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    Chapter 17 
 
    Spring 
 
      
 
    17.1 
 
      
 
    We gathered at Night Watch for eight months, the remnants of the Wardens haunting the halls that had once been their greatest fortress, shadows of their former might. In the first two months of our time there more and more Wardens came, survivors from the fall of Black Mark, and stragglers coming in from the Expanse and beyond.  The hierarchy of the order was collapsed, and no one was certain what we were to do next.  Some of us drifted away again, choosing to vanish into the world rather than to wait and see what might become of our disorganized band of warriors.  Korva, Ori and I decided to remain with the Wardens of Night Watch.  It seemed to us that there was more hope to be found in numbers.  Running felt like admitting defeat.    
 
      
 
    The Watch was different from the last time we’d visited.  The blighted dark was gone from its halls, and now it was just a quiet, empty place that stood as a remnant of a different age.  There was some solace to be found in the quiet, however.  It gave us time to think, time to figure out what our next move might be.  It gave us too much time, really.  We grew comfortable, and some of us wondered what it might be like to settle at Night Watch and start to rebuild there.  The location was defensible, the walls still strong.  Holding the Watch seemed to make perfect sense.   
 
      
 
    Eight months.  That was when the first real word from Black Mark came.  The messenger came on foot, climbing the shattered remnant of the cliffs to reach the gate of the fortress.  His uniform was familiar, the dressings of a Warden, but a change had been made to our familiar style and it was not subtle.  The gray of our office had been replaced by black.  More troubling than that, though, was the mark he bore on his flesh.  When the messenger drew back his hood there was a clear outline of a blackened handprint over his left eye.  The dead eye on the right side was a milky white like many of the Wardens, but the one on the side beneath the hand print gleamed black in an unsettling way. 
 
      
 
    “The King calls his Wardens back to Black Mark.  It has been cleansed and he wishes to re-establish order.”  This man was no Warden that I knew.  I recognized many of our order by appearance, but here was one that I hadn’t seen before.   
 
      
 
    “You’ve brought a writ from the King?”  Skellrass asked.  He was one of the older Wardens, one of the ones who’d begun to openly talk about settling the Watch anew.  If any could be said to be leading us, it might have been him and his close circle of Elders.   
 
      
 
    I was watching from the balcony overlooking the entryway.  This vantage was a good one to watch what was happening while also remaining out of the direct line of sight of those below.  We didn’t get visitors often, so when the scouts announced someone new was approaching, everyone came to see.  Ori stood to one side of me.  Her armor still bore scorched streaks from the fire of Black Mark’s burning, though we’d gotten some of it off.  A very talented woman named Rena had reworked the leather parts of the armor that were in bad disrepair.  Ori was almost as good as new, though the scars on the armor did lend her character, reminders of what we’d survived.   
 
      
 
    “I have.”  Our visitor answered.  He reached into his cloak and pulled a scroll from his inner pocket.  Skellrass took it from him and unfurled it, his eyes passing quickly over most of it until he reached the bottom and the official seal.   
 
      
 
    “It is true, then.  The King was victorious.”  He spoke the words loud enough for everyone to hear, and I felt the tension in the air rise.   
 
      
 
    “It was a hard-fought victory, but he has reclaimed what is his, and now he will establish his army anew.  All Wardens are to return to Black Mark immediately.  The door to the school has been cleared and stands ready to receive you.”  That was an ominous remark.  The doors could be used to travel from one location to another quickly, or into other worlds.  It was difficult to say exactly what they could do.  The Wardens didn’t really understand them though they made use of them often enough.  There was a door at Night Watch, but we had taken great pains to flip the flag stone upside down, a trick that stopped the gate from functioning.  If Black Mark had readied their doors, they no doubt knew that this one was unreachable.  I had to guess the King wouldn’t be happy that he’d had to send someone to fetch us.   
 
      
 
    Skellrass nodded.  “We shall obey the Iron Will.  That is what Wardens do.”  He didn’t sound as pleased as I might have thought he would be given how confusing things had been as of late. He paused for a moment.  “Your eye . . . were you involved in the battle at the castle?”   
 
      
 
    It was thought that most those who hadn’t fled had died in the fires, though some few spoke of escaping by finding deep places within the walls, or far below the keep.  What that black hand mark meant was a complete mystery.  It sent a chill down my spine to see it.  Whatever it might be, I felt certain it was a bad omen.   
 
      
 
    “The King marks his loyal servants so that all who see them know they are touched, and where his mark goes, so do his eyes.”  The man answered.  “The Wardens of Will are the old guard, and the Watchers of Black Mark are the new.  If the King deems you worthy, he will raise you to the new rank.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t mention what was done to those that were not deemed worthy, and I found that omission troubling.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to gamble my life on the possibility that the King might decide to choose me as one of his elite.  The marking on those he favored wasn’t encouraging either.  It reminded me of livestock branding in an unsettling way. 
 
      
 
    “What is happening?”  Korva’s voice nearly made me jump out of my skin.  I had been so focused on the newcomer that I hadn’t even heard her sneak up behind us.   
 
      
 
    “The King has sent a messenger.  He wants us to return to Black Mark through the door.”  I kept my voice low.  The King’s agent was still speaking with Skellrass, their words quieter now, discussing details no doubt.   
 
      
 
    “The King is alive?” She sounded as shocked as I felt.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, and he is calling back his Wardens.  He apparently sees us as obsolete.  His new guards are called the Watchers of Black Mark.  He expects us to return and be deemed worthy.”  I reiterated what I’d heard, that feeling of unease settling in deeper.  “I’m not entirely certain I like the sound of that.” 
 
      
 
    “It is the Iron Will.”  Korva’s reply sounded automatic, but I could sense some hesitance behind the statement.   
 
      
 
    “It is walking into a trap.”  Ori spoke, that strange mix of her human timbre and the artificial tone of a golem’s screech mixing into something entirely alien.  “That man’s face is blackened to the bone where the King marked him.  It is not a mark of fealty.  It’s a brand of ownership.” 
 
      
 
    I could only nod my agreement.  This didn’t sit well with me either.  “They’re going to open the door.”  I said so that Korva knew. 
 
      
 
    “That would be the fastest way to return to Black mark.”  Korva nodded at first, but then started shaking her head.  “I’m not sure this is a good idea.  We could leave, head back out through the Expanse and see what is happening at Second.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a twist in my stomach at that.  Dreea was at Second, but I hadn’t seen her in a long, long time now.  One man had passed through the door to Second when we’d first decided to shut the doors, and he’d stayed on the other side after reporting that they were doing the same.  Word from them was that things were mostly unchanged there.  They were not feeling the reverberations of whatever had happened at Black Mark.  To them life was going on as it always had.  They were training for the war with the Way, but if the King was establishing his control anew, then it wouldn't be long before someone was sent to contact them.   
 
      
 
    “We don’t know that things are necessarily bad.”  There was a lack of conviction in Korva’s next words. “Maybe the city isn’t as devastated as the early reports said.” 
 
      
 
    “Korva, we barely got out of there alive.  You still have burn scars from how close we came to being turned to dust.”  I reminded her.  In fact, I’d barely been able to respark her Will with my own at the time. It had been a near thing.  “The King scorched the darkness from the place, and I doubt that left anyone there we would like to encounter.”  Korva hadn’t really been herself since that incident.  She was getting better, but at first it had felt like my friend was a stranger.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve had a few Wardens come in from the city.”  She noted. 
 
      
 
    “That was in the early days, and they’d gotten out through the underground tunnels.  It has been months since anyone has come from that direction at all.  I don’t think it’s a good idea to go back there.”  Ori added her own thoughts.   
 
      
 
    “It’s the Iron Will.”  Korva parroted her training once more, but with doubt clouding the sentiment.  
 
      
 
    “The Iron Will isn’t always right.  You know that.”  I told her firmly.  We’d talked about this many times over the months we’d been together at Night Watch.  I’d even heard other Wardens discussing the topic.  The consensus seemed to be that the King had lost his mind, and that bringing back Everburn had been a very large mistake.  However, Wardens were bred to bend to the Iron Will.  It was in every moment of their training, and they were hard pressed to turn their backs on it.  With the King stepping to the throne again, it would be easy for them to fall back into the routine of doing what they were told instead of what they knew was right.   
 
      
 
    She nodded hesitantly. “No, it isn’t, and this messenger . . .“  She looked down at the man who was still talking quietly to Skellrass.  “This doesn’t feel right.”  She said much more firmly.  At that moment the man seemed to look up in our direction, as if he’d overheard our conversation.  Korva stepped back, like she was pushed by his gaze, but it seemed to me that his eyes fell directly upon me.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin Etzel.”  He spoke, and it was clear that his eyes had indeed fallen on me.  “The King asked for me to find you.  He said I would know you by the marking of death you carried on your face.  He wishes to speak to you first.  Please, come down here.  I will accompany you to the King now.” 
 
      
 
    “Our door isn’t ready for use yet.  I told you that.”  Skellrass said suddenly.  “It will take a day or two to . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” The man said.  “You are Will users, are you not?  If you lack the Will to do what must be done, I assure you that I do not.  Take myself and Lillin to the door and I will right it immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “Now?”  Skellrass was shocked and he didn’t hide it well.  “Brenon, we need time to . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “You’ve had months to do as you wanted.”  Brenon’s voice crackled with a rising anger.  “You could have returned and shown some concern for your King, but instead you’ve cowered in the dark hoping no one would notice that you’d become weak and complacent.  The King will not waste any more time.  You will return to Black Mark now, all of you.”  He raised his voice so that it could be heard.  “I’ve brought a contingent of men with me, and they’re circling the exits to Night Watch now.  We will bring you back kicking and screaming or in pieces if we must.  Perhaps I haven’t made the situation clear enough for you.  Your King orders your presence.”   
 
      
 
    A pulse of Will, but one tinged with something extra - something that made it feel vile and dark - swept through the room, crawling over every surface like scurrying insects fleeing icy water.  I had never experienced anything like it before.  It made my body tense and a cold sweat break out on my brow.   
 
      
 
    “You are all deserters.  The King will grant leniency to those of you who swear fealty anew, but the rest of you will be freed of your Will and sent to the dust.  This is not a request on behalf of His Majesty, this is an order of the Black Will, and it will be carried out.”   His voice roared through the air, a gravelly rumble that seemed to shake the stone beneath our feet.  He’d used his Will to project his pronouncement so that everyone might hear.   
 
      
 
    “We answer to the Iron Will, not your cursed Black Will.”  One of the Wardens near the gate answered.   
 
      
 
    “The Iron Will is now the Black Will, and it is stronger than it ever was.”  The one called Brenon stepped forward and I felt his Will surge again, riddled with that same terrible blackness. The man who’d challenged him fell to his knees.  I knew this man.  His name was Reev, and he was a good man.  Strong, confident and old among the Wardens.  His Will surged up and clashed with Brenon’s, a massive rush of power that was keenly honed and controlled.   
 
      
 
    He stood back up and drew one of his long knives from his back. “I stood beside the King when we sent the Blackened into the void, and I’ll not be ordered around by the man now, not when he has given into the corruption of Everburn.  We have extinguished the Burnt before, and we’ll do it again, Brenon.  You take that message back to your King.” 
 
      
 
    The room was tense.  This was defiance of the highest order.  This was treason, but where would the others stand?  I knew where I would come down.  Reev was right.  Skellrass stepped forward.  “We are the Wardens of Will, Brenon, and if your King seeks to punish us for maintaining our order while he brought ruin to the city, then he is no longer our King.  Be gone from here.”  The feel of the room changed.  Shouts of agreement sounded.  The Wardens were rallying, and I could feel the surge in the air, the crackle of Will gathering for the storm.  In that moment I was as proud of our order as I ever had been.  We were standing against the King and his corruption.  We were doing what was right even if it meant a hard path forward. 
 
      
 
    Brenon shook his head.  “Fools.  You were given a chance, and you’ve squandered it.  If this is what you want, then I shall deliver the King’s justice.”  The air thrummed with dark Will.  Fire exploded around Brenon, lashing out at those around him as he unfastened a clawed weapon from his belt and leapt at Reev.  Reev jumped backwards, using his knife to block Brenon’s attack, but fire blasted up in front of him and he was consumed in flames for a moment as I felt his Will spin to life in an attempt to suppress the purple flames.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly the front doors burst inward and there were more people flooding in, other men with dark marks on their faces.   Reev was falling, Brenon bearing down to deliver a killing blow, and then Harkov, a man I held little love for, appeared behind him and a moment later Brenon’s head went rolling across the floor as the man swung his great axe in a powerful arc.   
 
      
 
    “To the door!”  Harkov yelled, and for the first time in my life, I was inclined to listen to him as Watchers flooded into the room.  How had so many of them gotten up here without us noticing?  We’d been too lax.   
 
      
 
    “Come, we need to get out of here.”  Korva said, and she slipped down the hall a few feet from where we stood.  I followed, Ori not far behind.  “This place is fallen.”  She added quietly. 
 
      
 
    “This won’t take us to the door.”  I was fairly certain the hall we were in lead to a courtyard in the center of the keep.   
 
      
 
    “There is no good way out of the courtyard.”  Ori added, keeping easy pace with us in her articulate metal body.   
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to the door.  I don’t trust it to take us where we want to go.  Harkov isn’t stupid.  He thinks to get the Wardens far from this place and beyond the King’s reach, but the door isn’t the answer.  The door just leads to places the King can go.  We need to leave by another method, and I think it’s particularly important for you, Lillin.”  Korva said, still running straight for the courtyard.   
 
      
 
    I looked at Korva with some confusion.  “Why me?”  What was so important about me? 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but if the King wants you for some reason, Blackened if we’re gonna let him have you.  There is a tunnel out of the courtyard that leads down and out near the stables.  We can go there and get the kea, then we’ll head out and into the Expanse.  They will have no easy time finding us there.”  The older Warden spoke with confidence.   
 
      
 
    We ran the halls the rest of the way to the courtyard, flying past familiar passages that had almost felt like home recently, and when we arrived at our destination, I was relieved to find that it was still quiet there.  It was strange how it seemed that nothing at all was amiss where we were.  If we weren’t all moving with such haste it might have been any other night at the Watch, but there was a definite tension in the air, the threat of impending violence clung to us, dragged down the corridors from the entry hall.   
 
      
 
    Korva led us through the gardens in the center of the Watch to a statue near the back wall.  She looked over her shoulder before she spoke.  “Keep watch.  Let me know if anyone enters the yard.  Unless the Watchers have people familiar with this fortress with them, I doubt they know about these tunnels.  They’re only in the security plans, not the general blueprints.”   
 
      
 
    I nodded and turned to keep watch as Ori did the same.  I felt Korva’s Will pulse, an intricate pattern of power.   
 
      
 
    “Stov it!”  She cursed, and then there was another pulse of energy, slightly different, and she cursed again.  I heard her take a breath and she pulsed her Will again.   
 
      
 
    “Lights in the halls near the west corridor.”  Ori spoke softly and quickly.  Someone was coming our way.   
 
      
 
    “One more time.”  Korva growled, and then I felt her Will pulse again.  This time I heard a click followed by a sigh of relief.  “Alright, come along.  Hurry.”   
 
      
 
    We turned around to find a small tunnel opening beneath the statue.  The stone cover slid quietly to the side and it opened into a narrow hole that seemed to pierce into utter darkness.  “What is . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “Just get in.  Tuck your arms and feet close to your body and prey to whatever gods you like that nothing has broken.”  Korva said.   
 
      
 
    “We’re out of time.”  Ori said hurriedly.  “They’re at the entrance to the courtyard.” 
 
      
 
    Korva pushed me towards the hole, and grabbed Ori, pushing her as well.  “Go!”  She whispered sharply, and then I did as she asked.  There was no more time to hesitate.  I jumped into the dark opening, trying to get my footing, and found the ground was incredibly slippery.  In fact, a moment later I slipped entirely and hit hard on my back, but rather than stopping so that I might get back up, I kept slipping.  I was slipping so fast that it was more like I was falling.  I remembered Korva’s advice and tucked my hands and legs together and tried not to scream as I accelerated faster and faster into absolute darkness.   
 
      
 
    I felt a surge of Will from behind me, but it was fading quickly as I descended into the depths of blackness waiting below.   
 
      
 
    “Blackened!”  Ori’s voice came from above me, and a terrible screeching of metal on metal followed as she began to fall, or slide, down the hole with me.   
 
      
 
    I slammed hard into a wall and was tossed in another direction, but I kept moving downward all the time.  The unfortunate side effect of hitting the wall was that I was bouncing more and more as I descended now, ricocheting from one side of the chute to the other, and then I was just falling.  The ground vanished beneath me and I was just tumbling through the air.  The scream I’d been holding in slipped from me as I fell.  Instinct kicked in and I adjusted the way I was tumbling, pointing my feet and directing my force down like an arrow.  I could smell water in the air.  I hit the surface of a pond, or for all I knew a lake or river, hard, but in the right position to cut through the surface rather than to just smash into it and break my body.  I fell deep into the pitch-black waters, and there was a startling moment in which I didn’t know which way was up.  I heard a splash above and panic set in.  Would Ori be able to float at all?  Would she just sink to the bottom of this deep, dark pool and be lost forever?   
 
      
 
    By the time I was starting to swim upward I heard a third splash which I hoped was Korva.  My lungs were starting to burn a bit, and I had a flashback to the cramped water chamber.  Somehow this calmed me.  I hadn’t died there, and I wouldn’t die here.  This was just water, and I’d already mastered this element.   
 
      
 
    I broke the surface and dragged air into my lungs.  “Ori!?”  I called out, splashing about in the complete darkness, trying to orient myself in some way.  There was nothing to see, and there was loud running water somewhere, a waterfall or a fast stream.  It was all I could hear other than my own voice echoing back at me.   
 
      
 
    “Ori!?”  I called out again, a bit more panicked.  I dove back into the water, swimming down and reaching for . . . well, reaching for anything that I might grab.  It was impossible to see.  As I tried to swim back up, I was momentarily lost once more, uncertain whether I was moving up or further down.  Fortunately, I found the surface again.   
 
      
 
    “Ori!”  I called out with greater urgency.   
 
      
 
    “She’s alright!”  Korva’s voice called back.   
 
      
 
    “I’m here.”  Ori said, though she sounded strange, waterlogged.  I saw a spark and started moving towards it.  They weren’t far.   
 
      
 
    My feet touched land and I crawled out onto shore just as a torch came to life.  Korva was standing near a wall that had a row of unlit torches along it.  Ori was lying on the ground, braced on her elbows, water streaming from the sides of her armor.   
 
      
 
    I sat down next to her and leaned my head on her metal shoulder.  “I thought I’d lost you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, strangely I can swim in this.  The wings help I think.”  She answered, leaning back into me momentarily.  Of course, the weight of her armored suit nearly toppled me and she laughed.  “Apologies.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine.”  I assured her as I got myself back to my feet.  It had taken Ori a long while to grow accustomed to her new self.  She still had rough moments, but I thought she was finally adjusting to some degree, at least as well as one could adjust to such a thing.  She no longer talked of ending her existence, which I was very thankful for.  Korva was a friend, but Ori was my closest friend, and I’d known her a long time.  I didn’t wish to lose her.  Not again. 
 
      
 
    “We should move.  I don't think anyone saw me close the door beneath the statue, but they were in the courtyard.  The more distance we put between this place and ourselves the better off we’ll be.  It’s only a few minutes from here to the stable.”  Korva had started walking towards a tunnel in the rock face nearby.  We were in some kind of large underground cave.  It made sense that this existed.  I knew freshwater ran beneath the keep, but I hadn’t known about any of this place.   
 
      
 
    “I hope they haven’t hurt the kea.”  I voiced the concern as it came to me.  The mounts weren’t housed in a regular stable.  We called it the “stable” because it was where we came to meet with the creatures to maintain our bonds, but it was just a grove at the edge of the woods that the kea often slept in.  I went there to visit Zara every couple of days at least.  Calling her was usually sufficient to bring her around.  Kea didn’t bond easily with Wardens.  It was a process that was forced with the use of Will, but my connection with Zara was deeper than most.  This was a source of pride and guilt for me.   
 
      
 
    During the initial bonding experience, I’d hit her so hard with my Will that I’d stunned her, and she hadn’t ever recovered.  The result was that she was far more affectionate with me than most kea were with their handlers.  In many ways she’d become mine, though kea were generally kept by all Wardens to be used as necessary.  There were times when I wished I knew how to undo what I’d done to her, and other times that I was just happy to have her simple, uncomplicated affection.   
 
      
 
    “I doubt they’ve even found them.”  Korva said as she led us onward.  “We don’t exactly keep them near at hand, and I doubt they thought any of us would get out of the Watch without being caught.  My guess is they had the known exits well covered.”   
 
      
 
    “What do you think will happen to the others?”  Ori asked, looking back at the way we’d come.   
 
      
 
    “They’ll either return or fight not to, but I’m not sure they can win.  The King had to know there were a lot of us here.  He would have made sure to send enough to secure us.  It was pretty clear he intended to punish us for leaving Black Mark.“  I heard some anger behind Korva’s words.   
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should have tried to help others.”  I thought aloud, worry settling heavy upon me.   
 
      
 
    “There are a few other secret routes from the Keep.  Hopefully some of the others will get out as well, but I’m not entirely certain what getting out wins us.  We’ll be hunted now.  We’ll flee into the expanse, but I’m not sure what to do from there.”  Korva’s uncertainty was a bit distressing.  I’d come to expect her to know what to do next.  In many ways I still felt like a student at the academy, not a full Warden capable of making all of my own decisions.   
 
      
 
    “We should go to Second.”  The words slipped through my lips as I found my thoughts turning to Dreea.  I blushed a bit as I said this, since my primary motivation was to check in on her.  She was never far from my thoughts, and with all of this happening . . . I just hoped that they’d kept their door shut.  “If we get there quickly, we might be able to warn them before those Watchers reach them.  On kea we should be able to make good time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been so far out.”  Ori sounded just a little worried.  “What if something breaks on me?”  The suit she was in had been damaged in our escape from the flames, and parts had been faltering from time to time.  I thought she was now in pretty good condition after the repairs we’d done, but the chance of something going wrong did remain.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll fix anything that breaks as we go.  There are places out there that you can find supplies, old places that can be scavenged.”  I said, looking to Korva for confirmation.   
 
      
 
    She nodded.  “Yes, it won’t be easy to find exactly what we need, but there are places to go.  There are buried cities out in the expanse.  Some of those places are quite dangerous now, but if we have an emergency, we could find what we needed to make sure you make it safely, Ori.”   
 
      
 
    Ori let out a soft sigh and nodded her metallic head.  “That’s good to know.  This body has felt strange lately.  I’m concerned it is getting ready to come apart.”   
 
