “Sorry to hear that. If he made it through the night, he’s likely with the others, regrouping in order to retake Ammon Nor.”

“What do we do now?” Kennitt asked.

The group exchanged glances. Creel shrugged.

“I had thought to make for Llantry, before all of this happened,” Taren said.

“That’s several weeks’ walk from here,” Creel replied. “You’re likely to encounter further skirmishes along the way, with the course of last night’s battle. You can consider that all hostile territory now unless you manage to somehow get behind friendly lines.”

“What if we head north? Through these ruins and those hills.” Taren pointed past the expanse of ruins dotting the bluffs, which stretched into a thin haze for as far as the eye could see.

“That’s one possibility though that way is difficult. Assuming we find a safe path through the ruins, the Downs of Atur are a wild land, home to many monsters. A wiser course would be to head west, through the woods, then cut back to the road to Ryedale. From there, it should be safe to head north.”

“But that will add weeks to my trip… Plus, I already came that way.” The image of the Inquisition burning Yethri alive came raging into his mind despite his attempts to suppress it.

Creel regarded him intently. “Ryedale is in enemy hands?”

“The Inquisition had seized the town. There were… burnings.” He shuddered and tried not to think of Yethri’s screams, the sight of her copper hair and green dress catching fire. “My cousin and I barely escaped alive.”

“Bastards.” Creel put a hand on Taren’s shoulder sympathetically, sensing his loss.

Taren thought of the broken bodies of Tellast, Glurk, and their ilk, and a sickly smile spread on his face. “They got paid back in full. I made sure of it.”

Creel’s eyes widened at his intensity, and he nodded slowly.

“How about we go with Taren to Llantry?” Ferret asked Creel hopefully.

“You can go where you will, lass,” Creel replied absently, apparently not noticing the way Ferret’s face fell.

Kennitt cleared his throat. “Wherever you all decide to go, best make it quick.” An edge of tension filled the ranger’s voice. He was pressed up tightly behind a pillar and waved at them to get down.

Taren crept up behind a fallen column, Ferret right beside him, and peered over. A group of Nebaran soldiers were making their way up the path toward the ruins.

“How many?” Creel asked, as if he already knew what they saw.

“I count a score,” Kennitt replied.

Taren looked around to see if they could make it to the forest to the west, but the hills were barren and the steep slopes covered with loose scree. Even if they somehow managed to keep their footing, the lack of cover would make it easy for the Nebarans to pick them off with their crossbows. To the east of their current position was a steep drop-off to rough terrain below.

“Looks like we go north,” Taren and Ferret said in unison.

They both looked at each other, surprised, and the girl giggled. Despite the grim situation, Taren smiled wanly at her infectious laugh, the first laughter he’d heard in what seemed days.

“Aye, so we do.” Creel frowned at the northern path through the ruins.

“Are you feeling well enough to travel, Taren?” Mira crouched beside him, glancing at the anxious-looking Nebarans making their way closer to the ruins.

“I’d better be, for if not, this will be a short journey.” Taren recovered his pack, as did the others.

Kennitt made a sharp gesture, and Whisper flew from the arch and headed north, soaring over the ruins. “She’ll alert us to danger ahead,” the ranger said. He started up the path, and the rest followed.

Taren and Mira trailed the ranger with Ferret closely behind, and Creel brought up the rear. The path dipped down into a saddle spanning a gully then climbed higher onto another bluff. The remains of more buildings were scattered across half a dozen or more bluffs overlooking the Downs to the north and Ammon Nor and the Black Channel to the south. They climbed the trail and passed between a pair of headless humanoid statues, weathered by the elements.

Taren slowed, glancing back to see the Nebarans had just gained the hilltop where they’d spent the night. The troops were poking around the area they had rested. One soldier pointed out something on the ground, and a moment later, heads swiveled in their direction. Taren hurriedly ducked out of sight behind one of the statues before following the others.

“They found something back there, so I expect they won’t turn back,” Taren said, glancing at Creel.

The warrior’s face hardened. “Damn it. Hopefully, we can find a path out of here and lose them in the process.”

A broad, flat promenade stretched out before them, large enough that most of Swanford could have fit within the space. Paving stones were dislodged in places by roots and saplings that had broken through, while tufts of grass poked out here and there. Smaller ruined buildings lined the promenade, which culminated at a huge building, which must have once been a great hall of some type. Taren could easily imagine a bustling market filling the promenade in the city’s prime.