      
 
    I shot a worried look her direction.  “You should have said something earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn't want to worry anyone.”  She answered quickly.  “It might just be in my head.  I still don’t really know what is normal for being as I am.  I might be fine.  I’m probably fine.”  She said this last part more firmly.   
 
      
 
    “You will be.”  I told her, putting a hand out and touching her arm.  I would make sure she made it at least as far as I did.  No one would be left behind.   
 
      
 
    17.2 
 
      
 
    The flight from the caves to the place where we knew we could find the kea was a tense one.  Korva insisted she was certain we wouldn’t be followed, but I caught her looking over her shoulder on several occasions as we pressed through the sparse woods in the area.  The Watch hung above us, still visible from where we were on the rocky cliffs below, and it seemed eerily silent.   
 
      
 
    “We’re almost there.”  Korva whispered harshly as we drew near the clearing.  She didn’t need to tell me.  I’d been out here quite often, and her words seemed too loud in the silence around us.  I winced at the noise, though I knew she’d actually been very quiet.  Every sound we made seemed to echo from the rocky walls of the gorge.   
 
      
 
    The sound of a branch snapping behind us brought all three of us to a very sudden stop.  We froze in place.  It might have been anything.  It was a bit windy, and a dead branch may have snapped on a tree, or perhaps a deer stepped on a twig as it made its way beneath the canopy.  It could have been anything at all, but we were trained to anticipate the worst.   
 
      
 
    I felt the surge of Will before it hit us, and that gave me just a single extra moment.  “Run!”  I called out as I grabbed my Will and forced it up in my best semblance of a barrier.  Intricate walls of Will could be crafted to deflect attacks, but I wasn’t good with intricate things, so instead I used all the force available to me. The surge of Will that was aimed at us collapsed against the screaming flood of power I’d brought to bear, and a blow that would have easily staggered us broke apart against the fury.   
 
      
 
    I heard the sound of the others moving faster now and I turned to join them as voices rose up in the woods behind us.  We were found. How they’d tracked us I didn’t know, but they were coming now, and we had to flee.   
 
      
 
    We broke out into the clearing only moments later and I gave a sharp whistle to call for Zara as Korva did the same, though hers was something of a desperate plea.  She wasn’t currently bound to an animal.  Zara would have a rough time carrying all three of us, but maybe she would bring help with her.   
 
      
 
    An arrow flew from the forest and slammed into the ground a few feet to my left, and I spun back the way we’d come, backing up more into the clearing as I watched the tree line.  Watchers began to emerge, first one, and then two more, and finally a fourth.  Three of them had bows.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin, the King won’t be pleased that you tried to run.  He doesn’t like cowardice.  He expects strength from his followers.”  The man at the head of the group spoke, and his voice rang familiar, though I couldn’t see him well in the dim light of the crescent moon.   
 
      
 
    “The King can Stov Off!”  I growled, splitting my weapon into its two separate halves and holding each side in one hand.  “So can you lot, or I’ll make sure none of you walk out of this clearing.” 
 
      
 
    “Surrender now and this can be relatively painless.  I assure you, Watchers don’t miss when they fire an arrow, and I don’t think you’re ready to face the power the King has gifted us.”  That voice was so damn familiar.  His hood was up, further hiding who hid in the shadows.   
 
      
 
    I heard a low rustle from behind us, and then, with a quick glance, I saw Zara stride into the field, moving quickly and quietly.  Of course, she’d be seen, but she was here.  We might well escape yet.  Ori had taken a position at my side, and Korva wasn’t far away either.   
 
      
 
    “You’ve already missed once.” I noted, looking at the arrow to my left.   
 
      
 
    “That was a warning shot.”  The archers were drawing arrows again, though it was the man without the bow who spoke.  “You’ll know when it’s not.” 
 
      
 
    “Kavack.”  I said his name as the voice finally rang through.  “You weren’t good enough to become a Warden, so you became this mess instead?”  It was perhaps not the best time to poke fun at the man commanding those pointing bows at me, but I wasn’t in the mood to deal with the brat.  I began to back towards Zara.   
 
      
 
    “I was always better than you!”  Kavack snapped, his voice dark and full of anger.  It was much easier to recognize like that.  He hadn’t changed at all in the time I’d been away.  “The King recognized that!  I was one of his first!  Now don’t you take another step towards that animal or I’ll put an arrow through its head.” 
 
      
 
    This managed to elicit a snarl from me. “I will tear all four of you apart before I let you hurt Zara.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea what you’re up against.  We have orders to bring you intact, Lillin, but none of the others.  Keep that in mind.  Don’t take another step back.”  He called across the distance between us, threat clear in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “We’re going to break for Zara.”  I heard Korva whisper from just to my right and back.  “I’ll count to three and then . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “Enough. Fire.”  Kavack’s voice almost didn’t register, but the sudden hiss of will and darkness flaring up in front of me did.  I didn’t have time to think.  I barely had time to act.  I drew my Will into a ball of determination and anger before I threw it forward.   
 
      
 
    An arrow that I hadn’t even seen twisted and splintered as it struck my Will, and another slammed into the ground just in front of Ori.  The ball of Will flashed forward and struck the four men in front of me, knocking them down.  Korva gave a sharp gasp and then I heard her hit the ground.  Panic rushed through me.  I’d missed an arrow.  I’d missed one of the three.  Korva was hit, but it was just an arrow.  An arrow couldn’t kill a Warden. 
 
      
 
    I turned and saw her lying on the ground, her fingers clenched around the arrow that had struck her high in the left shoulder.  She was taking sharp short breaths.  “It’s . . . it’s burning me.”  She gasped out the words.   
 
      
 
    “Ori, take her.  Get on Zara!”  I shouted, and Ori snapped quickly to action.  She picked up the other woman and lifted her delicately before rushing over and mounting Zara.  I followed quickly after as a shout sounded from the other side of the field.  Kavack was ordering his men back up.  I hadn’t hit them hard enough to kill them, but at that range it was surprising I’d hit them at all.  I leaned my head against Zara’s for a brief moment.   
 
      
 
    “Go swiftly, go safely.  Don’t stop until they’re far from here.”  I told her, and in her beautiful, deep eyes I saw the reflection of understanding, a momentary sadness echoing from her soul as she realized I wouldn’t be coming with her.   
 
      
 
    Ori turned and reached a hand out for me, but then Zara was spinning, and a moment later she was tearing out of the clearing as fast as I’d ever seen her go.  I felt a surge of Will from the Watchers and lashed out with my own, shattering an arrow that had been meant to follow after Zara.  Then I roared and charged forward.  Today these corrupted fools would know the Will of a Warden.   
 
      
 
    I drew strength from myself with blind fury charging the surge and I used it to push myself forward as fast as I could go.  They didn’t have time to draw up their bows again.  They pulled their own form of twisted magic to bear, though, and I felt it coming.  I ducked and weaved through it before I reached the first of their number, the closest, and struck him hard across the face with one half of my weapon.  His jaw dislocated, and his head snapped to the side, but he was a Warden, even if of a twisted order, and this didn’t stop him.  He drew a knife and slashed back at me even as his jaw hung loosely from his face.   
 
      
 
    The others were on me fast, but they attacked with Will.  My leg locked in place and a heavy blow struck me in the chest, knocking me backwards.  I summoned my own Will and lashed out erratically, shattering their holds on me as I rolled across the ground and came back to my feet.  I let out another burst of Will, focusing it as much as I could at the nearest Watcher.  It smashed into his leg, bending it backwards as he let out a scream of pain.  I pushed against the ground and leapt into the air as I propelled myself forward and caved his head in entirely with another blow from my weapon.  A strike of Will from the side sent me flying to the side to tumble hard across the ground.  The three uninjured Watchers had come together, and I felt their hold on me solidify.   
 
      
 
    A sharp growl of anger tore up my throat, and I pulsed my Will as hard as I could, sending it spiraling out from me in every direction at once.  The bindings holding me shattered, and I staggered back to my feet, breathing hard.  There were little black dots in my vision and my weapons were feeling impossibly heavy.   
 
      
 
    A Watcher came forward, a confident smile on his face.  “She’s dazed.  Will exhaustion.”  He said, and I saw him reach behind himself and pull wrist shackles from his belt.  I drew my Will to me again, forcing the world back into sharp focus, and launched myself at him.  He looked shocked, and I felt him try and draw up a defensive shield, but I was already through it.  The end of my right-hand staff tore into his throat, and I ripped it to the side, mostly decapitating him.  I twisted to face the next of the original four and my leg gave out as Will from my attackers slammed into my shoulders and held me down.  Things were growing even darker.   
 
      
 
    I’d used so much Will, and most of it was just wasted because I couldn’t do exactly what I wanted with it.  I knew that was dangerous to a Warden.  I collapsed hard to the ground and felt my arms twist back behind me without my ability to control them.  They were pushing my body with their twisted abilities.  I tried to draw my Will.  It surged, I pulled my arms down in front of me and began to push myself back up.  The force of their power on me was like trying to lift a pile of anvils with my body.  I screamed as I fought to get back to my feet.  Things got darker again and I bit the inside of my cheek, fighting to stay awake and aware.  Something inside of me snapped and the Will fled from me.  I collapsed to the ground, my hands snapping back behind my back.   
 
      
 
    “She’s done.”  Then someone knelt next to me.  “You hear that, you’re done you little bitch.  Not so powerful now, are you?”  Kavack’s voice grated on me.   
 
      
 
    “. . . kill . . . you . . . soon.”  I managed to get the words out, though it took a fight against an exhaustion that was both inside my mind and in my body.   
 
      
 
    That earned me a kick to the head, which hurt, and sent my senses spinning.  It did not, however, knock me out.  If anything, when the spinning stopped, things were clearer again.  It didn’t matter, though.  The fight was over.  Shackles were fastened to my arms and legs, and a bag was wrapped around my head.   
 
      
 
    “The King is going to be very excited to see you.”  Kavack said, and despite my bravado, fear coursed through me.  I was very afraid of the King.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    The Burnt City 
 
      
 
    I’d heard of it, but I’d never had it done to me before.  It felt like a violation of my body and my mind.  In school they had called it the Will lock, but it was worse than that.  Two Watchers flanked me, and their Will was knotted into mine forcefully.  I could feel them in my mind, intricate nets of their Will woven to keep my manifestation of power suppressed.  I was shackled arm and foot, but that was far less disturbing than the Will lock.   
 
      
 
    The return to Black Mark was worse than I’d expected it to be.  The city was still burning when we stepped through the door and into the corridor of the school.  I could smell the char in the air, and it was so thick it almost made me choke and gag.  I was dragged through the halls and out into the Rift courtyard where the camp of refugees had been before.  Things were scorched inside those walls.  The ground was covered in ash, the trees were gone.  New tents had been erected in places, but the old ones were all little more than burnt traces of fabric.   
 
      
 
    As I was led through the disaster, I could see Wardens from the Night Watch.  They were in groups being guarded by Watchers, most of whom I didn’t recognize.  They seemed young, like students who had still been in training at the school.  They all had the scorched hand mark over one side of their face, blackened all the way to the bone.  Some of them I did know, at least passingly.   
 
      
 
    Other Wardens from the Watch I didn’t see at all, and I had to wonder what had happened to them.  “Where am I being taken?”  I asked as I realized we weren’t headed for the King’s tent.  I could see it in the distance.  It was in a different place now, but it was still the fanciest of the assembled structures.  I wondered why he hadn’t moved back into the castle yet, but then I thought it was probably because the castle was still on fire.   
 
      
 
    “You’re going to be shunted.”  Kavack answered, a smile on his face that was quite disturbing.   
 
      
 
    I thought I should probably let it go at that, but my mouth knew better it seemed. “Shunted?”  I pressed.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s a new thing we’ve discovered.  Well, it’s not really new.  The King says it’s an old trick, one they used to use to punish Wardens who got out of hand.”  His enjoyment of this was unsettling.  “You see, there are these two places in your head that when pierced break your connection to the Will.  Normally this causes a Warden to begin to die slowly and painfully, but the King believes you’ll survive.  You’ll just be powerless.”  He laughed.  “But it will still hurt you a lot, and I’m going to enjoy watching that.”  
 
      
 
    A cold chill shot down my spine.  I’d never heard of anything like that.  Wardens could be killed, of course.  Decapitation generally killed us.  Incineration, or enough outright damage to our head could end us beyond our ability to recover, but this was a trick I didn’t know.  The smell of rotting flesh hit my nose a moment later and my stomach turned.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing smart to say?”  Kavack teased.  “You had plenty to say on the way here.  Tell me about how you’re going to kill me again.” 
 
      
 
    We’d reached a large tent and Kavack pushed open the flap and lead us inside.  The stench of rot inside was far worse than it had been outside.  My stomach turned harder and I almost gagged, but those escorting me seemed immune.  The room was piled with bodies, Wardens, their flesh rotting from their corpses.  I could see two metal spikes sticking up from the backs of their skull, just above the neck.   
 
      
 
    “I’m still going to kill you.”  I spoke the words with a low, dark conviction that I hoped didn’t betray my fear.   
 
      
 
    Kavack turned to me and smiled.  “Well, when we’re done here, I’ll let you try if you want.  I’ve got several old wounds to repay you for.”   
 
      
 
    With that he grabbed me hard and pushed me towards a strange table in the center of the room.  It was more like a bench, but one designed to be knelt on and then leaned over.  I struggled, trying to resist Kavack and the others as they forced me down, but they used their Will, and I was still exhausted from burning my own.  I reached back trying to grab at it, but the Will lock was impossible to break through.  I just didn't have enough left in me to offer any real fight.   
 
      
 
    “Blackened!”  I growled.  “I’ll make you all pay for this.  When I am done with you, you’ll . . . “  A metal ring snapped loudly closed around my neck, and then I saw a robed figure come forward and begin to strap my head down.  I recognized the robes of a fel priest.  Of course, one of their dark priests would be here to do this job.   
 
      
 
    The priest brought something with them, and then a moment later it was being strapped onto my head and locked to the table by clips I hadn’t noticed before.  My head was held firmly in place.  This reminded me, in a way, of when I’d been strapped down for my face tattoo, but now I was face down into the table as the metal device was locked into place over my head.   
 
      
 
    I tore at my Will, trying to get it to come back to me, surged against the bonds the table had on me, but I couldn’t move.  I couldn’t escape.  The head piece shifted hard forward, biting into the back of my skull, and some internal piece pushed hard against the bridge of my nose as well.  It was incredibly painful, and something atop the metal headpiece was twisted, tightening it all into place.  Metal pieces pushed into my flesh, holding me still and tight.   
 
      
 
    “Do it.”  Kavack said, and I heard metal sliding against metal, and then felt the cold press of sharp steel at the back of my skull.   
 
      
 
    “You can’t stop me.  Nothing will ever stop me.”  I screamed as I gave one last, massive surge of effort to grab at my Will, and then metal struck metal and the back of my skull broke as pain exploded through my head, obliterating my ability to think or focus.  I couldn’t see anything.  The room was dark, but I couldn’t see anything at all even though my eyes were open.  Fear swept through me.  My body was numb.   
 
      
 
    Metal struck metal again and once more the world exploded into a void of pain and emptiness filled only with a terrible screaming that wouldn’t go quiet no matter how badly I wanted it to.  It wasn’t until some time later, when the laughing took the place of the screaming, that I realized I had been the one screaming.  I still couldn’t see.  I’d been unfastened at some point.  I was on the ground now, rot filling my senses as I stumbled across the floor and hit something soft and moldering.  This brought more laughter.   
 
      
 
    I couldn’t make my arms and legs do exactly what I wanted them to.  I could barely feel them.   
 
      
 
    “If she survives the King will want to see her later.  If not, well, he’ll still want to see what’s left of her.  She can stay here until then.  She won’t be hard to watch now.”  Kavack laughed as he finished speaking. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to curse at him, but I just made an inarticulate gurgling noise that sounded animalistic and full of pain.  I was full of pain.  It hurt so much that it seemed like all I knew was pain and confusion.  The worst of it was that I couldn’t control myself.  I screamed in agony and thrashed about the floor unable to hold any of it in check.  I wet myself and writhed through the dust and mud.  My mind felt detached from my body, and I tumbled into rotting corpses and rolled across the floor as the Watchers left, still laughing at me.   
 
      
 
    This went on for a long time before I was able to get ahold of my body again.  It was a gradual thing.  Hours passed before I could just sit still, only shaking a little as I tried to focus my thoughts again.   
 
      
 
    I reached a shaking hand around to the back of my head and touched the cold metal spikes that barely protruded from the base of my skull.  My hand came back bloody, and I watched it shake in front of my eyes for a time before I put it down and tried to get to my feet.   
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t move.”  I turned my head in the direction of the voice.  This was another familiar voice, though I’d never heard it sound so defeated and broken before.   
 
      
 
    “Iyavi.”  I hadn’t seen her since that night we’d slept together.  She was dressed in the robes of a fel priestess again.  “Did you . . . you did this to me?”  I asked, and I could hear the inflection of pain in my words.  It felt like a deep betrayal, even if we’d never really known each other well.   
 
      
 
    Iyavi’s expression was pained. “I had to, Lillin.  I have no choice in what I do anymore.”  She unfastened the top of her robe and pulled it open, exposing the left side of her chest. There was a black handprint over her breast, the flesh charred to the bone.  “He demands service, and we cannot disobey him.”  She closed her robe again.   
 
      
 
    “I thought you’d left this place after . . .”  I shrugged.  “You should have left.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to.  I enjoyed our night together, but I also knew that we weren’t destined to be together.  I intended to leave the city as soon as I could, but the network sneaking people out wasn’t safe.  I was caught by . . . “  She shuddered, and clenched her fists.  “I was lucky to survive my attempt at escape.  The King came just in time, but everyone he ‘saved’ he swore to fealty.  He demanded we serve in some fashion.  This is what he chose for me.  I must shunt every Warden who is brought to me, and then I am to watch them die, then pile them with the others and I wait for the next.”  Her face was full of pain.  “I can’t stop.  I hate what I’ve become, but I have no ability to make it end.  I am trapped in my own body.” 
 
      
 
    I stood up the rest of the way then.  My legs shook beneath me, but I forced myself to step towards her.  It was clear she was suffering.  A part of me wanted to hate her.  I wanted to be angry with her for what she’d done to me, but I knew the King.  I knew his terrible Will before he became this new monster, and I could only imagine how terrible he’d become since.   
 
      
 
    I reached Iyavi and put an arm out to lightly touch her shoulder.  “I hold no ill will for you.”  I told her firmly.   
 
      
 
    “I knew it was you before you even came in.  I could hear that fight in you, that . . . I love that about you.  I’m so sorry for what I’ve done.”  Iyavi came forward and put her arms around me.  She was solid, firm against my shaking body.  She kissed my neck, and then my ear, though I was covered in filth.  “Free me, Lillin.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Her words registered in my mind, but I didn’t understand them.  
 
      
 
    “Please, free me from this.  I can’t do it myself.  I’ve tried.”  She pulled a little away from me.  “If I try to my hands begin to shake and suddenly, I find myself doing something else.  I’m either just too weak, or he won’t let us get away.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you . . . I don’t want to kill you.”  I told her firmly, as firmly as I’d spoken since the shunts were put into my skull.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand, Lillin.  His touch already killed me.  Everburn has scorched my heart, and it’s twisting and tormenting my insides.  My heart is black beneath my ribs, and every life I take becomes easier.  I am dead, Lillin.  I just need to be set free.  Please, if ever I’ve meant something to you, free me.” 
 
      
 
    I took a step back, my eyes clouded with emotion as I considered her. The request was sincere.  Could I kill a friend?  A lover?  I had never loved her as I had Zarkov or Dreea, but that didn’t mean that she was nothing to me.  How would I live with this on my conscience?   
 
      
 
    The pain in her eyes is what decided the matter for me.  She was suffering, and more, if she kept on the way she was, she would become something she hated to be.  I was a way out for her.  I had to do this, no matter what it would do to me inside. 
 
      
 
    I nodded once, sharply.  “Yes, I’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled through her tears before reaching down to her belt to grab the knife she kept there.  She handed it to me, and I took it in my shaking hand.  The steel, the weight of the haft in my fingers, something about it made the shaking stop.  I gestured for her to come closer, and as she did, I drew her to me, almost like one might in a dance, spinning her so that her back was to my front, one of my arms wrapped about her waist.   
 
      
 
    “It’s okay if it hurts.  I’m not a stranger to pain.”  She spoke softly.   
 
      
 
    “It will, but not for long.  Is there anything to be done about the shunts?”  I asked, knowing I should ask before this was over.   
 
      
 
    She hesitated a moment, and then a soft sob escaped her. “Once they are where they’re intended to be, there is no way to undo the damage.”  She spoke between the waves of sadness that wracked her body.   
 
      
 
    “It’s alright, Iyavi.  It’s alright.”  I held her as firmly as I could and lifted the knife to her neck, switching my grip so I would be pulling it towards me rather than sliding it to the side.  That was a weaker stroke, and I was already weakened.  Her heart was already twisted and black, so I couldn’t end her that way.  I kissed her neck as she had mine earlier.  “Rest well.”  I pulled hard on the knife, as hard as I could, dropping her forward with the motion so that the blood spilled out across the floor instead of all over the both of us.   
 
      
 
    Iyavi died moments later, as quickly as I could make it happen.  I severed her head once she was gone, making sure that she would not come back in any form.  It was the grimmest work I'd ever done.  I added the memory to a pile of terrible things I dragged with me forever now.  I let the tears flow as I went to work.   
 
      
 
    I was covered in blood, piss and filth, and I was very angry.  I set about undressing Iyavi’s body.  I needed fresh clothes, and this was all I had.  I used a bucket of water in the corner to rinse some of the filth from myself and then dressed in the priestess’ robes.  I hated every moment of it.   
 
      
 
    I hated seeing her naked and headless, and I hated dragging her corpse onto the pile of the others in the room.  I hated hiding what I’d done, and I hated scrubbing some of the remaining blood from the robes before putting them on.  I was disgusted with the entire situation.  I tucked the knife into Iyavi’s belt and then pulled the hood up into place, my hands were still shaking, my legs still felt weak.  I needed to leave before they came back for me.  I wasn’t sure how much time I had left.   
 
      
 
    I slipped out of the tent and began to walk towards the exit.  The camp was a mess.  Everything was burned and ruined, the faces I saw were etched in horror and loss or marked with the black hand.  I kept my head low and moved with purpose, and no one seemed interested in talking to me, or even meeting my eyes.  It made sense.  Fel Priests were not exactly a warm bunch.  I’d often avoided them myself.   
 
      
 
    I was most of the way to the door out when I heard signs of distress coming from far behind me.  They’d discovered I was missing.  Now they would come searching for me.  They’d come looking for Iyavi as well, if they hadn’t found her body.  I’d hidden it the best I could, but there had been a great deal of blood, and it would be fresh.  It all depended on how smart they were.  I wasn’t giving them a lot of credit in that direction, but whether they were looking for me, or looking for Iyavi, I would be easy to trace.  I needed to find another disguise, and I needed to do so quickly.  My marked face would make this extra difficult.  
 
      
 
    I walked out past the guards stationed at the doors.  They didn’t stop me, or question my passing, but they took notice.  They’d direct the searchers out this way.  I took a right out the door and walked as quickly as I could make my shaking legs go.  My body was my enemy at that point.  It didn’t want to do as I instructed it.  It was weak, and it was full of pain.  I wouldn’t have much fight in me if I was caught, and I had no Will.  That was gone.  Forever.   
 
      
 
    As that thought hit me again, I felt a staggering pain of loss.  I hadn’t thought about it much when I didn’t have Will, but now that I’d touched on that power, having it just be gone was very hard to take.  I felt like I’d lost a part of myself, and I had in a very real way.  What good was I now?  What could I do to help anyone like I was?   
 
      
 
    I had to fight down these thoughts.  I needed confidence.  I needed to keep my thoughts focused on what I was going to do next.  A spiral of doubt wouldn’t get me out of the school.  As soon as I could I shifted my direction and moved to connect with the halls that would have taken me left out of the Forge training yard.  This was the wrong way to go to head directly out of the school, but it was also the way they’d least expect me to head.  If they didn’t send people off searching in both directions, it might buy me some extra time.  I walked until I hit the area that had once been kept by the fel priests as a small healing center. I went inside quickly and began to undress.  I tossed Iyavi’s clothes away and began to go through the supplies available.   
 
      
 
    I found some training uniforms, the basic white outfits coming in an array of sizes.  I picked the one that fit closest to my size and pulled it on after binding my breasts down with a tight wrap.  I grabbed a pair of shears used to cut bandages and cut off my hair.  It had been getting well past my shoulders, so I bound it on top of my head and cut it down as short as I could in a single pass.  I picked up a spare sack of supplies sitting near the clothes I’d taken.  It wasn’t full, but it had some well needed equipment, standard kit that would aid any journey.  Then I went to the supply cabinet and began to go through the various salves and creams.  I found a gel that was sometimes put over small wounds to keep the skin from drying out, and I combined that with a powder that was used to absorb dampness to create a white paste.  The tone wasn’t perfect, but I began to spread it across my face over my tattoo, and then when I saw that it didn’t look right on just that half of my face, I went to work on the other side, moving quickly.  
 
      
 
    The paste I’d made dried and cracked as I worked, making the lines on my face look deeper. It made me look older, made my complexion look awful, but it also completely covered up the tattoo.  It didn’t cover up the fact that one of my eyes was dull from the old scar running over that side of my face, but at a quick glance I didn’t look like I had when I’d been brought here.  The skull was absent from my face, my hair was short, and I was dressed differently.  I quickly ran about and cleaned up the mess I’d made, and then I was back out into the hall again.  
 
      
 
    I listened carefully, but I couldn’t hear anyone else, so I began to make my way towards the door out into the city.  That one was locked conventionally.  I could leave that way.  I couldn’t take the back door that would lead out into the open lands between the school and the wall.  Unfortunately, that door was Will locked, and I had no way of opening it anymore.  
 
      
 
    The halls weren’t entirely quiet.  People went about their business, though not many of them.  There were men and women from the city who seemed afraid, but alive.  They were still trying to live their lives, even if things were very strange in Black Mark now.  The school seemed to be the only place that was livable at the moment from what I could make of the small conversations I overheard.  There were not many people left, and most of them were Watchers.  There was a general fear of the King and of ending up like the Watchers.   
 
      
 
    No one seemed that interested in me, but I did my best to avoid being seen at all when manageable.  I made it most of the way to the gate before I ran into trouble.  There were Watchers at the front gate.  There were four of them keeping guard.  I could see that before even stepping foot into the courtyard.  I walked past the door that would have taken me outside and leaned against the wall.  I should have known this would be a problem.  Of course, someone would be watching, especially now.  They were watching for me.   
 
      
 
    I took a few breaths to calm myself and tried to figure out what I should do next.  I couldn't’ just walk out of this place. I needed to find a way out that wouldn’t be under close scrutiny, and there just weren’t that many exits from the school, not ones that lead back into the city.  I cursed under my breath and hammered a closed fist against the wall behind me.  It was a stupid gesture and just hurt my hand a bit.  I hadn’t hit it hard.   
 
      
 
    I pushed myself up from the wall and started walking down the hall again.  There were no regular exits from the school that wouldn’t be watched, but there was a route up to the top of the wall.  If I could get up there without being seen, I could climb down the wall and go off into the city that way.  Normally there were patrols that walked the entire wall and I wouldn't have tried such a maneuver at all, but they couldn’t have enough people to watch the entire wall, not with the way things were now.  The trick would be getting to the wall.  There were half a dozen doors that lead out onto the wall, and those they could probably watch if they thought to do so.  
 
      
 
    The biggest question, really, was who was monitoring the security of the school?  Did they know all the ins and outs as well as I did?  If they did, then this would be hopeless, but if they didn’t, then they might not have thought to keep an eye on the doors up to the wall.  That was perhaps a small hope, but it was something.  I picked up my pace a bit as I made my way for the nearest of the doors.   
 
      
 
    My legs were getting a bit firmer in their step as I went, my hands shaking a bit less.  It was getting easier to control my body again, though every time I tentatively reached for my Will it was like taking a step forward and finding no ground there.  The jolt to my system was frightening and distressing.  It was gone.  There wasn’t a trace of it left.   
 
      
 
    Before I even reached the first door, I could tell I wasn’t going to be making my way onto the wall from that one.  I heard two distinct voices as I approached, and I slowed my pace to listen as they spoke.  
 
      
 
    “ . . . she’ll really come this way?  I don’t want to fight her.”  One of the voices said.   
 
      
 
    “You’re afraid?  She doesn’t have her Will anymore.”  A female voice answered.  I didn’t recognize either of them.   
 
      
 
    “No, not afraid, but . . . I used to look up to her.  She was the first Deady to become a Warden. I wanted to be like her.”  The male spoke again.   
 
      
 
    “Well, she’s a traitor now.  The King gave his orders.  No one denies the Black Iron Will and gets away with it.  She did, and now she has to pay.”  The woman’s voice was firm, but young.  These were students from the school.   
 
      
 
    “I know, I do, and I am eternally grateful for being made a Watcher and given this . . . this power that I have.  I just . . . “  His voice fell away.  “Does it hurt for you too?  The burn, I mean, it hurts for you too, right?” 
 
      
 
    Silence hung in the air for a moment.  “All of the time.”  The woman answered.  “And I can always hear the King’s voice in my head, even when I’m dreaming, but . . . that’s a good thing.”  She said it firmly, but there was uncertainty there.  “We are connected to him now.  We are his hand, an extension of his Will.  We can’t fail him.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.”  The male sounded just as uncertain.  “She’ll answer for her crimes, and if she comes this way, she’ll regret it.”   
 
      
 
    Their conversation became a little more mundane then, and eventually lapsed into quiet.  I moved cautiously away, putting as much distance between myself and them as I could.  They were watching the stairs up.  That meant someone who knew the layout of the school was running security.  That put me in a very bad position.  I could circle to the other staircases, make my way slowly around the perimeter, but how long would I go before someone spotted me?   
 
      
 
    Of course, there was another way.  There were still the catacombs, the tunnels beneath the school.  They ran out under the city, and possibly even out beneath the walls, though I knew very little about them.  I wasn’t even certain I could find them.  Those had been the realm of Ghoul while he’d been alive.  He’d kept them hidden and worked his dark craft in the places beneath the school.   
 
      
 
    There really wasn’t much room for consideration on this.  I either went down, or I had to wander around through the rest of the school looking for a way up and out.  I wouldn’t be crawling out through the narrow slits that were the outer windows.  The courtyards and exits would be watched.  It was either down and attempt the catacombs or wander around until I was caught.  I had no doubt they would find me eventually.   
 
      
 
    This wasn’t a good situation in which to find myself.  I was powerless, weak, and left with the best choice for me being to wander around in a place I didn’t even want to go.  At least I knew that I could probably get my bearings down there and head in the right direction.  I would have a compass in the pack I carried.  It was a common item in such sets of supplies.   
 
      
 
    I started heading downward, taking any flight of stairs that lead me further into the ground.  When Ghoul had been in the catacombs it had been impossible to find my way back into them.  I wasn’t sure how he’d done it, but passages that lead into the tunnels had just seemed to vanish.  I was a little worried that I would find this to still be true, and yet several minutes later I was descending a long, spiraling stairway, and the stone walls of the school were becoming increasingly rocky.   
 
      
 
    Whatever power had once hidden the tunnels was no longer in effect, gone with the master of their depths.  The route I took deeper into the caverns below the school wasn’t the same one I’d taken years before with Ghoul, but it was familiar in many ways.  I soon enough found myself in the strangely circular tunnels that bore through the earth as though carved by monstrous worms.  The air, though, felt different now. Where before it had been filled with an oppressive weight, now it just felt dark and empty.   
 
      
 
    The darkness, though, was absolute.  I had no choice in the matter but to take one of the torches from the wall and spark it to life.  The glow would give me away quickly in the tunnels, but the only other option was to wander through a dark so absolute I might well end up walking into a bottomless pit. I hadn’t seen any such thing in my first journey down here, but these tunnels were ancient, and I had no way of knowing what they hid.   
 
      
 
    I remembered they had once held a lake of that terrible black liquid, but Ghoul had told me that was gone now, and it felt like that was true.  The air no longer pressed with the same weight it often did when the darkness was near at hand, though that did little to comfort the inherent fear that sprang up in the caves.  The depth of the blackness beyond my torch’s ring of light was so absolute that it sparked the imagination, setting it aflame with all kinds of unpleasant possibilities.  On top of this was the knowledge that above me were layers and layers of rock separating me from the surface of the world.  It was impossible not to feel confined.   
 
      
 
    Fortunately, or unfortunately, I had more pressing concerns than those the imagination was creating.  They weren’t looking for me down in the darkness yet, but they would come eventually, when other avenues of search failed them.    
 
      
 
    I walked for a time until I came to the first branch in the tunnels.  There were three paths, one leading straight onward, and the other two branching nearly in the same direction, but with a veering left or right.  I sighed and leaned my torch against a stone near the wall.  I pulled the pack off and began to go through it a bit more carefully.   
 
      
 
    It was clear this had been a student’s pack, likely one who had been injured while on a challenge.  The medical supplies were gone, but most of the rest of the gear was intact.  I drew out the compass with a small sigh of relief.  I should have checked it before going down into the catacombs at all, but it was good to see it was there.  I flipped up the metal cover that rested over the glass and held it in the light.   
 
      
 
    I waited for the needle to steady, and then took my bearings.  The exit from the school should be east.  The tunnels before me, all three of them, ran south, the most eastward one slanting downward.  I didn’t like that.  Of the three, that was the tunnel I least wanted to travel.  Going deeper seemed like a bad idea.  I looked at the compass again.  It was clear which path went nearest the course I wished to take.   
 
      
 
    I put the compass back into my pouch and considered my options again.  Finally, I gave in to my original plan.  I took a rock and dragged it along the wall of the cave, marking an arrow that pointed back the way I’d come.  I might need to find my way back at some point.  That done I put my pack back over my shoulder and started down the path chosen by the compass.   
 
      
 
    The slope downward started off gentle, but soon enough it became sharper, the path getting rougher as it went.  I walked for a time that I couldn’t measure and began to wonder if I’d made a bad mistake by choosing the path I had, but then something caught my eye ahead.  At first, I didn’t even notice what it was, but then I realized that there was light in front of me in the tunnel.  My torch wasn’t the only source of glow.   
 
      
 
    My mind flew through the possibilities even as I took my torch and doused it in dust as quickly as I could.  If there was anyone watching down the tunnel from the other source of light, they would have probably seen me already.  The light, though, seemed to be unmoving.  It looked more like a torch in a fixed position than something being carried.  I held still for a while, holding my place to be certain that I was right about what I was seeing, and then longer to consider what my next move should be.   
 
      
 
    I could turn about and take a different tunnel than the one I’d come down, but that would mean wasting all the time I’d taken to get where I was now.  I could go forward, discover why there was a torch burning down here, but I had no idea what that might lead to.  For all I knew there could be a group of Watchers from the school holding the tunnel in front of me.  That seemed like the less wise course of action, and yet for some reason I found myself creeping forward slowly.   
 
      
 
    If whoever was ahead hadn’t spotted me yet, I might be best served by finding out who or what was there.  A small part of me was foolishly wishing it would be Ghoul, some part of him still hiding down in these dark corners of the school.  I knew the truth of that, though. He was gone, and I wouldn’t see him again.  Whatever was ahead, it wasn’t him, and the light wouldn’t be any torch he’d left burning.  That time was too long passed now.   
 
      
 
    I crept forward cautiously, moving with motions as precise and quiet as my body would allow given its current state.  I found that I could do a good approximation of what I could before, even if my hands were shaking a bit, and my legs felt less than completely firm.  The constant pain was the worst part of it, but I knew how to ignore the agonies of physical discomfort.  It wasn’t long before I found myself looking into a lit chamber that had clearly been set up as some kind of study.  There were a few desks with papers and books scattered on them, and I could smell food cooking somewhere ahead.  This had been the last thing I’d expected to stumble upon in the dark of this cave. 
 
      
 
    There were people there as well.  I could see two of them, hooded figures leaned over the tables, quills scratching on paper as they wrote down something in books that lay before them.  I took another cautious step forward, now just at the edge of the bright light coming from their torches.  I could see another tunnel on the opposite side of the room, one that appeared to branch off into the dark again, but I would need to get through this lit patch to get there, and I had no idea what might lay beyond.   
 
      
 
    I considered my options again.  None of these people carried weapons that I could see, but then I couldn’t tell much about them. I didn’t recognize them as they were, and I certainly couldn’t begin to guess what they were doing down here in the dark.  I would either need to sneak through this area or turn around and go back up the tunnel I’d just come down.  That still seemed like a very bad idea to me.  I might well run into someone pursuing me if I backtracked too far.  At the very least I would be losing forward progress.   
 
      
 
    If there were people down here, they had to have some way out of this place, maybe even some way that led up and out of the castle.  Had the Watchers known they were here?  There were more questions in my head than answers.  I started to move forward again. The two people seemed very focused on their writing, so I crept slowly between where they sat and the back wall of the open cavern.   
 
      
 
    I moved more slowly than I had before, taking extra care to be quiet as I went.  I didn’t want to have to run.  I wasn’t sure how my body would take that kind of strain yet, and I didn’t wish to discover by failing to get away.  Every time my foot sat down on the solid stone floor I could hear the shift of the leather soles against the stone.  It was subtle, but in my heightened state of readiness it sounded like the beating of a drum.   
 
      
 
    My course led me within just a few feet of one of the hooded figures.  I could tell as I drew a bit closer that it was a woman, and that her skin was the pale white tone of a Warden, which meant they were probably Watchers now. Her hands were all I could see clearly, but that didn’t bode well for me.  Why there were Wardens, or Watchers, down in this darkness was a question I couldn’t answer for myself, but it served to enforce the need not to get caught here.  They would turn me over if I was found.   
 
      
 
    I was nearly past her when the woman sat up from her book and stretched, her head turning in the direction of the cooking fire at the end of the cave I was approaching.  I froze in place as her gaze turned almost entirely in my direction.  I could see the outline of her nose beyond the edge of her hood.  I was just a single step away from being far enough forward that she would be able to see me in her peripheral vision.  Unfortunately, I was out in the open as well.  There was nothing to hide behind here, but the only other path I could have taken would have had me crossing directly in front of the two figures.  
 
      
 
    She sat down her quill and stood up, so close that I might have reached out and touched her if I wanted to.   
 
      
 
    “Freya, we have a guest.  Did you offer her a place at the table?”  The voice caused me to jump, which made me trip forward from where I was crouched.  All heads in the room turned to me as I scrambled, trying to get control of my body again.  The panic seemed to have broken my ability to move properly for a moment.   
 
      
 
    The woman’s eyes had turned to me and she gasped in shock just as I was stumbling to my feet, and then a firm hand grabbed my shoulder.  I spun on the defensive quickly, twisting my body and swinging my fist up to knock the arm away, but the person who’d grabbed me was faster, more precise.  He easily blocked my punch and then kicked my legs out from under me.  I hit the ground hard, the air slamming from my lungs as my back connected, and then Arthos’ face was above me, looking down.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin?”  He sounded surprised, but he might not have been as surprised as I was.  “What are . . . when did you get back to the city?  I sent you away.”  He didn’t know I was here, and furthermore, he didn’t have the black hand mark on his face.  Neither did the woman I’d seen.  Was it possible they didn’t know anything that was happening above?  How could that be? 
 
      
 
    “You sent me to train as a knight, Arthos.”  I said this as an accusation, though really it was the least of my issues with him in that moment.  I was caught between relief and fear.   
 
      
 
    He gave a short laugh.  “That was for your own good.  You don’t need to be a scout.  Scouts die, Lillin, or they vanish and don't return.  It’s dangerous work, but that still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here.  No one is supposed to be here.  This place is private, secret.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned at that.  “How long have you been down here?” 
 
      
 
    “Since we returned with the tesseract.”  He answered.  “I’m studying it, learning what I can about it.  I’ve learned a great deal, though most of it makes little sense.  We don’t understand it any more than we did when we first brought it back, maybe less now than ever before.”  He seemed remarkably sane, not as off kilter as he had when last I’d spoken to him.  
 
      
 
    “Do you still have it?”  I asked, suddenly seeing an opportunity I hadn’t seen in a long time.  Perhaps I could still take it from this place, try and undo some of the darkness that had been done.   
 
      
 
    He frowned and shook his head. “No, of course not.  They took it from me, but that didn’t stop me, nor the others who saw it before the King took possession.  We’ve been searching for answers.”  That old spark of crazy fervor returned to his eyes for a moment as he spoke about the things we’d brought back.  I could see the madness lurking just beneath the surface.   
 
      
 
    “So, you don't know what is happening above?”  I asked, shocked that he might have so buried himself in study that he wasn’t aware of the chaos above.   
 
      
 
    “No, we don’t go to the surface.  We have supplies enough down here.  The food is travel fair, but we can live for years here, and it’s best this way.  The others thought us mad after we tried to tell the things we’ve discovered.”  He shook his head.  “No, it’s better to explore our studies in private.” 
 
      
 
    “Things are bad up there, Arthos.  You wouldn’t believe the things that have happened.  The golems went insane and killed thousands, the streets ran with darkness in the city.  Most everyone is dead, and the King retrieved Everburn and was driven mad himself.  He’s declared the Wardens finished and is turning them into something terrible.  He calls them Watchers, and he marks their faces with a burning handprint.”   
 
      
 
    Arthos listened, his eyes getting wider as I spoke.  “He’s killing those that won’t submit to him.  They’re being shunted, Arthos.”   
 
      
 
    Arthos shook his head.  “No, he wouldn’t!  That’s a terrible thing, a vile dark thing, to do to a Warden.  I don’t believe you.  The King can be rough, and he might be even more so after touching Everburn, but he would never . . . “ 
 
      
 
    I turned my head and showed the two metal spikes in the base of my skull.  “Do you think I did this to myself?”  I almost growled the words, and Arthos’ voice cut off abruptly.   
 
      
 
    “Blackened, Lillin . . .”  His voice was soft. “I can’t believe it.”  His fingers lightly traced the metal down to the base of my skull.  I’d heard a gasp from the other two Wardens as well.  A look of terrible sadness settled on his face as his hand moved up to the top of my head, rustling my roughly cut hair as though I was a child.  “I’m sorry, Lillin.  How did you survive?” 
 
      
 
    “People have been asking me that question as long as I’ve been a Warden, and I’ve never known how to answer.  I just know that this has happened and it’s not going to get better.”  A tear streaked down my face, and I hadn’t even realized I’d been on the verge of crying.  “It’s gone, Arthos, my Will is just gone.  My body shakes, and my legs are weak. I’ve been hiding and running since I woke up.  I had to . . .”  I thought of Iyavi and just shook my head.  “We have to go.  We can’t stay here.  The three of you have to leave as well.  They’ll come looking for me, and they’ll find this place.” 
 
      
 
    “The passages down here are hidden.  It takes a specific kind of knowledge to find this place.”  Arthos said, but he was looking at me as though the realization of my presence was still settling in.  
 
      
 
    “The man who hid these tunnels is dead.  He has been dead for a while now.  I’m surprised no one else has stumbled across you by accident.  I’m guessing it’s only because they’ve been focused on other matters.  You don’t want the King’s men finding you.  He’ll take whatever research you have, and then he’ll mark you or shunt you depending on whether or not he sees you as a threat.”  I spoke firmly despite the fear inside of me, despite the great welling void of fear that threatened to rise up and smite my ability to think.   
 
      
 
    “Blackened.”  He cursed, looking around at the room we were in.  “We can’t leave the research.  We’ve done too much of it, and there is so much more to do.  We’ve collected books, and written journals while traveling the far reaches of known existence.  The books we’ve written, the journals we’ve kept, they’re the only records we have.  You can’t bring books from other worlds.” 
 
      
 
    This gave me pause.  “Wait, are you saying there is a door down here?  You have a way to travel down here?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded.  “Yes, we’ve been using it since we began.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we can get out of here!”  I said quickly, excitement rising in me.  “We can use the door to port out of here, out of the school.  It’s the safest way to go.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a door that ports to other doors in this world.  It can only open instances, portals into other places and times.”  Arthos was shaking his head as he spoke.  “The doors that can do both or are just used for traveling are all kept upstairs.  I’m not even sure the school knows of the one we have.  We found it by accident and put it to our use, but it won’t do us any good.  If we wish to leave, we’ll have to take the tunnels.” 
 
      
 
    My momentary excitement was crushed.  We would still need to walk from this place.  That was dangerous, but we would do what we had to.  “Is there a way out of these caves and out beyond the school?”  I asked, hoping they would have an answer.   
 
      
 
    “There is.”  The woman behind me answered.  “It is a long walk, and the exit is difficult to crawl through, but it comes out into the woods beyond the wall.  I’ve been there a few times.  The place is quiet, and it’s a good spot to think.” 
 
      
 
    Arthos was still looking around the room. “If we each carry a pack of books, I think we can take the journals.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll move faster without the extra burden.”  I said, but Arthos shot me an almost venomous look.  The old madness clouding his features in an instant. 
 
      
 
    “I will not leave without the research, Lillin.  I would rather die here then go without those books.”  There was a manic edge to his voice, one that seemed to give both of the other Wardens pause for a moment.  
 