As they approached, the great hall’s columns soared overhead, twenty paces high, where a carved frieze showed figures hunting, farming, carousing, and the like. The entablature peaked where a roof had once stood but collapsed long ago, leaving shattered tiles littering the expanse of the building.

Taren paused to study the frieze overhead. “Who built all this?” he wondered aloud. “The elves?”

“This predates the elves, even,” Creel replied. “The race that called themselves the Elder Ones had a settlement here in ancient times. All of Easilon once was theirs, but over the ages, elves and dwarves came to live here, then later humans. Ammon Nor was a center of enlightenment for them. This, here, is the skeleton of the true Ammon Nor.”

“The Elder Race!” Taren said excitedly. “A friend gave me a tome about them, but I’m not able to read much of it. The words seem similar to Elvish but different. I need to find someone who can translate the passages in the original language.” His earlier hopes at having a reprieve from the road had been somewhat dashed when he found he was unable to read long portions of the book. He ran a hand over the weathered marble of one of the fluted columns, trying to imagine the culture that once called the place home.

“Aye. They were pushed back to the ends of the earth and eventually departed the lands.” Creel looked saddened by that.

“Do you know how—”

He shook his head. “Nay, I’ve not that knowledge.”

“How do you know so much about this place?”

“I’ve traveled the lands quite extensively. But come, we mustn’t tarry longer.”

Already, the others were nearing the far end of the great hall. Taren could see archways leading in two different directions ahead. He and Creel increased their stride to catch up.

Kennitt was scouting down the path to the right. It led back outside to the narrow span of an arched bridge, still mostly standing after untold centuries although it appeared to have crumbled partially in the center. The archway to the left opened to an adjoining corridor, its roof mostly intact. The shadowy passage was long, with slanting beams of sunlight piercing the gloom at intervals from windows and holes in the roof. The corridor seemed somehow ominous in the eerie silence of the dead city.

“The bridge is out,” Kennitt called back. He had cautiously edged up the span a short distance to study the damage but was shaking his head as he moved back onto solid ground. “Big chunk missing right out of the middle. I reckon a few of us might be able to leap it”—he glanced pointedly at Mira—“but I don’t trust the stones at the edges not to give way. The good news is Whisper hasn’t spied any danger around us, save for the pursuing soldiers.”

“Looks as if we go this way.” Creel started walking down the lefthand corridor.

Taren glanced over his shoulder and froze, thinking he saw motion near the entrance of the great hall, a couple hundred paces away. Someone abruptly grabbed his arm and yanked him aside, nearly sending him sprawling. An instant later, a black-feathered crossbow bolt whizzed past where he’d been standing, splintering when it struck the wall.

“We’ve got company.” Kennitt had his own bow in hand and was shooing the others down the shadowy passage. He remained behind to cover them.

Mira helped Taren regain his balance with a steadying hand.

“Thanks. I didn’t even see that coming,” he said.

Mira urged him down the passageway, merely bobbing her head in acknowledgment.

Taren glimpsed Nebaran soldiers spilling into the great hall before they were lost to sight. Their footsteps echoed loudly in the long, covered passageway. At Mira’s urging, they picked up their pace, but the shadowy way was treacherous, with chunks of stone having fallen from the crumbling ceiling. Ferret stumbled over a piece of rubble and would have fallen, had Creel not caught her arm to steady her. The thrum of Kennitt’s bowstring came from behind them, followed by his curse and the sound of a quarrel splintering against stone.

“Keep moving!” the ranger shouted. His bow thrummed a few more times in rapid succession.

Taren marveled at how gracefully Mira could move. She seemed tireless, nearly floating down the corridor, while he was puffing and stumbling over rubble and cracks in the uneven floor, feeling as graceful as a drunken ox beside the monk.

A large crack in the floor loomed ahead, illuminated from beneath. Taren leaped over it, realizing as he passed over the fissure that nothing was below—open air yawned through the gap. Had he fallen through, he would’ve dropped into a chasm.

This must be another bridge, leading to an adjoining bluff.

Creel and Ferret were nearing the end of the corridor, which must have been nearly the length of the promenade. A sun-drenched room lay ahead, surrounded by walls and arching windows.