      
 
    “Alright, then we’ll carry the books out, but let’s make haste.  I don’t know how much of a lead I have.” I tried not to let my own exasperation out as I spoke, but the last thing I wanted to do was waste more time standing around.  I wanted to get out of the city as quickly as possible, and if I’d been confident I could find the way myself, I would have gone on my own.   
 
      
 
    Arthos relaxed some at my acquiescence to his desires.  The next few minutes were a flurry as we ran about collecting all the tomes that had been written about the artifact since they’d begun studying it and its origins.  There were fifteen of them in total, and all of remarkable size.  How they’d gotten so much information I couldn’t begin to guess, though flipping through one showed me that they were full of drawings, maps, diagrams, and even pages containing just small sets of words at times.  I couldn’t begin to guess at what it all meant.  Some of it looked like nonsense.  
 
      
 
    We split the books into packs and began to flee the tunnels.  Arthos lead the way carrying a small torch that barely lit the tunnels.   
 
      
 
    “We go out sometimes for supplies.”  He spoke as we went.  “Mostly we stay and study, we use the door to access libraries beyond our world.  The information out there . . . Lillin, you can’t even begin to imagine what exists beyond our world.  I thought I understood it before I began this research, or at least a piece of it, but it’s impossible for any man to comprehend.  The more I understand, the more I realize that it’s impossible to understand.  There is a place, a great library, and we have been trying to find it, but something works against us, hoarding knowledge . . . ” 
 
      
 
    A part of me wanted to point out that he sounded insane, but I was also keenly aware that doing so might just cause more trouble.  “The doors are incredible.”  I said, words just to make it sound like I was listening to what he was saying.   
 
      
 
    “There are places where they sail the stars the same way our ships sail the seas, Lillin.”  Arthos went on.  “We can traverse worlds with the doors, but others have built ships that can do the same.  They use magics that are so complex that they took millenia to build upon, generations of people studied to create the ships they use.  Those men, the star sailors, they are the ones who broke the seventh gate.  The tesseract is a piece of their work, and one that wasn’t meant to be gazed upon.  It is a piece of a greater magical artifact, and one that . . . “  His words trailed off.  “It’s very difficult to explain.   
 
      
 
    There was an excited fervor to Arthos’ speech that made me a little uncomfortable.  He was like a child that had discovered something exciting and wanted to share it, but in him that excitement was mixed with a dangerous power that threatened to burst out at any moment.  Perhaps a better comparison was to that of a child who was excited to have discovered a loaded and cocked crossbow.  Everyone was in danger, and even the child was vaguely aware that something was amiss, but in his excitement,  he didn’t care, and we were all very much in peril.  
 
      
 
    “So, what are we supposed to do with the tesseract?”  I asked, deciding it was best to let him talk as we moved.  It kept him occupied, and there was a chance I might learn something from the things he was saying.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but I know that it’s important.  It’s dangerous, but it shouldn’t be mistaken for a weapon.  It was something that should have never existed, not for us.  The men who created it were not aware that they had built something beyond their control.  They sought the magic it contained for so long as a people that not one of them even remembered the intricacies of its design.  They built other magical devices that helped them piece all of their other research together, but none alive knew it all, none could understand everything that went into the building of the artifact.  It would have been finished in a shrouded room, no human hands involved in the process.  They used golems, or something like them, and when they finally went to use the artifact, they couldn't begin to fathom what they’d done.”  Arthos laughed.   
 
      
 
    “They built something like the doors for their ships, but the doors are old, perhaps infinitely so.  If anyone built the doors, they were built by something that understood the intricacies of passage in a way that no one else ever will.  The tesseract is a corruption of what the doors were, even if it wasn’t intentionally so.  It went somewhere the doors knew not to go.”  Arthos let out a sigh as he finished talking.   
 
      
 
    For a moment there was a bright spark of understanding and horror on my instructor’s face.  “It was a mistake to bring it here.  All of this is our fault, Lillin.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, wanting to remind him that I’d tried to stop him from bringing it here.  In that moment I was furious with him for putting partial blame at my feet.  The only thing that held my tongue was that I needed him to him show me the way out, and that look of distress he wore told me that he was already suffering.   
 
      
 
    “No, it was my fault.  I should have never looked in the bag.”  He added this more quietly.  “It unhinges your mind, seeing it.”  A pressure lifted from me at his words.  He did know, even if his mind was twisted, a part of him understood what he’d done.  He spoke the next words.  “What if a portrait saw the face of a man, Lillin?” 
 
      
 
    My brow creased again.  “What does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “It’s very difficult to explain, and it doesn’t matter now anyway.  Come, we’re almost near the passage out.”  He led us faster, taking another turn in the tunnels before we reached a door that he unlocked with a key he had in a pouch on his belt.  The door was large, and it took a push of Will to move it aside even after it was unlocked.  As the door rolled backward, natural light flooded down into the cave we were in, and I let out a sigh of relief.  We were out.  We’d made it through the caves and back out of the castle.  I hadn’t expected to get free.   
 
      
 
    We started forward again.  The remainder of the cave leading up and out wasn’t long.  It took us maybe a minute to reach the opening, though it was a steep upward walk to do so.  Arthos lead the way.  He emerged into the light of day, early morning I thought, and then a scream exploded from him.  He spun and collapsed, clutching at something sticking out of his shoulder, and then the world errupted into chaos.   
 
      
 
    The watchers poured into the mouth of the tunnel, emerging from points they’d been hiding in around the opening.  There were four of them, and they’d laid a very thorough ambush.  Arthos screamed in rage as they pulled his pack away, and I saw one of his attackers fly back as if struck by an invisible fist.  He managed to get his weapon drawn, but then he was hit by another arrow and he staggered to the ground as one of the Watchers descended on him and clamped restraints on his wrists.   
 
      
 
    The other two put up much less of a fight.  The man whose name I didn’t know gave up, kneeling and placing his hands open on the ground in front of him.  The woman, Freya, she struggled, getting a knife into one of the Watchers before he impaled her with his sword and she slumped to the ground, probably not dead but definitely out for the moment.  She would need to heal.  I’d backed into the tunnel, thinking of running, but then my legs froze in place, and suddenly I couldn’t move at all.  I couldn’t feel it, but I knew it was Will.   
 
      
 
    “Well, we certainly didn’t expect to catch four of you.”  One of the men said.  “We don’t have any orders on the others, but they were very clear about you.”  He was looking at me.  “The King wishes to have the honor of your company.”  He looked at Arthos and the others.  “You three, well, I guess you’ll need to make a decision.  You can serve the King, or you can be punished for treason.  I want you to think about that while we take you back to the castle.”   
 
      
 
    He nodded to one of the other Watchers, this one a younger woman, near my own age, maybe younger than I was.  She came forward and grabbed me, twisting my arms behind my back as she fastened manicals to my wrists.  She had uncertainty in her eyes, even the one covered in the scorch mark, but she acted with firm strength.   
 
      
 
    “Take Lillin to the Forge.  They’ll be pleased to see she’s back.  Make sure you tell them we were all involved in the capture.  I’m going to take these three to the court.  I don’t know what they’ll want done with them.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making a terrible mistake.”  Arthos’ voice had taken on that crazy edge that it did sometimes.  “We must be allowed to continue our research.  The entire world depends on us finding answers.” 
 
      
 
    The man sighed.  “Try to keep your mouth closed.  You can plead your case to the court.  They’ll decide what you can and can’t do.”   
 
      
 
    With that we began to move.  The woman pushed me forward, back towards the inner wall of Black Mark, using my twisted arm to force me to go.  Despair welled up inside of me. I’d been so close to escape.  I couldn’t believe they’d thought to watch these exits as well.  There had to be quite a few of them.  Behind me I could hear Arthos ranting and raving with increasing vigor as him and the other two were taken in a different direction, towards another door back into the school.   I thought it strange they weren’t being taken back to the Forge.  The man in charge of this little group hadn’t seemed to want to go back there, and I couldn’t blame him.   
 
      
 
    “They’re probably going to kill me.”  I said as I was forced forward.  It wasn’t easy to walk as I was, harder because my body still wasn’t working as it should.   
 
      
 
    “That’s what you get for betraying the King.”  The girl answered.   
 
      
 
    “The King is a monster.”  I replied calmly and with little heat in my voice.  I didn’t really expect to accomplish anything with this talk.  I just needed to do something, anything at all, to not feel so helpless.  “He was before he went to clasp Everburn, and he came back much worse. Now he’s even more of a threat.” 
 
      
 
    “The King is the Black Iron Will.”  Her voice was a mix of anger and fear.  “His strength is beyond question.” 
 
      
 
    “No strength is beyond question.  Men and women who bow to power even when it’s wrong deserve whatever ill fate they meet.”  The words were harsh, slipping off my tongue with more venom than I’d meant.   
 
      
 
    “Shut up!”  Pain exploded against the back of my head and I tumbled forward.  Without my arms to stop me I struck face first, and my nose hit the ground hard.  I heard it break, and then felt the unsettling spin of the world as my head swam from the impact.  A rough hand grabbed my arm and then I was being pulled forcefully back to my feet, my shoulder twisted at an unnatural angle to force me forward.  My head was spinning, my stomach turning, pain and disorientation flashing through me.   
 
      
 
    “Just shut up!”  She told me again, but her voice was softer.  “I don’t want this.”  She added quietly.  “I have no choice.  None of us do.  Some of us are happy that we are Ward- . . . Watchers now, but some of us just want to live, Lillin.  This is the only way.  We’re afraid.  We know this is wrong, but what can we do?” 
 
      
 
    The helplessness in her voice was painful to hear.  She was a student from the school, I realized, as were many of these new Watchers.  He’d used whatever twisted power he had now to give them Will and some form of power tied to the darkness, but they were just children, and many of them wouldn’t have been strong enough to be Wardens.    
 
      
 
    “You can fight, even unto death.  In the end we have nothing but our lives to give, and submission to a monster is unacceptable.  I will not stop fighting until I’m dead.”  I spoke firmly, the words sounding weak and muffled as I spoke them with my newly broken nose.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not afraid of dying.  I’m afraid of the things that are worse than that.”  Her voice was very soft.  “There are things he can do to you that are much worse than death.” 
 
      
 
    “You could leave.  Just run and get as far away from him and all of this as you can.  The Expanse is massive.  I could take you there, and you could hide away in a safe place and never be found.”  It felt as though I might reach her if I kept trying.  She was drowning in a sea of fear, and if I could just give her something to cling to, I thought, I might yet free her and myself from this situation. 
 
      
 
    She laughed, and it didn’t sound like a particularly pleased sound.  She stopped us and turned me roughly in place so we were facing each other.  I could see the fear in her eyes.  The one lying beneath the black scorch mark was black but for the colored circle in it.  The flesh around it was dry and crisp, scorched away in places revealing the bone beneath, especially along her cheek.  
 
      
 
    “Look at me!”  She snapped.  “Look at this!”  She reached up and touched the scorch mark.  “He is in my mind, in my flesh.  There is no escape.  No matter where I go, I can hear him, feel him, and he will never go away.  This is forever.  The oath we took to become Watchers is forever.  I could run to the ends of this world and he would still know where I was.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to say something else, but I closed it again.  What else would I tell her?  What hope could I give her?  If he really was directly connected to everyone he marked, then there was no bringing them back.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing else to say?  No other fragments of hope to try and toss in front of me?”  She asked, and she sounded almost desperate.  She wanted me to have something for her.  Her good eye, the one not scorched and turned, watered.  She grabbed my shoulder and turned me about again, pushing me forward, so hard that I stumbled and fell to the ground, managing to fall to my knees and not on my face again.  “I didn’t think so.”  She spoke in little more than a whisper.  “There is no hope.” 
 
      
 
    “Get moving.”  The snap of authority had returned to her voice.   
 
      
 
    I began to walk forward again, the effort difficult with my lost mobility from the shunting and the binding of my hands.  I had no protests left to give.  I tried to formulate something, but it was far easier to sink into a pit of despair as we emerged from the tunnels and back into the school proper.   
 
      
 
    The walk through the halls went too quickly.  Soon enough I was being led across the fields of Forge again, this time towards what was clearly a new structure in the center.  We were stopped at the doors.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve brought the woman the King wants.”  The girl guiding me said.  “Squad fifteen found her, out by the lower cavern exit.”   
 
      
 
    There were five watchers at the gate, and two of them came forward and grabbed me, taking one of my arms in hand.  “We’ll take her from here.”  They said, and pulled me harshly forward. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll tell him squad fifteen brought her in, right?”  The girl asked as I was pulled away.   
 
      
 
    “He’ll hear.”  Someone said to her, but I got the impression it didn’t matter.  There would be no reward or special treatment for capturing me.  A keen spark of fear had begun to grow in me as I was drawn forward.  A powerful urge to resist in some way was rising up inside of me, but I wasn’t sure what to do about it.  I could try and fight, but the two dragging me forward were stronger than I was, and backed by the dark Will that seemed to fuel the Watchers.  I might hurt one of them, but I wouldn't get away.  They were going to take me to the King.   
 
      
 
    This new building wasn’t large, but a small hall had been built that led to double doors that were solidly constructed.  It looked like the walk up to a throne room, which is what I guessed it was supposed to look like.  As I was half carried, and half dragged down the hall, two other Watchers ran to open the doors upon my approach.  They scrambled out of the way as I slipped past them and into the room beyond.   
 
      
 
    It was a large room, one that probably took up most of the building, and an attempt had been made to make it look regal, though it was clearly unfinished and rough. A rich carpet had been laid out leading up to a raised platform on which sat a throne.  On the throne was the King.  I hadn’t seen him in some time now, but I would never forget the man.   
 
      
 
    He was tall and powerful looking, with long black hair and piercing blue eyes set in a hard face.  Of course, things had changed.  His resplendent armor was scorched black now, and his flesh was charred in places.  His eyes were still blue, but also red and streaked black.  He looked burned, blackened by the flames of Everburn, but there was something else too.  He exuded darkness.  I remembered only too well the feel of the dark, the heaviness that seemed intent upon suppressing all goodness and light in the world.  That same aura hung around the King, clung to him like a shroud that filled the room.   
 
      
 
    His horrible eyes tracked me as I was brought before him and tossed on the ground at the foot of the steps up to his throne.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  He spoke my name as I tried to get back to my feet.  His voice was just as terrible as it had been before, maybe worse.  It hit like a post-driving hammer, and my legs shook and then gave out as I fell to my knees.  He laughed.  “I see you’ve finally learned your place.”   
 
      
 
    I attempted to open my mouth to speak but found that words wouldn’t come to me.  My lips wouldn’t move, nor my tongue.  I couldn’t push air through my voice box even to make a choked sound.  His Will was upon me, though I couldn’t sense it beyond the oppression it placed on me. 
 
      
 
    The King turned to his men.  “Leave this room.”  He boomed, and they scrambled to exit as quickly as they could.  He didn’t speak again until the heavy doors of the throne room were shut behind them.  Even then he waited, letting the moment stretch on painfully as his strange gaze bore into me, peeling me apart with a violence that I could feel in every part of my body. 
 
      
 
    “I was told that you are important.”  He finally spoke, shattering the silence that had almost become unbearable.  “When I purged the dark from this town, the last foe I vanquished spoke of you as I burned the limbs from his body.  Do you know what he told me?” 
 
      
 
    “No, my King.”  The words tore from me immediately, spilling out in a strangled whisper that I couldn’t control at all.   
 
      
 
    He smiled down at me.  “He told me that you were a piece of something vastly important, and that I should strive to harness that.  Imagine my surprise?  I thought you were just a mouthy brat of little consequence to anyone, but the force that laid siege to this city had taken notice of you.  What does that mean?  Why are you important?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t resist answering him.  His words pulled answers from me beyond my ability to stop them from flowing.  “I don’t know.”  I gasped the words, the only truth I could offer.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t you?”  He asked again, and pain blossomed in my head.  Before I knew it I was screaming in agony.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know!”  I cried out, buckling under the pain.  The world was a haze of white agony unlike any I’d known before.  It slowly subsided but didn’t dissipate entirely.  “I don’t know.”  I sobbed the words, unaware until I heard my own voice that I was crying.   
 
      
 
    “Curious.”  The King’s voice hit me again, but I could do nothing other than shudder. “Stand up.”  I was fighting to do so even as the words finished leaving his mouth.  My body ached and protested, but at the same time it didn’t fail to obey the Black Iron Will. 
 
      
 
    “A part of me thinks killing you is the wisest course of action.  In fact, that was my intention when I first heard your name muttered by the enemy, but I find myself curious to know more now.  I had expected you to die when you were shunted, if the truth is to be known.”  The King was talking at me and not to me, his words like the idle chatter of his mind.  “I certainly hadn’t expected you to be capable of killing someone after the process was done, and certainly not a Fel Priestess.  That is very impressive for someone who should be dead.”  He looked back at me, his eyes piercing and terrible.   
 
      
 
    “You’re not nice to look at, and you’re not particularly skilled.  You do have . . . well, you did have a remarkable amount of Will, but there have been others that were strong.  So, we need to know why you are special.  Since you clearly don’t pose any kind of threat now, I think we’ll keep you alive for a time while we try to figure that out.”  He smiled, and it was a very unsettling expression on his face.  It promised dark things that I didn’t wish to experience.   
 
      
 
    “I know a few Watchers who might be able to pull things from you that you weren’t even aware of, truths so hidden that they were secret from even you.”  He nodded to himself, as though agreeing with his own decision on the matter.  “Yes, we will figure out the truths you hide.  It will take time to rebuild anyway.  I can attend to more important matters while you’re studied, and you will cooperate fully with my men.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my King.”  My voice answered on my behalf.   
 
      
 
    His smile brightened.  “Very good.  Go to the men at the door and tell them you are to be brought before Watcher Tanzen.  When you reach Watcher Tanzen, you are to tell him that I have ordered you to be scraped for information, any information.  He has three weeks.  I’ll expect a report at the end.  Make sure he knows that he is to use his harshest methods, and that he isn’t to miss anything.  Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my King.”  I answered, bowing painfully low before I turned and started back down the throne approach for the door at the end.  Tears fell freely down my face.  I couldn’t resist any of it.  I didn’t know who Tanzen was, or what he would do to me to try and get information, but I had to guess it would be akin to torture, and I was going to walk directly into it without hesitation.  I couldn’t even attempt to stop myself.   
 
      
 
    When I reached the doors I did exactly as he’d told me to do, and soon enough I was being escorted back through the camp.  I was taken to a tent at one of the further corners of Forge and led inside.  The insides of this tent were brightly lit, and there was a man inside dressed in a Watcher’s uniform.  There was a woman sitting in a chair in the center of the room.  Her arms and legs were buckled to the chair which was mounted to a heavy wooden pedestal.  She wore a Warden uniform, and though I didn’t recognize her, her face wasn’t marked.  She didn’t look at me as I entered.  Her eyes were wide open, forward, and blank. 
 
      
 
    “What is this about?”  Tanzen snapped at me and the men who’d brought me in.  He sounded angry that we were there.   
 
      
 
    “New project from the King.”  One of the men said, and then I stepped forward to say the rest.   
 
      
 
    “I am to be scraped for information.  You are to use your harshest methods.  You have three weeks, and the King expects a full report at the end of those three weeks.  You aren’t to miss anything.”  I spoke the words clearly and crisply, but I hated hearing them.  I hated delivering the message of how I was to be tortured to this man.  
 
      
 
    Tanzen smiled faintly.  “Oh, is that so?  Three weeks is a very long time.  He must believe you have something special inside of your head.”  He looked back to the Watchers who’d brought me in.  “Did he give orders what he wants done with this one?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he didn’t even give us direct orders.  He just sent her.”  One of my guards said, indicating me with a head nod.   
 
      
 
    Tanzen nodded.  “Of course, of course.  Well, there is only one of me.  If he wants me to work on this one instead, that means she is no longer useful.  Take her back to the keeping ward.  She shouldn’t be a problem anymore.  I was a little rough with her.  I doubt she’ll be doing much of anything anymore without direct influence.”   
 
      
 
    The woman was still staring blankly ahead, her unblinking eyes wide and apparently without vision.  The guards came forward and unfastened her bindings before they lifted her from the chair and began to drag her out of the room.   
 
      
 
    “Sit down.”  Tanzen told me, gesturing to the chair.  I did so without question, my body moving before my mind could make a point of trying to resist.  I was still under the push of the King’s Will.  “Put your arms on the arms of the chair, and your legs to the legs.”  He ordered, and I did that as well, frustration mounting inside of me as he approached and began to buckle me into place.   
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?”   
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  I again gave him what he wanted.   
 
      
 
    He nodded, then paused a moment, looking at my face more closely.  “Oh, yes!  I’ve heard about you.  I didn’t think we’d ever meet.  I’ve never been one for getting out much, but you’re a very interesting case.  Very interesting!  I once helped a colleague of mine translate bits of the first language he claims that you spoke.   Kine, he was a very skilled individual, the man who taught me everything I know today.  That was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was me.”  I answered.   
 
      
 
    “Then this shall be interesting for the both of us!”  He sounded uncomfortably excited about this.  “What I’m going to do, you see, is difficult.  The King can compel the truth from a person’s mind with no effort at all.  He can force you to speak what you know, but the human mind is a strange thing.  Sometimes, intentionally or not, a person can bury things that they know deep inside their own head.  In some rare cases a person’s mind can contain information that they’re not even consciously aware that they’ve acquired.  This can not be torn free with brute force.  A person might even die before speaking that information because it’s not accessible to them at all.” 
 
      
 
    The man had a grimly excited air about him as he explained this.  “My art, the thing that I am very good at, is peeling back the layers of the human consciousness to get at the information that is buried underneath.  This usually takes days, sometimes weeks, of work.  My most difficult work has taken me a couple of weeks, but the king has given me three to work on you.  That means he must really believe there is something special inside here.”  Tanzen reached out and lightly touched the top of my head.   
 
      
 
    “My last project took me almost two weeks, but I think I was getting close to breaking her last layers of blocking.  It’s a shame to stop there.  I will lose progress, but this is even more exciting.”  His face became grim.  “I’m not going to lie.  This will be painful.  I am going to . . . wait, what is this?!”  He sounded agitated as one of his hands slid down my neck and touched one of the metal spikes sticking out of the back of my skull.  He walked around me and pushed my head forward.   
 
      
 
    “Shunted?  You’ve been shunted?”  He snapped angrily.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was shunted.”  My voice responded.   
 
      
 
    “Stoving Blackened!”  Tanzen growled, pushing my head forward hard.   
 
      
 
    “Why does that matter?”  I asked, and that question was one of my own desire.   
 
      
 
    “It matters because that means your head, the place where all of this information is stored, has been compromised!  The channels that cycle your Will are severed.  Those are the channels I would use to access your mind.”  Tanzen began to pace the room, suddenly looking very agitated.  “The King can force you to do things through brute force, but he’s limited by what you are actively aware of.  The functions needed to access other parts of your head are very different, more precise.  I’m not even sure this will work.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to want to tell the King that.”  I replied, a small smile slipping onto my features despite everything else that had happened.  For all that I was in a terrible position, I was amused that the King had sabotaged his own progress by having me shunted.  It was a small victory really, but it was something.  
 
      
 
    I could see the ire on Tanzen’s face, the dark scowl deepening as he considered me.  “I suppose we’ll just have to see what can be done.”  He pulled out a chair across from me and sat down.  “Let us see what is there to be seen.”  He closed his eyes.  I saw the clear signs of focus and concentration settle into his expression, but I felt nothing at all.  Was it working?  I rolled my shoulders and sought to try and work my way through the current situation.  I needed a path of escape, and I didn’t see one yet.   
 
      
 
    While I was fastened to the chair there was little chance of me getting away.  I wasn’t strong enough to break the bindings, and I couldn’t use the Will that I lacked to manipulate them, but how long would they keep me in the chair?  They would need to take breaks eventually.  Tanzen couldn’t use his Will day in and day out.  He’d sent the other woman to the keeping ward, and I had to wonder what that place was.  It might be a place easier to escape from then my current situation.   
 
      
 
    “Blackened!”  Tanzen swore, getting up to pace the room again.  “Nothing, there is nothing!” 
 
      
 
    “Frustrating, isn’t it?”  I asked, that same somewhat wry smile slipping onto my face.  It was hard not to take some pleasure in his distress.  Tanzen shot me a viperous scowl that looked just a bit dangerous to my well being.   
 
      
 
    The scowl on his expression began to turn to a smile.  “Did you know, Lillin, that sometimes in order to distract the conscious mind we need to cause a great deal of pain for the person we’re working on?”  He walked back to a table along one side of the wall.  He shuffled through metallic items on the table before turning back around with a pair of pliers in one hand.  “You see, to access the parts of your mind that aren’t normally in the forefront, we have to get that active part focused on something mundane and pointless.  Pain is a wonderful distraction.” 
 
      
 
    My stomach turned and a streak of fear ran through me.  I forced myself to smile again.  “Well, it has been a terrible day so far.  A distraction sounds like just what I need about now.”  Bravado was perhaps a foolish choice of action at that moment, but I had nothing else to give.  Tanzen circled around behind me, snapping the pliers open and closed.  Each time the metal ends snapped shut my heart jumped in my chest.  I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next, but I knew it wasn’t going to be pleasant.   
 
      
 
    The metal snapping grew closer and closer behind me, and then Tanzen’s fingers knotted in my hair and forced my head forward with a powerful tug that sent pain flashing through my scalp.  A moment later I felt the pliers clamp down one of the spikes in the back of my head and there was a sharp and incredibly painful tug.  I let out a cry of pain as he tore one of the spikes from my skull. 
 
      
 
    My vision swam and my arms and legs went numb, convulsing beyond my ability to control their motion.  Before I’d even began to recover from the first one being removed, Tanzen started on the second.  I screamed, agony poured through every inch of my body as though liquid metal were running through my veins.  I could feel it in every part of me at once.  I blacked out, my mind giving in to the pain.   
 
      
 
    I came to a few moments later.  Tanzen was depositing the metal spikes on his work bench.  He turned back to me, a grin resting on his face. “Whether or not that helps us, it was certainly fun to do.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to say something spiteful and angry, but I couldn’t force myself to speak.  My body felt leaden, and even the act of breathing seemed a monumental task.  He sat down in front of me again, closing his eyes.  I waited for something to happen.  I waited for what felt like forever, but nothing seemed to change.   
 
      
 
    Tanzen stood up angrily.  “It’s different now, but . . . “  He shook his head.  “Time, I just need some more time.  With that he left the room and I was alone.  I did what I could to struggle and try to escape, but my body was barely functional for me.  Two guards came in, two I didn't recognize, and I was freed from my cuffs and dragged away.  They tried to make me walk, but I couldn’t do it.  My legs wouldn’t heed my instructions.  This fact only served to win me more abrasive treatment.  
 
      
 
    I was dragged into a tented area with cages, the kind one would use to keep dangerous animals, and then one of the small prisons was opened and I was thrown inside.  There wasn’t room enough to stand, not that I could, nor was there room to stretch out entirely.  I lay huddled in the cramped space as the door was shut and a heavy lock set in place.  The men left then, and I lay on the ground, pain pulsing through me in a steady, constant throb.   
 
      
 
    I managed to roll to my side some, though it took a concerted effort, and then I looked around at the inside of the tent.  There were a lot of these cages, though most of them were empty.  It was raining outside now.  The drone of the water hitting the tent filled the air in an almost soothing way, but my cage was near the wall of the tent, and the ground was wet, which meant that I was wet.   
 
      
 
    I sighed, trying to get enough control to sit up so I wasn’t just laying in the cold water.  As my clothes soaked up the moisture on the ground, I found myself missing the cloak that Ghoul had given me.  It had been comfortable and warm, and it hadn’t absorbed water so quickly.  I knew I wouldn’t see it again now.  He’d kept it for so long, and I’d lost in a few months.  It was a strange thing to be upset about given my current situation, but that was where my mind was.   
 
      
 
    A strange metallic ticking sound pulled me from my mundane worryings, and I looked in the direction it was coming from.  My eyes quickly fell upon a woman dressed in Warden’s clothes.  She had an arm through the bars of her cage and was doing something with the lock.  I frowned, uncertain what I was seeing.  I forced myself up to my knees and stumbled towards the door of the cage to look more closely.  This caught the woman’s attention and she looked up at me.   
 
      
 
    I recognized her face, though it wasn’t slack and gazing into emptiness anymore.  She was the woman who’d been in the chair in Tanzen’s torture room before me.  She was picking the lock.  As our eyes met she raised a finger and put it over her lips, telling me to be quiet.  I was amazed that she was moving at all.  I gave her a nod of acknowledgement and watched her work.   
 
      
 
    It took a long time.  It took so long that I thought she wouldn’t finish at all, but then there was a very clear click, and the lock on her cage fell open.  She smiled in triumph as she carefully lifted the lock from her door and set it aside before slowly pushing the cage open.  She immediately started checking the other cages.  Most of them were empty, but she found someone close to her and gave the person in the cage a small push with one hand.  They didn’t move.  I could see their chest rising and falling, but they weren’t responding.  She passed over their cage.  The other two she found reacted about the same.  Finally she reached my cage and knelt before the door.   
 
      
 
    “You’re all here?”  She asked, tapping the side of her head as she lifted the lock and shoved a small piece of metal into it.   
 
      
 
    “My mind is, but I’ve been shunted.  My Will is gone, and my body is weak.”  I told her honestly, though I knew that my words might change her mind about freeing me.   
 
      
 
    Her hands hesitated and she looked up at me.  Her eyes were a dull gray, her hair silvery as thought it had once been black.  “Shunted?  You’re dying?”  She asked, letting the lock fall some. w 
 
      
 
    “No,  not dying, just less functional.”  I explained.  “I’ve been shunted for a long time now.  It didn’t kill me.”   
 
      
 
    She hesitated one more moment, then picked the lock up again and began to work on it once more.  “I’ve never known anyone shunted who lived through the process.”  She said softly as she worked.  “I’m sorry, it must be terrible to have lost your Will.”  She looked at my face again.  “Lillin?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my reply.   
 
      
 
    “I’m Larsi.”  She spoke softly.  “I know you by reputation.  I’ve heard bad things, but I suppose if you’re a prisoner here then you’re as close to an ally as I’m likely to get.” 
 
      
 
    “Most of the bad things are probably only partially true.” I answered with a dull humor.  I wasn’t surprised that there were unpleasant rumors about me floating about.  Many Wardens were unhappy that a deady had become a full Warden.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, I can understand that to a degree.”  she replied, and then there was a click.  “This is much easier when I can see what I’m doing.  By feel alone takes a lot longer.”  She pulled the lock from the door and stepped aside.  “Come on, we’re going to get out of here.”   
 
      
 
    “There isn’t anyway to get out of here.”  I told her.  “The minute they know we’re missing they’ll block the exits.”  I wasn’t trying to be ungrateful, but I didn’t know what our next move was.   
 
      
 
    “Hah,” She barked a short, quiet laugh.  “I got in, didn’t I?  I know how to get out, and I wouldn’t have been caught in the first place if I’d known that everyone in here had lost their Blackened minds.” 
 
      
 
    “Got in?  You haven’t been here since the city burned?”  I was confused.  I didn't remember seeing her around the Watch while I was there, and I was certain I’d at least seen everyone who was there.   
 
      
 
    “Listen, I will explain things, but first we need to get someplace safer than this.”  She said, and then she started to move.  I stumbled after her, my body not working well once again.  It was taking longer to recover this time.   
 
      
 
    She turned and looked at me with a frown.  “You’re not moving well.  I will leave you behind if you can’t keep up.  It’s nothing personal, but I intend to survive this experience.  I don’t plan on letting anyone poke around in my mind again.  Axiome wasn’t happy last time.” 
 
      
 
    “Axiome?”  I again found myself confused.   
 
      
 
    She shrugged.  “Later, just follow.  Stay close and don’t get us caught.  I trust you to have the judgement to decide when you become too much of a burden to carry.  Don’t get us both killed.”  She began to move then.   
 
      
 
    I knew what she meant.  She was telling me that if I became a problem I needed to just give up and let her go.  She was right, of course, it wouldn’t be worth this effort if I caused both of us to be recaptured.  I nodded.  “I won’t get us caught.  If I can’t handle this, I’ll stop and create a distraction.”  I offered a small smile.  “They really want me caught, so I’m pretty sure I can keep their attention if I need to.”   
 
      
 
    Larsi looked at me as we approached the back wall of the tent.  She lifted it and peered under.  She turned back to me and spoke softly.  “No one is looking this way.  Get behind me and we’re going to walk fast and with purpose.  I know where we’re going first.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi lifted the edge and slipped out into the rain.  I followed after her, not moving well, but keeping pace.  My legs shook, but I forced them to keep going.  I’d moved in worse condition before.  My body was mine, and I could make it do what it needed to.  It was like using Will, but this time it was just raw determination.   
 
      
 
    She walked us to another small tent and then stopped us outside of the front flap.  The heavy rain was good cover.  Most people were keeping their heads down and going quickly about their business.  Larsi leaned in close.  “Stay.”  She turned back to the tent flap, pulled it open, and then a moment later she slipped inside.  Things were quiet for a moment, then I heard the sound of something heavy hitting the ground and the flap opened again.  “Come in, quick.”  Larsi waved me forward, and I did as she instructed.  
 
      
 
    Inside the tent were piles of provisions.  There was a Watcher laying on the ground, clearly dead.  His head was mostly severed and twisted at an odd angle.  His knife was missing from his belt.  She’d clearly disarmed him and used his own knife to end his life.  That was impressive considering how quietly it had all happened, and how blood free she’d kept herself.   
 
      
 
    “Clothes off.”  She said as she began to undress.  “There are Watcher uniforms here.”  She gestured towards a crate she was undressing next to.  “We’re switching sides for a bit.”  She shot me a grin as she pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it aside.   
 
      
 
    “How did you know this was here?”  I asked as I began to undress.  I didn’t move as smoothly as she did, but I was managing.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve been in every tent here.  I did a lot of recon before I was caught.”  She answered smoothly.  She finished dressing quickly and began to fasten on a weapon belt before grabbing a sword.  She frowned at the weapon.  “Swords aren’t really my thing, but that’s all we have.  Apparently they’re not bothering with finding their men better suited weapons.  Quality has really taken a turn for the worst here.  I’ll have to write the King a strongly worded letter about my displeasure.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed a belt myself.  The sword didn’t feel great on my hip, but having a weapon was better than not having one.  I was mostly ready when I heard voices getting louder and froze in place.  Larsi lifted a finger to her lips and stepped backwards, pushing herself flat against the wall of the tent nearest the flap.   
 
      
 
    “ . . . not going to get any time off until they’ve finished settling . . . “  The woman speaking stopped as she stepped into the room and her eyes fell on me.  The man with her also stopped, his eyes hitting me, and then falling to the man on the floor.  I reached for my sword at the same moment they started to reach for their weapons, but it was Larsi who moved the fastest.   
 
      
 
    Her stolen dagger slammed into the base of the woman’s skull, and even before she’d turned the male hit the ground hard as though someone had smacked him in the head with a sledge hammer.  It was so quiet, and so fast that I was still confused with Larsi dropping the bodies to the ground and finishing off the two Watchers.  She slammed her knife quickly into each set of eyes, twisting the blade in their skulls.  It was violent and awful, but she was ensuring there wasn’t enough left to let them heal.     
 
      
 
    “We need to go.  This place has a pretty constant stream of people, and someone is going to notice everyone going missing soon enough.”  She said, and then she was slipping out of the tent without another word.  I fell in with her, moving as quickly as I could to keep up.  Her brutal and efficient violence was incredible to watch.  It didn’t seem to phase her at all. 
 
      
 
    We pulled up our hoods as we entered the rain.  We were fortunate for the weather since it meant that everyone was wearing their hood up while outside.  We didn't stand out at all as we slipped between the tents headed in a straight line for some destination that I couldn’t guess at.  I wanted to ask where we were going.  I wanted to ask a great many things but I had to focus on keeping my body moving as smoothly as possible, and this took a massive effort on my part.  My hands and feet were numb, and pain coursed through my limbs.   
 
      
 
    Sometimes my head would spin and I’d almost stagger as I struggled to keep moving.  I fell on instinct to guide me forward.  I knew how to move, my body remembered, even if I couldn’t feel everything, or if it brought pain, I just had to let things happen.  In this way we made it to the back wall of the Forge.   
 
      
 
    “There isn’t a door here.”  I noted as we walked along the wall, far from sight of the rest of those in Forge.   
 
      
 
    “No, there isn’t.”  My guide stated plainly.   
 
      
 
    “Then what are we doing here?”  I tried to urge her towards a revelation.   
 
      
 
    “Doors aren’t the only way out of a place.”  She said simply, and then she was leaning down.  At first I didn’t see what she was leaning down to do, but then she pushed aside a bush and exposed a small duct in the wall.  “Air can get trapped in here and create a pressure that isn’t good for the structure over a long period of time, especially on a courtyard this large.  These holes are all around this yard.  They travel to the next, much smaller, courtyard and help keep air flowing through the entire school in the process.”   
 
      
 
    The opening wasn’t large.  It was about the size of the smaller parts of the tunnel that I’d clambered through in the Rift during training.  I’d gotten over my paralyzing fear of those but had never really adjusted to the point that I liked it.  Still, there was no room for arguing about what we were doing.  Larsi scrambled into the tunnel without any further explanation, and I either had to follow or stay where I was.  There was no question in my mind what I would do.   
 
      
 
    I got down on my stomach and scrambled forward as well as I could.  Water ran through the tunnel as well, draining from the field into this point of escape.  Once I was fully into the long dark channel it felt almost exactly like those old challenges, especially with someone else clambering along with me.   
 
      
 
    If walking had been difficult, then this was torture.  It had never been easy to move through the tunnels, but my body was screaming in agony as we made our way through the tiny passages towards some unknown goal, and the distance we covered seemed much longer than anything I’d crawled through previously.  At one point we switched tunnels, heading down a branching path in another direction.  It felt like forever before I finally saw the light again.  It had to have been several hours, and it was pure determination that kept me moving.  By the time I dragged myself free again, out of a vent barely wider than my shoulders, I was covered in filth, soaked through to the bone, and shaking almost uncontrollably.   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure where we’d emerged.  We were outside the school, that much I knew, but it looked like we were back in the city.  The city was nothing like I remembered it.  The buildings were charred husks, skeletal remains of what they had been.  Only stone stood, and it was all scorched black.  The rain ran black down the streets, not the black of the terrible dark liquid, but black with soot collected from every surface around us.  The devastation was complete.   
 
      
 
    “Black Mark seems an apt name now, doesn’t it?”  Larsi’s tone was wry but tinged with sadness too.   
 
      
 
    “I saw the start of this.”  I said softly.  “My friends and I barely got clear of this place before it was swallowed up in fire.” 
 
      
 
    “I was out on a mission when it happened.”  Larsi nodded off in the distance.  “Axiome knew something was amiss before I did.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know Axiome.”  I said, feeling like I should.  The way she spoke of him, he seemed to be someone everyone should know.   
 
      
 
    She smiled in a strange way and shrugged.  “No one really does, not even me sometimes, and I love him.  He’s . . . “  She hesitated a moment.  “Well, they say he isn’t real, but he is.” 
 
      
 
    This confused me, and I almost stopped in place, though we were walking in a direction that Larsi had set.  “Not real?”  I was looking for clarification.   
 
      
 
    “It’s difficult to explain.  I sometimes hear and see things that aren’t really there.  It happened a little when I was young, but it really started to manifest just after I became a Warden.  I would hear voices or see people that weren’t really there.  I’m told it’s a mental sickness, some problem with my brain and the way it separates reality from my imaginings.  I’ve learned to deal with it.  The things that aren’t real I can usually figure out, but Axiome is different.  I’m told he’s just another sign of my problems, but he’s . . .”  She smiled in a sort of silly fashion, and I realized that when she said she “loved” Axiome, she meant in a very real way.  “He is special to me.  He protects me, and he lends me his Will so that I can use it.  Of the two of us, he’s the Warden.  We may share this body, but we are distinctly different people.”   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond to this.  Part of me thought she might be joking, but she seemed very serious.  Who was I to judge her for her differences?  Who was I to say she was wrong about what existed in her mind?  Perception was a large part of reality.  She’d just saved my life.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve been in love.”  I told her.  “Twice.  The first time the person I loved died, and the second time . . . I had to let them go.  They wanted to get stronger, and I was holding them back from that.”   
 
      
 
    Larsi stopped and looked at me.  She smiled, the warmest expression I’d seen from her yet.  “You don’t think I’m crazy?  Most people usually ask that if I tell them any of this.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “Life is crazy, but you are strong and confident, and you saved my life.  You seem well enough to me, and I have seen madness.  If you’re crazy, you’re doing a remarkable job of keeping it in check.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi laughed.  “I like you, Lillin.  Axiome thinks you’re bit off kilter, but I think you’re my kind of people.” 
 
      
 
    There were a lot of questions I wanted to ask, but we seemed to be on fair terms at the moment and I didn’t want to ruin that.  I erred on the side of caution.  “Did Axiome help you withstand what Tanzen was doing to you?  I thought you were gone when I saw you in there.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded.  “He couldn’t get to my memories because Axiome shut them away.”  She grinned.  “He can hide things in places even I can’t find them.”  A concerned expression passed over her face for a moment, and her lips moved soundlessly.  I thought I recognized a few words, but it was fast, and she turned her head for a bit.  When she turned back to me she was smiling a little.  “He was worried about me.  He knew he couldn’t give Tanzen what he wanted, but he wasn’t sure I would survive the process.”  She shrugged.  “I wasn’t sure either.  It wasn’t pleasant.” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently when I was shunted it stopped my mind from being accessible.”  I tried not to let any bitterness enter my words, but I still felt like a piece of me was just gone.  “Tanzen wasn’t pleased about that, and he’ll probably be even less pleased when he has to tell the King he lost me.  This is my second escape today.”  Saying this made me think of Arthos and the others.  They were stuck in the King’s grip now, but there wasn’t anything I could do on their behalf.  I wasn’t strong enough, and I doubted Larsi would go back for them.  She would leave me behind if I got in her way.   
 
      
 
    “You’re pretty good for a Warden without powers.  Were you a scout?  You’re awful new to things to be a scout.”  We were walking through what had once been a shopping district in the vicinity of the school.  It was hard to tell that now.  The damage caused by the fire was monumental.  There was no glass left in any of the windows, and everything beyond those windows was blackened.   
 
      
 
    “I was training to become one eventually, but my Will wasn’t precise enough.”  I answered.  Talking about my Warden life felt like talking about someone that was recently dead.  It hurt.   
 
      
 
    “You would have gotten there eventually.  They told me I’d never become a scout with my mind the way it is, but I showed them.”  She chuckled.  “Though maybe they just made me a scout because it seemed better than keeping me around others.  I’ve never been very good with people, but I do fine on my own.  That’s why I was sent in here to see what was going on, and I certainly will have quite a report for the others when we get back.” 
 
      
 
    Part of me wondered if there actually were others, or if these were just some fragment of her imagination as well, but I pushed that notion aside.  The King had clearly seen her as someone who needed information extracted, and that meant that she probably did know where there were others.  We hadn’t all gone to the Watch after all.  That meant there were more Wardens left than we’d originally thought.  It was surprising how well we survived.   
 
      
 
    “Were there a lot of us in your group?”  My curiosity was piqued.  I wondered who else had survived, and if it was anyone else I knew.   
 
      
 
    “That’s not for me to tell.”  She answered after a short silence.  “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but they have a right to keep their identities to themselves if they so wish.” 
 
      
 
    I was a bit disappointed to not get any sort of real answer, but I shrugged it off. “Are there many left?”  I decided this was a safer question.  
 
      
 
    “No, not many.”  She answered, shaking her head.  “How about where you came from?  Were there many there?” 
 
      
 
    “There were, but then the Watchers came.  I don’t know how many escaped, but we were completely circled at Night Watch.  I was caught trying to flee with . . . with a few of my friends.  They got away, but I stayed behind to try and make time for them.”  I was uncertain of the ultimate fate of Ori and Korva.  I hoped they’d made it all the way to the expanse.  They could vanish there.  “I hope they got away.”  I added softly.   
 
      
 
    “That was a foolish thing to do.  Brave, I suppose, but foolish.”  Larsi laughed softly, but it had little humor in it.  “That’s why I normally work alone.  It’s easier to get away alone then it is with others, and getting away is something I seem to do a great deal of.”   
 
      
 
    “I’ve been accused of doing foolish things most of my life.”  I reached up and touched the tattoo on my face.  “As if this wasn’t evidence enough of that, but I think saving my friends was the right thing to do.  I’ve seen too many of them die already.  It was nice to be able to actually save someone for a change.” 
 
      
 
    This won a smile that was a bit more honest from Larsi.  “Axiome still thinks you’re touched, but I think you’re alright.  I’ve known a lot of Wardens, and most of them have the emotional depth of livestock that have been broken to serve.  Not you.  You’re trouble.  I like that!”   
 
      
 
    “It hasn’t really served me well.”  I noted dryly, touching the back of my neck. 
 