“Watch out!” Kennitt cried out when Taren and Mira were about twenty paces from the end of the covered bridge.

A harsh voice bellowed orders to halt in a thick Nebaran accent, his words echoing loudly in the corridor. Crossbow bolts whizzed through the air, one passing within a foot of Taren. It glanced off the wall and spun away.

He glanced over his shoulder to find Kennitt sprinting full speed after them. Half a dozen soldiers had reached the mouth of the tunnel. A couple were reloading crossbows, but the others were lining up shots.

Something struck Taren hard in the shin, and he was suddenly falling forward. Mira snatched at his arm, but not even she could save him from his own foolishness in not watching his path. He managed to twist as he fell, landing painfully on his shoulder rather than his face. He skidded a short distance and lay there stunned a moment, his shin blazing as if he’d been chopped down with an axe. Shards of crumbled marble had torn the sleeve of his tunic and gouged his arm and shoulder.

Groaning in pain, Taren sat up in time to see Kennitt spin and drop to one knee, smoothly turning his bow sideways. He rapidly fired off an arrow, which struck a Nebaran in the throat. The ranger threw himself flat as several more bolts streaked past him.

Mira crouched over Taren protectively as he struggled to get back up. The monk’s hand suddenly shot out as swiftly as a striking snake. His jaw dropped when he saw a black-fletched quarrel in her hand. She tossed it aside with distaste and gripped his arm, helping him back to his feet.

Kennitt got up to one knee again and loosed another arrow at a different foe. Without even waiting to see his arrow strike its target in the belly, he rose and resumed chasing after the others.

Then Taren was running again, limping and gritting his teeth, Mira hauling on his arm. Up ahead, Creel and Ferret seemed to be searching the room at the end of the tunnel. Moments later, Taren and Mira joined the others, only to find they had reached a dead end. They were in a rotunda, remarkably well preserved compared to the other ruins. The room was about twenty paces in diameter, with a vaulted cathedral ceiling soaring out of sight high above. Tall arched windows surrounded the entire space although the glass, if it ever had any, had long since been broken out. Taren leaned out one of the windows and saw the rotunda was built on an island of stone, dropping off in a sheer cliff plunging down into a deep gorge, its bottom barely visible. He hurriedly stepped back as vertigo assailed him.

“There’s no way out,” Creel said grimly. “Best take what cover you can and prepare for a fight.” He had his sword in hand.

The only feature inside the rotunda was a large cube of onyx at the exact center, standing as tall as Taren, with small neat glyphs inscribed along the outer edges. The cube seemed to tug at his vision, appearing to absorb the sunlight that struck it, a stark void in the midst of the white marble of the ruins. In contrast to the rest of the crumbling stonework, the onyx cube seemed as well preserved as if the stonemason had just set aside his tools after completing his final stroke.

Taren ducked behind the cube with Ferret as more quarrels flew past them. The young woman had drawn a short sword although her hand was trembling. She flinched when Taren squeezed her shoulder reassuringly, but then she smiled wanly and seemed to regain a bit of her confidence.

Creel was peering around the opposite edge of the cube, waiting for their enemies to get closer. He leaned back with a curse, and a quarrel struck the stone and splintered right before his face.

“Oh, no,” Taren said when he peered around the opposite corner and saw that Kennitt was still in the tunnel. 

The old ranger was obviously hurt, limping and struggling along, his pursuers closing fast. He’s never going to make it.

He closed his eyes, slipping into his second sight. Before he could try to summon his magic, Mira placed a reassuring hand on Taren’s arm, breaking his concentration. 

“Wait here—I must aid Kennitt.” She lunged forward as if shot from a crossbow herself and was gone.




***




Mira lowered her head and sprinted back into the tunnel. Ahead, Kennitt was panting harshly, limping as he slowly struggled to reach the others. From his gait, he appeared to have twisted an ankle. The full contingent of Nebarans were in the tunnel now, most of them laying down cover fire with their crossbows. Two had fallen, and one was wounded and down from Kennitt’s gut shot. Half a dozen soldiers spread out along either wall, cautiously advancing with swords in hand while keeping a clear lane of fire down the center of the tunnel for the crossbowmen.

“Go back, Mira!” Kennitt called.