      
 
    “Yet here you are, alive and well, while so many others have fallen.”  She gave a shrug.  “Something serves you well.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck.”  I laughed.  “I keep running into the right people at the right times.” 
 
      
 
    “The right people?  Oh, Lillin, no one has ever thought that of me before.  I’m flattered.”  Her laughter was joyous and mad at the same time.  I still wasn’t quite sure what to think of Larsi.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Madness of the Tempest 
 
      
 
    19.1 
 
      
 
    Escaping the city was easier than I’d thought it would be.  We took a route known as the Thieves Road, an underground tunnel that had been built alongside the old sewer system that ran beneath Black Mark.  It was, Larsi assured me, safe and discreet.  Discreet was certainly the right way to describe it, but as we traversed tunnels held together with rotting beams that creaked and groaned beneath the weight of the city above, I found myself questioning the safety of our passage.  Of course, safety was all a matter of relativity.   
 
      
 
    Because the paths we took were unknown to the officials of the city, and unknown to most of the Wardens, we found ourselves encountering no resistance on our way out of Black Mark.  We passed no checkpoints and didn’t even see sign of anyone from the Watchers.  It was remarkable to think that these caves existed with no one being the wiser.  Some of them, I knew, had to run close to the deep tunnels beneath the school, the ones that Ghoul had claimed as his own.   
 
      
 
    “They ran contraband through here, lunatic salts, stolen property, even people being bought and sold.”  Larsi explained.  “The tunnels run all of Black Mark, and some even open up into the cellars of the castle proper, though those routes are difficult to find.  I’ve studied maps of most of it.  The Wardens would be shocked to know how much of my scouting duty was spent beneath the city while they thought I was much further afield.” 
 
      
 
    I’d only passingly hear of lunatic salts and had always thought of Black Mark as a very orderly and safe place.  It was astounding to think of a network of illegal activity existing just beneath the surface of it all.  “How did you find out about this place?”   
 
      
 
    “Drugs.”  She said casually.  “When I first started hearing the voices in my head, the ones that were as clear as the divide twixt night and day, I looked to apothecary solutions to keep them at bay.  Dreamer’s leaf and kantham powder were exceptionally good at dulling out reality for me.  They were illegal to buy, however, so I had to start looking for other means to find what I needed.  I was resourceful enough that I found my way down here in a few years, and then I spent a few more years wandering the paths here and trying to destroy as much of my mind as possible.”  She was smiling faintly.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t seem that upset by it all.”  I noted.   
 
      
 
    She laughed and shook her head.  “They were interesting times, some good, some terrible, but the drugs made it all seem just fine.  What they don’t tell you when they warn you about those things, Lillin, is that they make you feel incredible.  You feel so good when you’re on them that nothing else really matters.  Problems, pain, and worry just drift away entirely, and you feel incredible.  Of course, you also lose track of yourself.  You give up something for that warm feeling, and after a while you don’t even remember what it is you let go of.  It’s beautiful and it’s terrible.  The worst of it, though, is that it’s all-consuming.  You put everything into pursuit of the next dose of powdered leaf, and you forget about everything else.  I can see how some people would want that, and at the time it was what I wanted, but eventually I had to find myself again.  That’s when I met Axiome.” 
 
      
 
    “He helped you find yourself again?”  Though I knew Axiome was a creation of her mind, it still felt like we were discussing a separate individual, and I thought that we actually were.  It was strange, but also fascinating.   
 
      
 
    She gave a small nod and smiled.  “He helped me love myself again, and that is difficult to do when lost in a haze of drugs and surrounded by people telling you that you’re broken.  I eventually cleared my head up and emerged from these tunnels.  No one had noticed I was gone really, but I came out stronger than I had been before.  Axiome had mastered my Will in a way I never could, and years of surviving in these tunnels had made me a stronger sort.  I’d learned how to live not simply in the shadows, but as a shadow.  Coming down here always feels a bit like coming home.”  She took a deep breath of the air which had a particularly foul smell to it. 
 
      
 
    I winced on her behalf.  “This is how you got in then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  If you know these tunnels there isn’t anywhere you can’t get in the city.  They don’t connect directly to the school, but they get you close enough to get into the ducting, and that gives you access to the rest of the city.  I doubt there are many alive who know the paths exist and can use them.”  She thought about that a moment and then added, “Maybe just me and Axiome now.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I could make it back.”  I noted, looking behind us at the dark in our wake that hid twisting tunnels that branched seemingly forever behind us.  I’d given up on trying to remember the ways we’d taken after a few hours, and now we’d been walking for the better part of a day.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you couldn’t.”  Larsi laughed.  “I’ve taken us in a circle three times and you didn’t notice.  No offense, but I don’t really trust anyone other than Axiome, and him mostly because he’s already in my head anyway.”  Her eyes went distant a minute and I heard a soft whisper and then she broke out into laughter for a moment, some joke between her and her love that I couldn’t overhear.   
 
      
 
    “How much longer until we’re out of the tunnels?”  I decided it was best to just move on.  I was eager to taste fresh air again.   
 
      
 
    “A ways yet.  We won’t be out soon, but we will be stopping shortly.  Thieves Hollow is ahead.  We’ll rest there for a time before moving on.”  She spoke as though talking about a destination anyone might find on a map.   
 
      
 
    “Thieves Hollow?”  I’d never heard of the place before, and certainly not within Black Mark.   
 
      
 
    “It is an underground town of sorts.  It’s located near one of the entrances to this place, just far enough off the path that no one will happen by it on accident.  It was a central hub for stolen goods and contraband.”  She frowned some.  “Other things as well, some that even I thought shouldn’t exist, but this was the order of things.  At least here there were rules.”  She sighed and shrugged.  “Either way, we need rest, and this is a good place to get that.  The laws of Thieves Hollow are absolute, and enforced with blade.  It’s safe there, or it was.  I don’t know what we’ll find now.” 
 
      
 
    It turned out we didn’t have to wait long to see for ourselves.  The tunnels had been quiet, devoid of all life much like the city above, but Thieves Hollow itself was a different story.  People moved about the town, though not like they might of a normal town above the ground.  There were no children playing in the streets, and everyone here looked just a bit untrustworthy.  There were no guards at the town borders, and though eyes fell upon us as we entered, no one stopped us or asked what our business was.   
 
      
 
    Despite the nature of this town, I found myself relieved to be seeing actual people again.  In fact, this place looked mostly unaffected by the strife happening above.  The weariness in people’s eyes might well have been due to their chosen lifestyle over any chaos occuring in Black Mark. 
 
      
 
    The town was built into a large open area that had water flowing through it from several different directions.  I guessed that this was some kind of central hub in the sewers, a place where many systems connected and branched off.  The smell wasn’t great, but it could have been much worse.  Large fires burned around the town, the smoke giving off floral scents that I guessed were there to stifle the more natural sewer smells.   
 
      
 
    “They make sure that the system runs smoothly.  The city rarely ever has sewer issues, and it’s because these people don't want anyone getting curious and coming down here.”  Larsi explained quietly.   
 
      
 
    It was an impressive feat.  The entire area was well constructed and almost beautiful in a way.  Most of the town was on raised platforms that filled every inch of the open area in the cavernous space.  There was a great central clock that ticked every second, sending a pleasant and rhythmic heartbeat through the air.  It was a strange thing to have in such a place, I thought, but it was a nice touch.   
 
      
 
    Larsi lead us deep into the middle of the town, and then into a nice-looking place that looked very much like an inn.  Inside the common room was busy, every table full with people talking and playing games together, dice or cards of various differing types.  A few looked up as we entered, but not many.   
 
      
 
    Larsi took us to the desk.  “I need a room.”  She said as she approached.   
 
      
 
    The woman there, an older lady with gray hair, and fierce dark eyes looked us both over carefully before answering.  “You and everyone else.  We’re full up at the moment.  There aren't even rooms to split.” 
 
      
 
    “We have an arrangement, Allisa.”  Larsi’s tone darkened and she seemed to almost get bigger and more intimidating.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that was before the city burned and people ran out of places to go.  There isn’t any room, Kar.  It’s not that I don’t want to help you, but even your little cubby is full up.  We’re not the kind to turn people away when they need a place to stay.  You know that.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi deflated some and let out a sigh.  “Is there any place in town for us?  We’re on our way out, but travel has been hard.” 
 
      
 
    The woman, Allisa, let out a bit of a groan.  “You can stay at my place, but just for the night, you hear, and only because of our arrangement.”  She didn't look happy about this.  “There won’t be supper though.  Food is real scarce these days, drink too.  Water is available, but no booze.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi gave a quick nod.  “That will do just fine.  We might not even stay the night.  We just need a few moments before we go on.” 
 
      
 
    Allisa nodded her head toward a door behind the counter.  “Go ahead in.  Mind you don't get in Helick’s way when he gets home.  He is busy out beyond the wall these days.  No food to bring in unless it comes from hunting, and it is exhausting work.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep a low profile.  I’d like to talk to you some tonight if I could.”  Larsi said, leading us around the counter and towards the door.  
 
      
 
    “When I close up for the night.”  Allisa waved us off as she spoke, and we slipped through the door that had been indicated.   
 
      
 
    Beyond the door was another small room that seemed to mostly contain stores that looked desperately short on supplies.  There was another door at the other side, and we passed through that one as well and into a small home that was located beneath the inn. The opening room was a large kitchen, and there was a sitting area off to one side, a few doors branching off.  Larsi crossed to a chair and sat down heavily, and I followed after to join her.   
 
      
 
    As I sat down every nerve in my body let out a sigh of relief and then began to throb painfully.  I hadn’t realized just how much effort I was putting into keeping myself moving.  I felt like I was on the cusp of breaking, and that probably wasn’t far from the truth.  My body shook some, and I had to make a conscious effort to stop my hands from quaking violently.   
 
      
 
    “You alright?”  Larsi asked.   
 
      
 
    I gave a quick, dishonest nod.  “I’m fine.  Just tired.”  My words came out raspy and broken.   
 
      
 
    “Not going to fall over dead on me any time soon are you?”  Larsi pressed.   
 
      
 
    “Hopefully not.”  I offered, but I wasn’t that confident.   
 
      
 
    “You should count yourself lucky to be alive at all.  Shunting is usually a one-way trip into the dirt.  It can take hours and hours, but the result is always the same.”  Larsi’s words weren't exactly encouraging.  She leaned back in the chair and let out a long slow breath.  “It feels good to have a moment to breathe.” 
 
      
 
    A wave of depression struck me as I settled for a moment.  I’d had so many plans, so many ambitions, and now just moving was painful, and the thought of standing up to the King felt crushing.  Was I even a Warden anymore?  I felt a tear slide down my cheek and brushed it away angrily.  Crying about it wasn’t going to help.  I had to keep going, even if I wasn’t sure what that meant for me anymore.   
 
      
 
    “What do we do next?”  I asked, trying to keep my voice steady, and hoping to find some goal that I could chase.   
 
      
 
    “We leave the city, head for the expanse.  This place is secret for now, but I don’t doubt the King will eventually turn someone who knows of its existence.  When he does, this too will be overrun.”  She spoke plainly, logically, but also without any real compassion for those who lived here.   
 
      
 
    “What about the people?  Should we warn them?”  They were sheltering us, I thought they probably deserved something.   
 
      
 
    Larsi laughed harshly.  “Don’t think too highly of the people here, Lillin.  They seem like normal folks, but this place isn’t pleasant.  Most of those here would kill you before they’d help you if they saw you anywhere outside of this town.”  She leaned forward in her chair looking pointedly at me.   
 
      
 
    “This inn hosts live auctions for live people at the start of every week.  Men, women, children, babies, bought and sold for every purpose you can imagine, and some your mind can’t fathom.  The keeps make a portion of the sales.  They aren’t good folks.  They might tell themselves that they don’t know what happens to those sold here, but they know.  They just choose to keep quiet because it suits them not to think about it.  That’s the kind of place this town is.”  Larsi’s voice had an edge to it that was as hard as stone, and sharp as a saber.   
 
      
 
    “What of you?  You know these things happen and you don’t stop them.”  The words sort of tumbled off my tongue, my own voice a bit angry despite my intention not to aggravate Larsi.  I found the thought of people being sold for abuse to be disgusting, vile.  I couldn’t believe a Warden would know about it and do nothing.   
 
      
 
    “I could fight and kill everyone here maybe, but then what?  Do you think that this practice dries up because I take out one den?  There are places in the city proper that allow for this.  There are representatives of council that come down here to buy little gifts for their Lord’s and Ladies.  I could turn this place into a bloody hole in the ground, but it would keep going, and then people would come looking for the Warden who interfered.  It is treason to interfere with the business of officials of the council.” 
 
      
 
    I was aghast at this.  “Surely they wouldn’t hold you for treason for . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “Think about it, girl.  Do you really believe the King isn’t aware of what his council members are involved in?  He knows, but he doesn’t care.  He doesn’t see people the way most of us do.  What is one young girl’s life to him?  As long as his city seems to run in some semblance of order and no one questions his Will, then he will not take action.  He knows.  He just doesn’t care.”  Larsi sounded bitter, angry.   
 
      
 
    Larsi took a moment to calm herself and then went on.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I am no hero.  I’m not a good person, and I don’t pretend to be, but I would have burned this place to the ground if I thought it would fix things.  Now, though, now it’s not worth the consideration.  This is the last stop in Black Mark, the only place not under the King’s light, or scorched.  We’ll rest, and then we’ll get out of here and report what we found.”   
 
      
 
    I felt truly exhausted just then.  My body was tired and painful, and now my spirit felt drained as well.  I wasn’t sure how to press forward.   
 
      
 
    “I know that look.”  Larsi’s eyes were on me.   
 
      
 
    “I lived that look for a while.  Defeat.  There is no point wallowing in what you can’t fix.  That will weaken your Will, drag you down.  You need to keep moving.  Small goals.  You never stop moving.  If you’re going to stay with me for a while, you’re going to have to get used to that.  I’m not going to drag dead weight.”  Larsi was firm, but her words seemed to flutter by me without hitting home.   
 
      
 
    “I have no Will left.  I barely have anything left in me.”  I spoke the words that most summed up how I felt just then.   
 
      
 
    “Yet together we just escaped from the King of Black Mark while right under his nose.  We crossed the blackened city and are currently sitting in the den of Thieves, and you did all of this without a lick of Will.”  Larsi smiled.  “With or without your Will, you are strong.  Don’t defeat yourself by thinking otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    For some reason this made me smile.  I shook my head. “I’m fairly certain you did most of the work getting us here.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but you didn’t die along the way.  That’s something.”  Larsi winked at me. 
 
      
 
    That was something.   
 
      
 
    19.2 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, it’s time to go.”  Larsi’s voice was soft, but stern and it snapped me immediately out of the troubled dreams I was having.  I sat up with a slight groan as my body resisted new movement.  The place we were staying was dark.  The candles had been blown out at some point.   
 
      
 
    “I’m up.”  I said softly, replying in the same tone at which Larsi had talked to me out of instinct.  “What time is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Late, but something is amiss.  We need to depart immediately.”  This time Larsi’s words sharpened my focus and I rolled from my chair to my feet quickly and quietly.  My legs still felt less than solid, and my nerves felt alive and on fire, but I could force things to work.  I would have to.  I strained my hearing, trying to determine what was so “amiss” but I couldn’t hear anything.   
 
      
 
    “Follow.”  Larsi said, and then she began to move for the door.   
 
      
 
    I crept after her, my hand on the hilt of the sword at my hip.  We slipped through the door and out into the common area of the Inn beyond.  It was quiet now, the fire in the hearth out, and the people that had been gathered there were dispersed.  We made our way to the front door, drew the bar away, and then slipped outside.  The paths between the buildings were quiet.  No one was moving, and not a single light was lit, at least none in our vicinity.   
 
      
 
    From somewhere further away I could hear the sound of boots on stone, and I saw a distant glow.  I looked up at Larsi and she put a finger across her lips.  We started to move then, quickly but quietly.  She managed a near run with almost no sound at all, and I did my best to mimic her motions, but it wasn’t easy for me.  I made some noise, but luckily those with the torches in our wake were making enough noise that they didn’t seem to hear us.   
 
      
 
    “They must want us back quite badly.”  Larsi spoke softly as we dropped from the edge of the central cistern into a side tunnel.  “I don’t even know how they found this place, but they’re looking here.  I don’t think they know we’re here yet.  They will, though.  Anyone who saw us will sell us out as soon as they can.”   
 
      
 
    “How do you know it’s someone looking for us?  It could be anyone going about their business.”  I asked.  We’d started down a tunnel now, moving more quickly and less quietly as we went.   
 
      
 
    “Do you hear the clock?”  Larsi asked.   
 
      
 
    “The clock?”  Then I remembered the ticking of the clock that I’d heard when we’d first entered town.  It had been audible even inside, though only subtly so.  It had stopped.  “No, I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “The clock isn’t a clock. It’s a warning bell.  When it stops everyone knows to be scarce.  It only stops when there is trouble.  Usually it stops if there is a breach of thieves law, or if separate factions are going to war, but it also stops if a dangerous party encroaches on the town.  I think it is far too much of a coincidence for us to arrive only hours before the clock stopped ticking.  My guess is the Watchers have come to Thieves Hollow, and we don’t want to be here any longer.”  She looked back over her shoulder briefly but kept us moving forward.  We ducked down a separate side passage.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother to question Larsi’s choice to flee again.  Clearly she knew what she was doing.   
 
      
 
    “How much further until we’re beyond the city?”  My heart was beating fast in my chest, and I couldn’t escape the feeling that someone was just a few moments behind us.   
 
      
 
    “A few more hours at this pace.”  Larsi replied. “We’re going by the straightest route that I know.  It no longer makes sense to take a more complicated path, not with the enemy in pursuit.  We have to assume they know at least the general lay of the tunnels.  They must have had someone in their grasp who knew about this place, or they caught someone.  We need to get to the exit before they have someone else there waiting for us.  Odds are that they couldn’t find the exit above ground, not without a very precise map.  It’s difficult to find even when you’ve seen it before and know where to look.  We can’t ignore the possibility, however, that they will have people combing the forest looking for it.”   
 
      
 
    She gave me a brief glance before her eyes went ahead again.  “If it comes to a fight, let me lead the attack.  You hit those that I’ve thrown off balance.  Strike to kill, and strike fast.  These people aren’t our friends or our companions anymore.  If they catch us we’ll have a short, torturous existence ahead for whatever time remains, and you can bet they won’t let us slip away again.” 
 
      
 
    I gave a brief nod.  I hadn’t intended to hold back, but I was afraid I wouldn’t be much help.  I was weak, and I had no Will. All of those in pursuit of us seemed be possessed of strength and some form of Will, though I wasn’t certain where they’d gotten it from, and it didn’t appear particularly effective.  Still, it was like fighting an enemy with a weapon when I had none.  I would be at a distinct disadvantage.  Speed and surprise were my only assets, and I wasn’t the fastest fighter, even when I was doing well.   
 
      
 
    It seemed that we moved through the caves forever, that the world would never open up above us again, but just as I was beginning to question whether or not Larsi really knew her way through the caves, the path ahead stopped at a set of rickety stairs that led to an old looking door.   
 
      
 
    “This is it.”  She said before she leaned in and put an ear to the door.  She listened for a long moment, and then grabbed the clasp on the door and released it. Then she took her hands off the door and pushed it open slowly with her Will.  I couldn’t see the effort or feel it, but I saw the door slowly lift with no one touching it.   
 
      
 
    The other side of the door seemed bright to my eyes, though I could tell it was night beyond the portal.  We’d been in the caves for so long that my eyes weren’t used to the stars and the moon, though I quickly noticed that the moon was low in the sky, almost at the horizon.  We had little night left to us.  Larsi stepped up through the door which opened beneath the roots of a tree, almost entirely concealed.  She waved me after and I followed.   
 
      
 
    The first breath of fresh, clean air was incredibly fulfilling.  It felt like I was breathing for the first time since I’d come to the city.  I looked around, trying to get my bearings, but Larsi, having shut the door in my wake, was already moving again and I had to rush to keep up with her.  Distantly I heard the call of a search team.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing here!  Moving to next quadrant.”  Someone yelled, and an answer came a moment later, some code phrase I didn’t know.   
 
      
 
    “They don’t seem to be working with any urgency.”  Larsi said, still moving quickly away from the direction of the voices.  “They don’t know we were down there yet, which means our pursuers didn’t get any information, or more likely, haven’t had time to send word back up here yet.  We can only hope they’ve all lost their talking stones.”  She gave a dark laugh. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have to walk until we can’t anymore.”   Larsi was firm and decisive.  “The Watchers will have mounts, though not enough for all of them, and no kea.  The stables were empty when I came in.  They’ll have to come on horse, and that means they’ll stick to the roads and fields.  We can use the woods.  We’ll be slower, but there is almost no chance of anyone finding us if we avoid the main road.  I’m fairly certain they don’t have any tracking animals left.” 
 
      
 
    The king’s fires would have burned all of that away.  Neither of us was going to say that out loud, but that was the truth of the matter.  We were benefiting from his maddened destruction.   
 
      
 
    “Do we have a goal?  You said there were others, right?  Is that where we’re going.”  I asked mainly to give my mind something to work with other than the pain my body kept reporting.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, they’ll be waiting for my report.  They have supplies as well, things we’ll need to keep ourselves alive.  Clearly we’re going to be on the run for a while.  I imagine they’ll make the same decision when they hear my report.  They’d hoped things wouldn’t be as bad as they seemed, but the situation is worse than we suspected.  The King has always been unstable and dangerous, but now he’s a monster, and what he’s doing to the Wardens is unforgivable.” Larsi spoke with a tone that left no uncertainty about her opinion of the King.  I was glad to see we shared in our opinion of the King. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I ask where this group of Wardens came from?  Most everyone I knew went to Night Watch, and those that didn’t were still in the city when it burned.”  My curiosity led my tongue, but I thought it a fair enough question.  Who else was left?  Were they all from beyond the expanse?  Larsi was clearly from Black Mark.  Her eyes were more muted, her skin the ghastly color left by a trip through the water prison.   
 
      
 
    “They came from all over.  The main group are scouts for the most part, but there are others, a few apprentices, and one or two groups that were on mission when everything fell out at the city.  Scouts rarely return to the city, but we keep ourselves appraised of what is going on to the best of our ability.  Normally we keep in touch via stone, but mine was taken from me with the rest of my gear.”  She frowned at this.  “Luckily the others know that my mind can’t be broken.  They won’t fear me getting caught.  If they did then we’d never find them again.  They’d disperse and be gone for good.”   
 
      
 
    It made sense that a group of scouts would survive.  This was the kind of situation that best suited them.  They were good at moving quickly and staying hidden.  They were independent and didn’t worry about what the city was doing as much.  That explained a good deal, though it wasn’t comforting to think that they would simply disengage and vanish if things looked bad.  We needed to come together, to organize, and to start looking for a solution to this new problem.  The King couldn’t be left as he was now.  He’d been a threat as the Iron Will, but as this Black Iron Will, this new monster he’d become, he was even more dangerous.   
 
      
 
    It seemed to me that the King had defeated the darkness, but only to the extent that it was driven away for the time being.  Maybe he hadn’t really defeated it at all. It seemed like it had become a part of him, merging with him much the way Everburn had, but he wasn’t aware that it was part of him.  He thought he’d defeated it, but I had to guess it was still churning away inside of him.  It was like an infection that had gotten deep into a wound.  He was already doomed, but he didn’t know it yet.  He just continued to spread the darkness with every scorched hand-print.  The darkness would rise again.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin?”  Larsi’s voice shook me out of this downward spiral of thoughts.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I was thinking about the King.  He’s a threat, and not one that’s going to go away.”  I stated my opinion firmly.   
 
      
 
    “No, he’s certainly not going away.  The question is, is he a threat that is worth facing?  What is gained by trying to take him on?  There seems to be no limit to his power.  We’re only alive and not under his blackened thumb because we had something he couldn’t force out of us.”  Larsi had followed my line of reasoning to a degree.  “You think we should try and fight him, but what is to be gained from that?  It’s likely all of us would be killed, and quickly.  He has more men than we do, and he is possessed of a new power that has made him stronger and even less predictable.  He is also surrounded by a great deal of his Watchers, and they are dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re mostly students.”  I pointed out, thinking back on those I’d seen wearing his mark.  “They may have power now, but they’re untrained, or only loosely trained.  Most of those he’s awakened gifts in wouldn’t have made it through the process at all.  They’re weak and afraid, and they are slaves to his Will.  They know that.  They’re not happy to be where they are.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making a lot of assumptions.”  Larsi countered.   
 
      
 
    “No, I spoke with one of them, and I’ve seen the look of fear in their eyes.  They’re afraid.  They’re also cocky and overconfident about their power, but they wield it like a child who has found their father’s sword.  I didn’t see any training going on.  He marks them and gives them power, but then simply expects them to be able to use it, or doesn’t care that they can’t. He’ll watch the ones who can’t succeed fail, and raise the ones that can up in the ranks.  His Watchers are dangerous, but they’re also mostly just children with no hope, fighting for a man who has hooks in their minds.  They would escape if they could, but I’m not sure they can.  I think that black mark of his is a death mark.  Those left scorched are either servants or dead.”   
 
      
 
    This was the first time I’d put these thoughts together out loud, but as I spoke them they all seemed to fit together in a way that made them feel like more than just a theory.   
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of assumptions for how little you saw of the place.”  Larsi said, but she didn’t rebuff me.  “That was about the impression I’d gotten as well, but that still doesn’t mean trying to fight this is a good idea.  I don’t think there are enough of us.  The Watchers aren’t that capable, but they’re powerful and dangerous.  The King is an army unto himself.  He could stop an entire force in their tracks, and I’m not sure if he can be killed, at least not without obliterating most of his body.  He was powerful before he was turned into whatever he is now.  Now he is a mountain.  How do you fight that?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but if we don’t fight the mountain, then we’re all doomed to live in its shadow.”  I thought that an apt comparison, but Larsi’s counter dampened my momentary cleverness some.   
 
      
 
    “You can carry a torch in the shadows, but if a mountain lands on you, well, then you’re just dead.”  She said solemnly, and as laughable as that comparison was, I knew she was right.  The mountain was coming for us.   
 
      
 
    19.3 
 
      
 
    We traveled for several days before we found mounts to carry us faster to our destination.  If pursuit was coming, it didn’t manifest in any notable way.  Our mounts were creatures known as edrell, cold blooded creatures with shimmering blue-scales.  They were smaller than a horse, lower to the ground, and not quite as fast. They weren’t excited to be mounts and required a long rest period at night.  We usually walked them at the end of the day, and then part of the next morning, but unlike horses they didn’t require constant feeding, and could maintain their full speed for almost the extent of their day.  The two weeks we ran them only had us needing to feed them every other day, though that was a messy process.  They ate meat, and a lot of it.  Once fed they were quite companionable, but slower the next day.  
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure how I felt about the lizards, but they made me miss Zara.  I hoped that she was safe, and that she’d taken Ori and Korva to safety as well.  I thought of them all quite often.  I didn’t know if they’d gotten away, but I hoped they had.   
 
      
 
    We reached the town of Weldyr about two and half weeks after leaving Black Mark.  It was a large town, almost a city, not far from the outskirts of the Expanse.  It was the meeting place that Larsi and her companions had decided upon.  We waited out the day beyond the town’s borders, and then entered a few hours after full dark.  I thought it an excessive precaution, but Larsi was cautious by nature, and it turned out that her caution was warranted.   
 
      
 
    We slipped past a single Watcher who was at the gate.  His uniform was evident, though how he’d gotten there I didn’t know.  I had to guess he’d taken a door to somewhere nearby, and if he was there at the gate as we came through, that probably meant there were a few more of his ilk around.  They would have at least enough to keep someone watching the front and back gate to the town.  Had they sent people to all the towns?  Were they specifically looking for us?  There were a lot of questions to be answered, but Larsi wasn’t in the mood to ask questions.  We slipped into the town unseen and made our way to the inner streets where things got a bit less well kept, and bit rougher around the edges.  
 
      
 
    We approached the door of a small shack that looked like it was abandoned.  She knocked lightly on its surface in an unusual cadence and then we waited.  We waited so long that I thought her friends might be gone all together.  I was about to ask if we should go, and then I heard a quiet click on the other side of the door.  
 
      
 
    I expected her to open the door and go in, but instead she knocked again, the cadence different.  Afterwards she waited again, and then seemingly at random opened the door and walked in.  The room was dark and it took my eyes a moment to adjust as I closed the door behind us.  As my eyes started to work again I saw that we were in a small room that looked like it hadn’t been lived in much lately.  There was dust almost everywhere, but a figure was leaning against the far wall.   
 
      
 
    Larsi nodded to the other who nodded back.  “We thought you were dead, Tempest.”  A man’s voice rose from the shadows.   
 
      
 
    “I almost was.”  Larsi replied, and I frowned at his strange name for her.  “Things are not well in Black Mark.” 
 
      
 
    The man stepped forward, and I was able to make him out a little.  He barely looked like a Warden at all.  His eyes had color, his skin wasn’t quite so pale.  I could tell that he was one of us, but he might pass for a sickly normal person to most.  He wasn’t dressed as a Warden at all.  “You’ve picked up company, and a new uniform.  Should I be worried?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have come back here if I was compromised, Landen, you know that.”  She answered.  “I was captured in the city, tortured for a bit, and that’s where I ran into this one.”  She nodded at me.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  Landen nodded.  “Yes, I’m aware of her, and honestly the fact that you two would be together.  The Watchers showed up last week looking for you both.”  He grinned. “So I figured you weren’t dead and probably had gotten in some trouble, unfortunately it was a bit too late for the others.  They left a few days earlier.  I stayed behind just in case you showed up here anyway, but I was getting ready to leave as well.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d have come faster, but we couldn’t take the doors, and finding mounts wasn’t easy.  We found some Erdrell, not the quickest means of travel, but we’d have been much longer if we’d come the whole way on foot.  Shall we go below?”  She asked. 
 
      
 
    Landen didn’t respond, but he turned and walked through a door into a pitch-black room.  I heard the sound of something heavy moving, and then some candle light spilled out of the room.  Larsi was already moving, so I followed after her and into this new place of mystery.  There was an open hatch in the floor that lead down into a lit basement area.  It had a carpet over it to cover up the seems on the edges, and to block any light from spilling out while it was closed.  The carpet seemed fixed in place as it hadn’t shifted when the hatch had lifted.  As we entered, Landen pulled the hatch closed behind us, shutting out the dark above.   
 
      
 
    We were on a small staircase that went down into the earth.  Everything here was clean and neat, no trace of the dust and mess from above.  The area was lit and had a comfortable feel to it.  In the new brighter lit surroundings I got a better look at Landen.  He was fairly tall, with long black hair that he wore tied loosely back.  He wore a beard of middling length that was the same color, and had dark eyes.  Again, it was interesting to see how little he looked like a Warden.   
 
      
 
    “There is a tea in the kettle, still warm if not hot.”  He pointed to a small stove in the corner of the larger area we’d entered.  Larsi went over and began to pour herself a glass, but I wasn’t thirsty, so I took a seat in one of the chairs in this new room.  There was a table in the center that had a few papers on it, but nothing looked of particular interest.   
 
      
 
    Sitting again reminded me how awful it felt to move in general.  I let out a sigh as my body ached, the nerves sending spasms of discomfort that made my limbs twitch uncomfortably.  I wondered if this would ever get better, or if I was doomed to be this broken for the rest of my days.   
 
      
 
    “As you’ve probably learned on your own, the King has declared the Wardens criminals.”  Larsi began to talk as she returned to the chairs with her tea.  “Treason.  He is bringing them back to Black Mark and converting some of them to Watchers, interrogating some, and shunting the rest.” 
 
      
 
    Landen winced. “Shunting?  I didn’t think we did that anymore, not in at least a hundred years.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the King has a very long memory, and it is the best way to make sure that a Warden won’t be a problem again.”  She nodded at me as she spoke.  “Ask Lillin.” 
 
      
 
    Landen’s attention turned my way.  “Surely she’s not . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she is.  Show him your neck.”  Larsi interjected.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t really like showing off my crippling wounds, but I turned in my seat and lifted by hair to show off the two marks that were still healing.  I didn’t heal as I had when I had my Will. The process took a normal amount of time, and the marks from the shunts were still there, and still oozed at times, despite constant cleaning and care.  They were deep.  Very deep.   
 
      
 
    Landen sucked in a breath as he saw them.  “Blackened, I didn’t know you could survive that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard of anyone walking away from it, but Lillin isn’t exactly spry.  She walks with a limp, and I can see the pain in her movements even if she tries to hide them.”  Larsi gave me a look that seemed, to me, to question whether I was better off as I was, or as I would have been if I’d just died.  I wasn’t sure myself.   
 
      
 
    “He’s marked all of the students of the school, and just about anyone else he can get ahold of.  Wardens, anyone able bodied.”  I spoke, trying to get the attention off of my wounding for a bit.  “His Watchers get the mark over their eye, but he marks others too.  The woman who shunted me, she had one on her chest.”  Thinking of Iyavi hurt badly.  For a moment my hands felt sticky with her blood again, and that horrible moment crept back into my head like it was fresh.  I’d killed her.  She’d been my lover once, and a friend, and I’d killed her.  “They don’t want to serve him, at least not most of them, but the compulsion is impossible to resist.”  I said those words much softer than the first.  
 
      
 
    “On top of that, the King is stronger than he was before.  His Iron Will he now calls the Black Iron Will, and it’s much more potent.  He still can’t use it to finesse much, but it is pervasive in a way it wasn’t before.  I think he’s lost the rest of his sanity.  He’s dangerous.”  Larsi went on.   
 
      
 
    “Black Mark is lost.  The city is completely burned out.  The school suffered the least damage, but everything else is literally blackened by fire.  There is some work on restoration underway, but the King still holds court at the school.  I don’t think much of anything lived outside of the school.  There are still ways in and out, old ways, but the King’s men have found the underground tunnels.  We were pursued out that way.  We had enough of a lead that they didn’t find us, but it was close for a while.  Luckily they don't have mounts anymore, but they can still use the doors.  That’s how they got here ahead of us I’m guessing.  They probably took a door to the city and then came here on mounts they acquired there.”  Larsi nodded to herself.  “That’s about everything.  The situation is far worse than we thought.” 
 
      
 
    Landen was nodding along as she spoke.  “Alright, then it sounds like we’ll have to do exactly what we thought we would.  We’ll meet up with the others.  They were stopping at one of the way posts to give us some time to catch up. We’ll head out to the expanse, meet with them, and then see what they want to do, but I think we’ll be heading our separate ways then.” 
 
      
 
    This gave me pause.  “Wait, you’re just going to disband?”  I was surprised to hear this.   
 
      
 
    Landen looked back at me.  “You have another idea?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we come together and fight.  The King needs to be stopped.  He’s not just insane, he’s possessed of something terrible, and it’s only going to get worse.”  I stated this as firmly as I could.  “We can’t just turn our backs to this problem or it’ll stab us while we’re not looking.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t fight the King.”  Landen answered almost immediately.  “It’s really not possible.  He can stop an army with his voice, or he could before all of this, and now he’s even more dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    A spark of anger flared into a flame inside of me.  “Everyone keeps telling me that it’s impossible to fight back.  Every Warden I meet talks about the King like he’s a god, but he is no such thing.  He’s just a powerful Warden.  He might be hard to kill, but it’s not impossible.  If we won’t stand up to him then no on can.  We’re supposed to have Will, blackened!”  The words were hot off my tongue.  “How can you even find your Will when you’re all such cowards?” 
 
      
 
    Landen’s eyebrows went up and then he laughed.  “That is quite a speech, especially for a Warden that doesn’t even have her Will any longer.”  The laughter faded though, and his face was thoughtful for a moment, the lines hard and somewhat dark.  “I would fight.”  He said after a time.  “But I won’t do it with just us.  If you can convince the others of your cause, and if you could come up with a plan of attack that wasn’t clearly suicide, I would consider making an attempt on the Iron Throne.”   
 
      
 
    I was stunned by his change of stance, more so because of how he’d laughed at first.  “Good.’  I replied.  “Then I’ll convince the others.” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t be easy.”  Larsi broke in on my small moment of triumph.  “I’m clearly disturbed, and Landen is a risk taker.  Authority has always chafed for us, but the others will be harder to convince.  Some of them wanted out of this mess before the capital burned.  They’ll see this as their chance to escape from the Wardens.  To them this is just another chance to vanish and live as they want without having anyone to answer to.  They won’t be moved easily, especially since the extent of your plan right now is simply a statement of intent.”   
 
      
 
    “There is a lot to consider, but establishing a force has to be our first move.  We need as many people as we can get, and we need strong people.”  I was trying to stay firm in my conviction, but it seemed strange to be leading this charge when I was the one who lacked power.   
 
      
 
    “What about you, Lillin?  Will you fight?”  Landen asked.  
 
      
 
    I shot him a scowl.  “Of course I’ll fight.  I haven’t stopped fighting since I joined the Warden school.”   
 
      
 
    “You’ll die.”  His voice wasn’t cold or dispassionate, and it didn’t sound like it was aimed to be mean.  “Most of us will probably die trying something like this, but without your Will to bring to bare, your chances of surviving a fight with the King are even worse.” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “I don’t want to die, but I don’t want to watch the world die either.  If I do nothing then that means I accept defeat, and not just for myself.  Running means letting everyone fall into whatever darkness the King is bringing with him.  I’ve seen the things that hide in that darkness, and it’s not something that I would wish on anyone.”  I thought of my family for the first time in a while, of what had been left of them the last time I saw them.  That chaos was burrowing into the King, hollowing him out until he was the perfect vessel to spread it further.  We couldn’t let that happen.  “I will resist until I can’t.”   
 
      
 
    Landen stroked his beard with one hand.  “Those are strong words.  I guess we’ll test your resolve.”  He stood up and walked back towards the stairs leading up.  “I’ve got to gather the final intel reports, but when I get back we’ll leave.  We need to go meet the others, and I can’t see any purpose in wasting more time here.” 
 
      
 
    “We released our mounts outside of the town.”  Larsi noted.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll steal horses when we leave.  I’ll leave some coin behind, but I’m not going to risk drawing the attention to us that trying to negotiate a purchase might bring.  I’ve done my best to stay invisible here.  I hope you two did the same.”  He shot a look between us.   
 
      
 
    Larsi just waved a hand at him. “Of course.  I’m pretty good at not being seen.” 
 
      
 
    Landen smiled.  “Yes, you are Larsi, but Axiome is about as subtle as a man on fire.”  
 
      
 
    “He’s been riding along for a while now.  We haven’t really needed him lately.”  She said dismissively.   
 
      
 
    This seemed to satisfy Landen.  He turned and slipped out of the hatch, leaving us alone in the cozy hidden space beneath the wrecked house.  For a while we sat in silence, and I ran my thoughts over and over the conversation we’d just had.  Larsi hadn’t really said she was with me, but she’d also seemed to just fall in with me as though she intended to fight as well.  Landen had surprised me.  With his initial reaction to Larsi’s report I hadn’t expected much at all from him.   
 
      
 
    “Are you a fool, or are you brave, Lillin?”  Larsi’s voice broke me from my thoughts.  I looked up at her and found she was staring at me quite intensely.  Her posture seemed strange, and her voice had seemed off as well.   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how to answer that question, or how I felt about her asking it to begin with.  “I’m probably a fool.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi nodded.  “That’s a good answer, a true one.  You are a fool, and you’re probably going to get a lot of us killed.”   She spoke with a deep, slow cadence that was different than her normal way of talking.  She seemed like a different person entirely, and then it occurred to me that she might be just that.   
 
      
 
    “Axiome?”  I asked hesitantly.   
 
      
 
    He nodded.  “We should have spoken sooner, but I’ve been busy.  Larsi was badly wounded and I had to work quite hard to keep her going.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised to hear this and concern welled up inside of me.  “I didn’t see her get hurt.  She should have said something.  We could have stopped and waited for her to . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “No, Lillin, it wasn’t a physical wound.”  His voice almost growled.  “The man who tortured her was ripping her mind apart.  She kept it together, but she was broken and hurting.  Even I was having trouble keeping things hidden from him.  It was like he took hooks to her . . . “  There was a slight glossy look to his yes for a moment, but he shook his head.  “It’s alright though, she’s recovered mostly.  I don’t think she’ll ever be entirely better, but I’ve done what I can.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed and leaned back in his chair.  “And now you’re going to lead us all into chaos again.” 
 
      
 
    “I . . . “  I wasn’t sure how to explain myself, or how to explain why this was so important.  “We can’t just let him do what he wants to everyone.  The King, the thing that was the King, it’s going to do to the world what it did to Larsi.” 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward and his eyes found mine.  They seemed darker than Larsi’s.  “Oh, I know.  If he burned the world it would be better than the things he’ll do.  I know that, but you see, I would watch it all go before I watched Larsi get hurt.  I just don’t care enough about anyone else.”  He laughed, a dark and kind of troubling sound.  “But Larsi does.  Larsi, despite what she might say, cares about a great deal.  She is sweet and foolish, and she thinks you’re exactly what the Wardens need.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed.  “She’s not happy I told you that.”  His expression darkened.  “Don’t get full of yourself, kid.  Just because Larsi likes you and thinks your spirit is good for us doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous.  I would never stop Larsi from doing what she needs to do.  I will always stand with her, always fight for her when she can’t.  When you love someone, sometimes you take up their sword even when you don’t want to.  I don’t like to fight, and I don’t like to kill, but I will crush skulls like eggs if I have to in order to see Larsi’s plans through to completion with her safe on the other side.”  He slipped forward suddenly, moving with more speed than a person possibly could without use of the Will, crossing the distance between us in a flash. He grabbed my shoulder.  “Lillin, you watch out for Larsi.  If you let her fall, I will never forgive you.  Do you hear me?”  His eyes seemed almost black as they pierced my own.   
 
      
 
    I nodded, finding myself suddenly wanting to crawl through the back of my chair.  “Of course, I always fight for those at my side.”  I said, speaking the truth as firmly as I could.  People died around me all the time.  I didn’t want it to happen, but it did.  I would fight with all I had, but I had so little anymore.   
 
      
 
    He sighed and let go of me, walking back to his chair and sitting down.  “I believe you, Lillin.  You’re a good person, a fool, maybe a little brave, but mostly a fool.”  His expression softened, and a small smile slipped onto the corner of his lips.   
 
      
 
    “We’re all fools, even you, Ax.”  His voice was softer, quicker again.  That was Larsi.  The whole shift was so jarring that it was confusing for me even knowing what had happened.  I hadn’t expected to see it like that.  I’d thought that Larsi was always in control, that Axiome was just a voice she heard, but the stark difference between them was incredible.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t let him bother you too much.  He’s just being protective.”  Larsi gave a short shrug.  “He knows the King is a problem that needs to be solved. He talks tough, but he’s actually very considerate.”   
 
      
 
    “What happens to you when Axiome comes forward like that?”  My curiosity got the better of me and tempted my tongue to questions.  Larsi was unlike anyone I’d ever known before, and this strange duality of hers was interesting. 
 
      
 
    She thought for a moment before answering.  “Nothing really happens.  I kind of step back for a moment, and Axiome steps forward.  I’m still there.  I still feel, hear and see everything, but I’m just not the one responding and acting for a time.  It scared me a little when it first began, but the fear faded with time.” 
 
      
 
    “I have to admit it scared me a little just now.  I guess I didn’t know that could happen.  The change was more than I might have expected even if I’d known.  I knew almost immediately that he wasn’t you.”  I told her honestly.   
 
      
 
    “Not everyone can tell.”  She gestured to the stairs, the way Landen had gone.  “It’s why they call me Tempest.  They don’t have to worry about calling me the wrong name if they just use the one they made for me.  I think they’re afraid I’d get angry, or perhaps that they will hurt my or Ax’s feelings, but the truth is we really don’t mind either way.  We know we’re different.  We accepted what we are long ago.”   
 
      
 
    “I still haven’t accepted what I am.  You two are doing better than most of the people I know.”  I smiled as I spoke.  The smile faltered some as I wondered what I actually was now.  “I never really wanted to be a Warden, not until I was already well into the training.”  I touched the tattooed side of my face.  “My direction was chosen for me, but I was trying to accept where life had taken me.  I wanted to make changes to the Wardens, to make things better for the future generations, but now . . . “  Now what?  I wasn’t sure.   
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I ask why you have the death head?”  The question was an unexpected one, but there was no malice or accusation in Larsi’s voice.  People generally avoided talking about my tattoo all together, though I’d been the one to bring it up.   
 
      
 
    “No, it’s fine.”  I answered, trying to decide what to say.  I hadn’t really spoken to many people about it.  “I made a grave mistake a few years ago.  There was a dress that I wanted so badly I believed it was worth the risk to steal it.  The guard at the store saw me, and he gave chase.  He chased me through the streets and into the alleys, and finally he caught me in a warehouse that I’d ducked into to hide.  He tried to grab me, and we grappled.  I was so determined not to be kept, not to get in trouble and loose my freedom, that I reached out and grabbed the nearest thing I could to fend him off.  He fell on it and it pierced his chest and killed him almost immediately.  I killed a man for a dress.  I was sentenced to death, and I deserved that.”  Recounting it made it seem keenly fresh again, and the surge of guilt that rose up as I spoke about it was profoundly unsettling.  It seemed like a lifetime ago, but truthfully, I wasn’t that far removed from those events, and I doubted I’d ever forgive myself for what had happened.   
 