She ignored the ranger’s pleas. Sensing rather than seeing an approaching quarrel, she reacted instantly by suddenly shifting sideways just as she was about to take another stride. The quarrel streaked past her, snagging the leg of her breeches, and impacted loudly against stone somewhere behind her.

Grimacing, Kennitt turned and smoothly loosed another arrow in a fluid motion. The arrow struck the nearest of the approaching swordsmen in the ribs. The Nebaran clutched at the feathered shaft and stumbled backward, only to fall through the crevice in the floor and disappear with a scream.

Kennitt himself was jolted backward with a cry. He fell heavily onto his side, and Mira gasped when she saw a bolt embedded in his chest. The ranger strained to get up but fell back after a moment.

Then Mira was at his side, sliding down beside him, the broken shards of stone tearing into her shins and knees through her breeches, but she barely noticed. Faster than the eye could follow, her hands lashed out, and she batted aside a pair of quarrels that would have struck both her and Kennitt.

Blood bubbled from Kennitt’s mouth. “Go, Mira! Leave me.” His words were faint, and he coughed up blood.

Mira fought to calm her mind, breathing deeply and stilling the rage and sorrow. She grasped the ranger and tried to lift him. Something stung her forearm, and she snatched her arm back. A crossbow bolt had carved a bloody furrow across her skin. Again, she grasped Kennitt to try to lift him, but she saw the bolt was lodged deep in his chest and knew deep down that her efforts would be futile.

With a cry, the five remaining Nebaran swordsmen charged toward her and Kennitt. Someone roared a challenge behind her, and Creel plowed into the soldiers. His longsword lay about with quick, brutal cuts, and a pair of fighters fell in seconds. The other three leaped back, spreading out and moving to surround him.

Kennitt’s hand grasped Mira’s, and he coughed violently, a thick gout of blood spewing down his chin. “Save yourself and the lad,” he whispered. “Fulfill your destiny.”

A questioning hoot sounded, and Whisper swooped down to land atop the ranger’s arm. The owl turned her head as if inspecting the ranger’s condition. She nudged at the side of his cheek with her bill and made a soft mewling sound.

“Fly free, Whisper,” Kennitt croaked. He raised a hand to stroke the owl, but his arm trembled and then fell back. His grip loosened on Mira’s hand as his life departed.

Mira could only stare, shocked at the sudden death of a friend. She’d never experienced anyone close to her struck down in violence before, and she found herself frozen with sorrow and indecision.

The ring of steel and a cry of pain drew her attention nearby. Creel was sparring with two remaining soldiers. The third had fallen while attempting to hold his guts in. One of the soldier’s blades dripped with blood. The sight of the black-and-gold colors and the bloody sword snapped Mira from her trance. Her stillness shattered and turned to rage.

She rose up and saw the nearest soldier was facing away, trying to flank Creel. The warrior quickly ran the other Nebaran through, but his back was momentarily exposed. The Nebaran brought his sword back to strike.

Mira chopped downward with one hand, striking the side of the man’s elbow. The joint dislocated with a crack, and he dropped the sword, arm flopping bonelessly. She followed up by driving a fist into his lower back. Vertebrae crunched, and he fell forward just as Creel turned. Final Strike neatly separated the Nebaran’s head from his body.

With the last of their swordsmen fallen, the crossbowmen loosed their bolts once more. Mira and Creel both threw themselves to the ground, and quarrels buzzed past like angry insects. One of them thudded into Kennitt’s shoulder.

Her perch disturbed, Whisper screeched angrily and beat her wings. She took to the air, her mottled plumage briefly lost in the shadows of the tunnel’s ceiling. The owl shrieked and dove at the crossbowmen. Her sharp talons raked one man’s eyes, and he cried out, blinded. Whisper’s wings pumped, and she nimbly sprang back into the air before dive-bombing another soldier. He screamed as she latched onto his head with her talons, her sharp bill pecking and lacerating his scalp. His crossbow fired wildly, the quarrel flying astray. The soldier beat at the owl, knocking her from his head, although he lost a good part of his scalp in the process. Whisper flailed to get airborne again, but a spear tip stabbed into her wing, and she crashed down. She was lost to sight in a flurry of stabbing swords and spears while bloodstained feathers flew.

Mira surged back to her feet, but Creel grabbed her arm before she could charge the soldiers. The horrifying loss of her friend and his majestic owl had shattered her calm, and at that moment, she grappled with a powerful need for revenge.

“We can’t win this. Not here,” Creel said.

She saw he spoke true, for the crossbowmen had reloaded and were lining up their next shots. They had taken the opportunity to advance and were now within thirty paces, a fairly easy shot. Mira couldn’t dodge that many incoming quarrels, nor did she have Creel’s remarkable healing ability.

“Mira, Creel—get down!” Taren stood at the mouth of the tunnel twenty paces away with his hands raised.

“Loose!” barked the Nebaran sergeant.

Mira dropped to the ground as did Creel. She looked at Taren, afraid he would be riddled with quarrels. His eyes gleamed brightly like stoked coals. The air shimmered around them, the floor trembling and chunks of stone rattling around. The dark blurs of loosed crossbow bolts suddenly scattered like insects batted away by a giant hand. The magical force Taren unleashed slammed into the Nebaran troops like a battering ram. Men flew off their feet like dried leaves in a gale, twisting around and crunching against walls and ceiling and floor, limbs twisted awkwardly. After a moment, all was still save for the cries of the wounded.

Taren wobbled on his feet and would perhaps have fallen had Ferret not come up beside him and put a supportive arm around his waist.

Mira climbed to her feet, thinking to finish off the soldiers, when the floor shuddered alarmingly. Rock crumbled and shattered, and the whole tunnel began caving in, dropping away in the center where the chasm had formed. Huge blocks teetered and fell, the effect rapidly cascading, nearing Mira and Creel. The warrior cursed, scrambling back to his feet. Mira gave him a hard shove in the back, propelling him forward as the block beneath them gave way. She sprang off the great stone as it collapsed beneath her, leaping onto the next one, which was already teetering forward as well. Ahead of her, as that block dropped away, Creel jumped off and onto the next one.

Mira ran along the tilting block, her footfalls light, and she reached the end of the block as it was already dropping a couple paces below the floor above. Light yawned in the gap as thin air surrounded her. She got her foot onto the top edge and jumped with all her might, trying to will herself up to the floor above.

She saw she wouldn’t quite make it, though. The floor was too far above her, and she couldn’t get enough power behind her leap with the stone dropping away beneath her. She slammed into the edge of the floor, the stone striking hard against her chest. She gasped as the wind was knocked out of her. Her fingers scrabbled to gain purchase, but loose pebbles and grit came away. For a moment, she was perched at the edge, her grip failing.

Then strong hands seized her wrists. Creel squatted down and straightened, heaving her upward. He stumbled backward, and she landed lightly on her feet beside him, the floor stable for the moment.

“Thanks,” she wheezed.

He nodded. “We’d best get back in case this one goes too.”

They ran back to where Taren and Ferret were waiting in the archway to the now-isolated island. Mira put her hands on her knees, slowly regaining her breath as the tight band of pain across her chest subsided a bit. She probed her sternum and ribs, relieved that nothing seemed broken, although she would have a nasty mass of bruises.

“More bad news,” Ferret said, pointing to where the Nebarans were. “One of them got back up and ran off. Probably bringing reinforcements.”

“Won’t do them much good with the bridge out,” Creel said. “Then again, we’re trapped too.”

“Mira, are you all right?” Taren touched her arm gently, concern in his eyes. “I’m sorry about Kennitt.”

She straightened up, meeting his eyes and seeing genuine concern and sympathy. “I’ll be fine… I think I need some time to process everything.”

Mira glanced back to where the ranger had fallen, but his body was gone along with tons of stone, a yawning chasm forty paces across the only sign of what had occurred. Kennitt might have been gone, but the ranger’s final moments still haunted her: the pain in his eyes, the feathered shaft jutting from his chest, the grip of his blood-slick hand, that final soft gasp in the moment his life slipped away, and finally, Whisper’s raw grief.

“Save yourself and the lad. Fulfill your destiny.” Kennitt’s final words came back to her, and she was overwhelmed for a moment and slumped down against the wall to rest and try to center herself.

Creel clapped Taren on the back, a wry smile on his face. “Remind me not to call on you if we need some trivial bit of magic. Seems every magical feat you perform tends to be a bit excessive.”

“Sorry about the bridge. I’m still learning to control my power.” He looked abashed.

“I can’t complain too much since you saved our arses, lad.” Creel went over and rummaged around in his pack, pulling out a flask. He unstoppered it and took a long swig. “Might as well rest for a bit—not like we’re going anywhere. In the meantime, let’s try to come up with some ideas on figuring a way out of here.”

Mira barely heard him, for the harsh realities of her new life of adventure had come crashing down upon her, and she realized her fortitude would be sorely tested in the days ahead.




















Chapter 38

The Nebaran soldiers returned before long, and this time, at least half a hundred must have been milling around at the far end of the partially destroyed tunnel. A handful of officers and other soldiers were examining the collapsed floor and moving about near the walls, evidently searching for a way to rig ropes and climbing gear to try to send soldiers across the forty-pace-wide hole in the floor. Fortunately, the companions were out of range of their crossbows, and the soldiers posed no immediate threat.

Taren was busy inspecting the strange onyx cube in the center of the room. With his second sight, he saw that the stone emanated a strong magic. The stone was smooth as glass as he ran his hand over it, yet it somehow made no reflection of the light striking it. Even the runes seemed to be embedded within the stone, for not a scratch marred its smooth surface. He marveled for the third or fourth time at how well preserved the stone was, likely due to its magical enchantment.

I wish I could read this inscription somehow.

After studying the block and the surrounding rotunda, he came to the conclusion that the cube had been added later—it was distinctly different from the entirety of the ruins around them, in both material and form. Whereas the architecture of the ruins was of white marble, graceful and majestic, the cube had no ornamentation save the runic inscriptions.

He glanced over at his companions. Creel sat leaning against the wall at the rotunda’s entrance, keeping an eye on the Nebarans and taunting them by his mere presence there, out of reach of their blades and quarrels. He sipped from his flask occasionally as he kept watch. On the opposite side of the rotunda, Ferret sat on the ledge of one of the windows, legs dangling over the edge as she stared off into the steep gorge and bluffs in the distance.

Mira, however, he was a bit concerned about. Since the battle and the death of the old ranger, she’d been noticeably melancholy and sat, dispirited, against the wall by herself. Loss had scarred Taren deeply, and he knew she would likely need some time to overcome it. He was somewhat heartened when she turned to her meditation for what he hoped would provide her some consolation.

What is the purpose of this cube? And why place it in such a location? He sighed and slammed the palm of his left hand against it in frustration. A sharp clink drew his attention, and he frowned at the odd ring Gradnik had given him, for which he’d never discovered a purpose. He couldn’t even remember exactly when he’d started wearing it, perhaps on the road after Ryedale, but he’d grown used to its weight on his finger. The ring radiated subtle magic, so he knew it must serve some elusive purpose. He held his hand to the stone, noting the metal ring was nearly indistinguishable from the stone, matching its color exactly, a matte black that seemed to absorb the light. Then he noticed something else—the ring was tingling subtly on his finger. By scrutinizing it closely, he saw it seemed to ripple slightly on its face, as if a sheen of ebon water was stirring from a subtle breeze.

Taren placed his hand against the onyx block, touching the face of the ring to the stone. The glyphs on the cube suddenly flared to life, blazing with a red glow, and as he watched, a small area near the edge of the stone rippled like liquid and flowed away, revealing a distinct notch.

His discovery brought a surge of excitement. “A keyhole! But I don’t have a key… or do I?” He touched the ring, finding it noticeably warm. He glanced around for his companions, but only Ferret was in view on that side of the cube. “Ferret, take a look at this!”

The girl glanced over, and her eyes widened at the sight of the blazing runes. She hopped off the ledge and was beside him in a few quick strides. “What did you do?” she asked excitedly.

“My ring—it was resonating, and when I touched it to the stone, this keyhole appeared.”

“Try putting the ring to the keyhole,” Ferret suggested.

“That was my next move, but I wanted a witness in case something bad happens. You’d best keep your distance.”

She must not have thought of that, for her excitement dimmed a bit. After moving back a couple steps, she nodded for him to proceed.

Taren slowly extended the ring to touch it to the keyhole. When it was a few inches away, the band changed before his eyes, and he gasped with wonder. The inelegant, crudely formed ring unfolded itself in neat little movements as if it were a piece of parchment. He had to catch it in his free hand when it dropped away from his finger, but the ring continued to morph and extended itself into the shape of a rough-hewn key.

Holding his breath, he slotted the key into the notch in the stone. The blazing glyphs intensified, and stone simply melted away, receding like water until it revealed a man-sized hole in the block. He could make out the shape of a tight staircase spiraling down into the ground. He pulled the key free, but after a moment, the marble started to close back over the opening, so he hurriedly replaced the key, and the cube’s opening remained.

Ferret was beside him, eagerly peering inside. “It’s blacker than pitch at midnight in there. Where do you think it leads?”

“Only one way to find out. Over here!” he called to the others. “I found a way to open the cube.”

Creel stood and came around the cube, and Mira stirred a moment later.

“How did you open it?” Creel asked, regarding the opening warily.

“My ring. I held it up to the stone, and it transformed into a key.”

Ferret had a grin on her face. “Magic.”

“Aye, so it seems.” Creel leaned his head inside and took a tentative step, as if afraid the stone would swallow him up.

Mira remained silent although she also looked curious.

“It’s either wait out here until they find a way to come attack us or explore inside this thing,” Ferret pointed out.

Creel gave a half smile at her enthusiasm. “Aye, just so. Might as well do some exploring, in that case.”

They gathered their gear, and Creel lit a torch. The monster hunter stepped inside first, holding a dagger in one hand, for the tight confines of the stairwell wouldn’t allow him to wield his sword, the torch aloft in his other hand. Ferret followed on his heels, then Mira. Taren waited until they were all inside and plucked the key free of the stone then quickly ducked inside.

For a moment, he feared the entire cube would seal back up and trap them in the stone like ants frozen in amber, but his fears were allayed when the stairwell remained clear. The wall sealed shut, drowning the cramped space in a blackness so absolute, Taren thought he’d fall endlessly into the void. He focused on the light of the torch below, growing fainter as Creel descended. Noticing the ring had returned to its original form, he stuck it back on his finger and hurried down to catch the others although he needn’t have rushed, for Mira was waiting patiently a turn below him.

They continued downward for long minutes, their footsteps and breathing harsh in the enclosed space. Taren quickly lost all sense of time and distance in the darkness, feeling as if he must be at the center of the world by the time the group halted. He marveled at the size of the stone block, somehow placed inside the very island the rotunda was built upon. His imagination failed him at how such a thing had come to be there.

“Hold a moment,” Creel called back. “There’s a room ahead—I’ll take a quick look inside.”

The torchlight faded until Taren began to feel vertigo from the smothering blackness around him. At one moment, he felt as if the walls were crushing in on him, but the next he could’ve been on the verge of falling forever into nothingness. He stumbled against the wall before reaching down and touching Mira’s shoulder, reassured by her presence. She reached up and squeezed his hand.

After an indeterminate amount of time—likely only two or three minutes, though it felt like an eternity—the torchlight returned. Taren saw Mira was gripping Ferret’s hand also, and he felt relieved he wasn’t the only one to experience a moment of panic.

“Nothing but an empty chamber here although there looks to be a portal,” Creel said. “Care to try your ring again, Taren?”

They all filed down into the chamber at the bottom of the stairs, and Taren was relieved to be out of the claustrophobic stairwell. The room they entered was roughly hewn out of dull, gray stone, like an ordinary tunnel in the earth. At the far end of the chamber, a metallic disc was embedded in the ground, inscribed with glyphs around its circumference. Other than the disc, the chamber was barren, with no exit.

Taren approached the disc and extended his ring, unsure of how to use it, if indeed it would do anything. When he held it out, the band turned warm on his finger once more. A rune formed on the flat face of the ring and glowed a pale blue. A matching symbol ignited in the center of the metal disc, the luminosity increasing in intensity until Taren had to look away from its brilliance. When his eyes adjusted, he saw a glowing blue oval had coalesced before them.

I sure hope this takes us somewhere out onto the surface, preferably the edge of these damned ruins.

He looked at the faces of his three companions, lambent in the glow of the portal. They exchanged resolute glances and, one by one, walked into the magical gateway, each disappearing with a soft flare of light. Taren waited until the others were through, maintaining the open portal with his ring.

Once he was alone, he took a deep breath and stepped into the light.
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