      
 
    “You’re honest with yourself about things.”  Larsi’s tone was soft.  “That’s a good thing.  I’ve known a few people marked for death.  You meet them sometimes when scrambling through the underbelly of Black Mark.  Not everyone meant for the gallows makes it there.  I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard a story where someone took responsibility for what had got them the mark.” 
 
      
 
    I thought of Zark and Ori.  “I think most of the deadies I knew were aware of their faults.  Most felt guilt.  That might have been why we were given a chance at redemption, though now that I think about that, it’s more likely that we were given a chance because someone believed we had enough Will in us to become Wardens.  I like to think we all had a spark of hope in us.  My friend Ori, she should have never been given the mark in the first place.  She was far too good for that, but . . . “  I sighed and shook my head.  “Is there anything we should do to get ready for leaving again?”  I decided to change the subject.  I didn’t want to talk of people that were gone, and people that I might not see again.   
 
      
 
    “We can get packs and provisions for the trip.  We’ll likely be on the road a long time.”  Larsi stretched as she spoke and gestured to an area in the back of the room.  “There is always a stock of supplies here.  It would serve us well to leave prepared.  We have a few weapons as well.  You might find something more suited to your style than a sword.” 
 
      
 
    I was happy to have a direction again as I stood up and joined Larsi in the back of the room.  There was a closet with all kinds of supplies neatly stacked and organized.  The weapon selection wasn’t great, but I found a short polearm that would at least lend itself to my general style of staff combat.  It wasn’t ideal, but the long haft, and the long narrow blade atop it would allow me to make use of many of the styles of combat I was best with.  It wasn’t as utilitary as my more familiar weapon, but my weapon also wasn’t of a standard style.  I would probably need to have one specially made when I reached a place that could do such work.   
 
      
 
    Larsi and I gathered supplies, filled packs and prepared for another trip.  It was several hours before Landen returned.  “I’ve taken care of what needed to be finished in town.”  He announced.  “The only thing left to do is pack and make our exit.”  He looked at us, sitting with packs at our feet and nodded.   
 
      
 
    “We packed for you as well, at least the basic kit.  You’ll need to add anything else you want to that.”  Larsi gestured next to our packs where we’d left a third set of supplies.   
 
      
 
    Landen took up the travel gear we’d started to set for him and began to add a few more things to what we’d stored.  “I secured mounts and arranged for a way out through the supply gate at the back of town.  There are other ways out of the town, of course, but that’ll be the easiest for us to take horses through.  They won’t even look twice as we go by.  It’s regular business for people to slip in and out of there, though it’s not officially permitted, especially since the Watchers have been here.”   
 
      
 
    He put a few more small items in with his gear and then strapped the pack in place on his back.  “Alright, let’s go.”  He walked to a cask in the corner of the room and uncorked it before pushing it over.  Oil began to pour out onto the floor.  He took a small flask that was hanging next to it and opened that as well and began dumping its contents across the rest of the room as the oil spread its way across the floor.  It was immediately clear what he he was doing.   
 
      
 
    “We’re going to burn the place down?”  I asked, a bit surprised at that. 
 
      
 
    Larsi brow had furrowed at this action.   “A fire in this area might be very dangerous.  The homes are old and dry.” 
 
      
 
    Landen shrugged.  “We shouldn’t leave any trace of our presence behind.  We wouldn’t want someone stumbling on things they shouldn’t see.”   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of burning things as we left, but it wasn’t my choice.  I would have to trust the fact that Landen knew what he was doing.  At the very least I hoped that we weren’t going to be burning down the entire town as we left.  Fire was wild and unpredictable, and Larsi seemed concerned as well, though she held her tongue.   
 
      
 
    Landen pulled out a sparker and struck it into a bundle of papers he’d doused in oil and crumpled.  It caught quickly and he tossed it back into the room.  The oil picked up the flame quickly, and it roared to life.  “Goodbye Weldyr, burn well.”  He said, giving the flaming room a brief bow before we all turned and began filing up the stairs.  Soon enough we were out of the decrepit house and mounting the horses that Landen had secured for us.  The first trails of smoke were starting to rise up from the burning basement.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s ride quickly.  I don’t want to smell like smoke”  Lan said, and then he was leading the way onward.  Larsi and I fell in close behind, and I could see that Larsi’s brow was still knit in displeasure.  The horses didn’t like the smell of fire and were only too eager to get moving.  I gave one final look back before setting my attention forward.  It seemed I was destined to leave devastation in my wake.   
 
      
 
    We cleared the city without incident and were soon enough on our way into the Expanse again.  I took the time to draw in the details more clearly than I had the first time.  There were signs along the road, signs that warned to turn back, that the road ended ahead.  We didn’t follow the road all the way to its end, but it began to break down not long after the signs.  The cobbled stone turned to rut and ruin quite quickly, and then we were heading away from it entirely, winding through some route that seemed to only exist for Lan’s eyes as he led the way.   
 
      
 
    The forest rose up about us, thick and menacing, the path before us becoming a thing crafted by wild game and not the hand of any plotting and planning creature.  This was not the route I’d come before, but it also wasn’t entirely unfamiliar.  The expanse was a labyrinth, and I didn’t know enough about the place to tell one part from another.  It all felt the same.  It felt like a forbidden place, some deep hidden secret that wasn’t meant for my kind, and clearly not for the horses either.  They didn’t move the way the kea did, and as the underbrush grew more difficult to navigate, our pace got slower and slower until finally we dismounted entirely.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll go on foot from here.”  Lan said as we took our packs and freed the horses from their riding equipment.  We sent them off with a smack on the rump, and they started back the way we’d come.  They would find their way back easily enough, or at least out to where the grass was in plenty for them.   
 
      
 
    Traveling on foot would make this trek much longer, but I had to imagine those that went before us had gone much the same.  By the time dusk was upon on us our first night into the expanse, we’d reached a place that Lan deemed worthy of stopping.   
 
      
 
    At first I believed the location just a random spot in the wood, but Lan lead us to into a strange circular area that was free of trees and much of the undergrowth that we’d trudged through, and I realized a moment later that we were standing in the ruins of a town or a city.  The buildings were crumbled to nothing in most places, but the central square still had some structure to it.  The forest around the area still stretched above us, the trees surrounding the circle having grown large enough to hide the ruined gathering hub. There was a completely overgrown pagoda at the very center, the vines and plants of the forest having grown over it to the point that it barely stood out from the rest of the forest.  The ground still had stone left from when it had been a finished street, but it was so covered in debris that I only knew what it was from reading the clues hidden beneath our feet.   
 
      
 
    Lan set to building a fire, and Tempest and I located water and gathered wood to keep things burning through the night.  When we returned it was well and truly dark.  Lan was sitting at the fireside, a cooking pot over the flame and the smell of some kind of soup filling the air.    
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you should be cooking out here?”  Larsi asked as we approached.   
 
      
 
    He shrugged.  “No, but I want one more warm meal.  This place is usually safe and quiet, but further in the smell of cooking meat will become an increasing problem.  We can chase off any beasts that come for our food.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi’s face wore a frown that told me she didn't really approve.  My stomach growled at the scent of food.  I was far too hungry to say anything bad about whatever was cooking.  I hurt all over and I was exhausted.  I needed the food, and I needed the rest we were going to get.  I knew that the expanse was dangerous, and that the animals were a large part of what made it so, but I was far too tired to care at the moment.   
 
      
 
    “In that case, you can take first watch.”  Larsi spoke a bit tersely.   
 
      
 
    Lan just nodded.  “That suits me well, but we’ll see if you’re still as angry after you’ve had a warm bowl of soup to fill your stomach.”  He shot her what I thought was a winning smile made a bit macabre by the strange light and shadow cast by the fire.   
 
      
 
    Larsi wasn’t in the mood for his attempt at humor.  She didn’t reply as she sat down at the opposite end of the fire from him.  What followed was a long and somewhat uncomfortable silence until Lan announced the food was done and served it up for everyone.  Larsi took a bowl and ate quietly as well, and I was more than happy to share in the silence and the meal.  It was good, and it sat pleasantly on my stomach.   
 
      
 
    After eating the conversation stayed muted, and it wasn’t long before I found sleep creeping in on me.  I should have been far more alert and aware, but a full day of agony had taken its toll.  I drifted off to sleep quickly, even on the rough uneven ground of the old town square.  I awoke to a firm hand grip on my shoulder and my eyes shot open immediately.  Training kept me silent as my eyes came open.  I knew that a grip like that meant I needed to be awake and quiet.  It was drilled into me through many a training exercise.   
 
      
 
    The first thing I noticed was that it was dark.  The night was still upon us, and I couldn’t really judge the time at all.  Lan was crouched over me, a finger over his lips, though I didn’t need the signal for silence.   
 
      
 
    I gave a nod, indicating that I was aware and ready, or as ready as I was going to be, and then I carefully and quietly got to my feet, my eyes still trying to take in some detail in the seemingly impenetrable darkness. It was almost impossible to make anything out.  The moon was behind the clouds, and the canopy of the forest blocked out the meager natural light of the few stars peeking down from above.   
 
      
 
    Somewhere off in the distance something large moved through the underbrush.  I could hear the sound of its passing, though I couldn’t see it at all.   
 
      
 
    Lan leaned in very close, his mouth almost on my skin.  “Hyralan.”  He said, and that was all I needed to hear.   
 
      
 
    Hyralan were creatures of the expanse, predators at the top of the food chain.  They weren’t common, but they were dangerous, persistent hunters.  Their sense of smell was quite muted, but their hearing was keen, and their ability to see motion, even in complete darkness, was legendary.  
 
      
 
    I’d never actually seen one myself, but I’d seen drawings.  They were roughly the height of two men, quadrupedal, but able to stand on their hind legs to attack and climb.  Their hide was thick scale on the underside, and coarse black fur along their back that hid quills that could cause a fatal sting.  Unlike many predators that had long, narrow snouts full of teeth, hyralan had short faces with almost human-like features.  They used the nimble digits of their forelimbs to rend food into pieces small enough to fit in their mouths, which were quite large, and were filled with small sharp teeth.  They had dark, flat eyes that reflected like black mirrors, and a third pit in the center of their forehead that was, theoretically, involved in helping them see things in the dark.   
 
      
 
    Their limbs were incredibly powerful.  If you found yourself caught in their grip you were likely to die.  They could rip a man in half without straining themselves.  Their movement, however, was fairly slow, and they had bad peripheral vision.  Of course, they were also the most dogged hunter in the expanse.  They might be slow, but once they became fixated they tended to track their prey until it was dead.  They didn’t sleep, and they seemed capable of reading signs like a well-trained huntsman, though it was probably more of an instinctive skill then a learned ability.   
 
      
 
    Of course, running through the things I remembered learning in classes that had seemed dull at the time was only going to be so helpful.  Having heard about something was decidedly different than actually facing that thing, which was something I had no desire to do in this case.  I pulled my pack into place and snapped the clasp on my cloak shut in a single motion.  The polearm which had laid next to me while I slept was in my grip as well.   
 
      
 
    It was so dark beneath the trees.  Even with my eyes having adjusted to the night as much as they were going to, I could barely make out the details of the terrain around us.  I wished we’d kept the horses.  That would at least give us some advantage.  I couldn’t see Tempest at all, and Lan seemed to have vanished after waking me up.   
 
      
 
    I pulled my wits about me and started to think.  I needed to move, find a place that gave me a better vantage and wasn’t as exposed.  I waited until I heard the motion of the hyralan, and timed my movement to match its own, so I didn’t make any noise that could be heard by our pursuer.  The central area we’d stopped in was fairly open except for the overgrown pagoda, so I headed for that with the intention to climb it and put myself in a position that would give me some field of view, though the trees surrounding the circle still covered the sky above so it would make little real difference in how far I could see. Tactically I would feel better about having an elevated position. 
 
      
 
    The heavy motions of the hyralan were getting nearer.  It was covering more ground than I could in the same carefully timed motions.  I reached the central structure just as the crunch of its feet on the soft detritus of the forest floor added a distinctive click of claw on stone.  It had entered the small circle where we’d made our camp.  I waited for the next foot fall and then sprang upward, grasping at the vines covering the pagoda.  It was easy enough to climb, but the vines made more noise as they shuffled than my earlier motions had, and confining them to the movements of the hyralan was impossible.  Its motion changed directions even as I crested the top of my climb, and I knew it had heard me and was coming my way.   
 
      
 
    The simple truth of the matter was that we had to deal with this threat.  We couldn’t hope to just escape this creature.  It was looking for us now, and unless something far more appealing came around, it would track us until it captured us, and it wouldn't sleep, it wouldn’t stop, it would find us no matter how we tried to get away.  We had to kill it, or render it incapable of following our trail.  Of course, this was easy enough to deduce, but that didn’t change the fact that I wasn’t in any condition to fight such a beast.  I was weakened, even if I was well trained, and I had no Will to strengthen my blows.  These creatures were often hunted with spears known as dragon lances, metal hafted weapons with long piercing blades that were designed to come free and be replaced, leaving their barbed cutting edges inside the flesh of the target. It was a nasty business, but hyralan were nasty monsters.   
 
      
 
    The polearm I carried had a long, narrow blade at one end, but it wasn’t designed with replaceable blades.  If I broke it, or if the hyralan tore the weapon from my hands, I would have nothing to fight back with.  That would be the end for me.  Without the Will, and without a weapon, I simply didn’t have the resources to beat a creature like this.  I might have outrun it for a time, but I would have to sleep eventually, and it would catch up to me.   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t, however, fighting this thing alone.  Landen and Larsi were out there, though I didn’t know where.  They would be looking for a chance to attack as well, and they had more power and more experience than I did.  I would do what I could, but I would have to hope they were capable of catching me when I faltered.  The most I could hope to do was to control when that faltering happened, when my weaknesses struck, and I could no longer put up a fight.  If I’d had more time to plan, I might have stood more of a chance.   
 
      
 
    A hulking form moved closer in the shadows, and I got my first look at what was coming for me through the shroud of blackness that was the night. It was impossible to mistake it for anything other than what it was.  Its body was too large to be any other creature I’d seen, and too long to be mistaken for some form of wolf, even had my perspective of size been completely amiss.  Besides, the weirdly shaped head threw off that notion entirely.  Its face was too flat, head strangely oblong and rounded.  
 
      
 
    I held as still as I could, my hand tightly gripping the polearm at my side.  Its vision worked at least partially by tracking motion.  I just had to be as still as I could and it might not see me at all.  At least that was my hope.  My hope crumbled as it let out a gasping, wheezing sound and began to charge towards me.   
 
      
 
    It moved faster than it seemed like it should have.  It wasn’t the fastest beast I’d ever fought by a long stretch, nor the largest, but it was big and powerful, and I was small and weaker than I had been since I’d gotten into my last year of Warden training.  I dove backwards as the hyralan slammed into the structure I was on.  I was just trying to make space between us, but my attempt to get away faltered as the stone beneath me first shook and then began to crumble away.   
 
      
 
    The force of the hyralan hitting the old stone pagoda was just too much for it.  Even with the forest having grown up around it to hold it all in place, the mortar used to keep the brick-work together was decayed and old, and the impact of so much weight was more than it could take.  I jumped backward and away from the monster as the once solid surface at my feet gave way.   My jump was bad.  Part of it was due to my weakness, and part of it was due to the stone not giving much purchase to my feet as it began to fall, but the total effect was that I barely jumped at all.  Still, the effort was enough that I found myself tumbling roughly down the side of the fresh stone pile rather than being buried in the center of it.   
 
      
 
    I attempted to right myself as I rolled, struggling to get my feet back under me as I bounced off unforgiving surfaces and scrambled to simultaneously keep a grip on my weapon and somehow not end up with the sharp end of it embedded in my own ribs.  I did manage to find my feet as I landed near the bottom of the pile, but I only had a fraction of a second before the hyralan was looming above me.  One of its powerful arms flashed forward, a clawed forelimb streaking out with a grip large enough to circle my waist.  I remembered what those hand-like claws could do, and I spun back and away, twirling the polearm up into a defensive guard as I tried to ready myself to repel this attack.  The blade struck claw and clinked on hard scale, but this didn’t discourage the attempted grip.   
 
      
 
    The hyralan pressed it’s claw further in my direction, and I attacked harder than the first time, putting the weight of my body into the lunge.  I reached for my Will as well, grabbing for it desperately to add power to my swing, but there was no response, and my hit was slower and weaker than I’d wanted it to be.  This time, however, it wasn’t so weak that the hyralan didn’t notice.  It drew back it’s claw with a gurgling, unpleasant sound that was something like a pained animal being plunged into water.  It coiled back for a moment, but I could tell as it did so that it wasn’t retreating.  It was preparing to launch itself forward.   
 
      
 
    I readied my body to leap aside, but just as the hyralan was about to jump, something slammed into it from the side, and I heard Landen’s grunt as he struck home.  “Now!’  He roared, and before I could even attempt to figure out what that might mean, a brilliant light burst to life in the middle of the clearing.   
 
      
 
    The intensity of the light burned my eyes and dazzled me for a moment, leaving me unable to understand what I was seeing at all, but the effect on the hyralan was even worse.  Suddenly exposed to a brightness that could match even the light of a clear summer day, the creature staggered backward, its forelimbs coming up to cover its unsettling features.  With light full upon it, it was even more frightening than the shape in the dark.   
 
      
 
    It didn’t look like any other creature I’d seen.  The face set in its head was human in many ways, and yet creature in others, and the way it fit onto the body seemed both badly planned and yet perfectly balanced.  It looked like a mistake, like four or five different things had been roughly mashed together, but it was somehow perfectly murderous in the madness of its makeup.   
 
      
 
    As my eyes began to adjust to the brightness, I made out the shape of Larsi coming forward through the light.  She had a magic torch in one hand, a Will powered light, and in the other she carried a long knife.  She sat the light on the ground as the creature reared back from her, looking somewhat like a terrible, massive horse that had been startled, and then Larsi was jumping forward.  The motion was a blur, and her impact against the creature was so hard that it tumbled backwards roughly.  I lost sight of what was happening then as the two fell away from the lantern and shadow covered the ensuing fight.  I moved forward in case my help was needed, but by the time I was within range again, Larsi was picking herself up from the ground.   
 
      
 
    She walked over to the beast, that was twitching with less and less intensity every second, and drew her knife from its tattered throat. She nodded to herself as she went and cleaned the blade on the creature’s hide.   
 
      
 
    “She told you not to cook.”  A voice that wasn’t Larsi’s said. Axiome didn’t sound pleased.   
 
      
 
    “You know as well as I do that these kinds of creatures don’t come this far towards the border.  It should be a week or more before we have to worry about anything like this.”  Landen countered, but he didn’t sound confident.   
 
      
 
    “Yet here we are.”  Axiome gestured at the dead hyralan he was crouched over with the tip of his knife.   
 
      
 
    “Here we are.”  Landen said, sounding rather chastised.   
 
      
 
    Axiome stared at him for a time before giving a shrug and an unhappy sigh.  “It seems the rules have changed somewhat.  That which lived in the center has come out, so what is living in the center now, and what else has been chased to the edges?  Hyralan are dangerous, but they’re not the worst of that which lives here, and for one of these to have come out this far, that means something mighty nasty must have taken up roost further in.” 
 
      
 
    “It might just be a lone creature, one that decided to try new hunting grounds.”  Lan said, happy to be off the topic of his own mistake.   
 
      
 
    “It might be, or it might have pursued some pray all the way down here, but things have not been as we anticipate recently.  I’d say it’s advisable to keep our wits about us and proceed cautiously.”  Axiome said firmly, looking pointedly at Lan.  “No more foolishness.”  His features softened, and I realized that he was gone.   
 
      
 
    “Is everyone alright?”  Larsi asked. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, still a little unsettled by the strange and sudden change.  The glow of the Will lantern had begun to fade quickly as soon as Larsi took back over.   
 
      
 
    “I have a few scratches, but I missed the barbs.” Lan said, looking over at me.  “I could have been more cautious if she could hold her own.”  He sounded displeased, and his words cut at me some.   
 
      
 
    “She held her own well enough, Lan.  She’s hurt and in a place where the rest of us would be dead.  Try to remember that.”  Larsi answered, angry, but not with the quite the same venom that Axiome’s voice contained when he got angry.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to hold people back, but I could only do what was within my power.  I felt miserable and useless.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll try to be better, or at least not to get in the way.”  I remembered training, when I’d hated the weakness of others on my team when they couldn’t keep up, when they dragged me down and made things harder for me.  Now I was that person.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t be the strong one anymore.   
 
      
 
    For some reason this made me think of Dreea.  She’d wanted to be stronger, so she could be like me, but what would she think of me now?  If we ever saw each other again, she would be the strong one, and I’d be the weak one.  Would she still care about me?  This thought just made me feel even worse.   
 
      
 
    “You know as well as I do that the weak get left behind.”  He looked at me and shrugged as he spoke.  “It’s nothing personal, but that’s how you stay alive.  Coddling those who can’t keep up isn’t going to get us to our destination in one piece.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t Lillin who brought the beast here in the first place, Lan, and it wasn’t you who first noticed it either.  If either of you has been a danger to me yet, it has been you.”  Larsi’s voice had gotten harder.  I was surprised to hear her standing up for me so vehemently.  “Stop using her to hide your mistakes.  Own up to it and we’ll move on.” 
 
      
 
    Lan opened his mouth to speak again, but closed it and gave an exasperated sigh, looking just a bit sheepish.  “The soup was worth it.”  He said, but this time there was a bit of a smile on his lips.  It made me feel a little better, but the guilt of being the weakest person clung to me.  Landen had been right.  I was holding them both back, and I wasn’t sure I was going to get better.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Decay of Order 
 
      
 
    20.1 
 
      
 
    We walked for a week, pushing through the expanse and moving from marker to marker stone, three in total.  It was the fourth marker that we were aiming for, the one where we were supposed to meet up with the others from Larsi’s original group, and on the eighth day we arrived at the place, but the other group was gone already.  There were signs that a camp had been made there, but the traces were scant.   
 
      
 
    Landen and Larsi walked the grounds, looking for evidence of what had happened, or where the others had gone.  I did the same, though I thought it likely that my investigation wouldn't be as effective.  I wasn’t entirely certain what I was looking for.   
 
      
 
    “They should have been here for another two days.”  Landen said, breaking the silence of our search.  “These traces are days old though.  They left well ahead of our schedule.” 
 
      
 
    “How many were in the group when they left?”  Larsi asked.   
 
      
 
    “You know the answer to that.  There were thirteen of us, so minus you and I there were eleven here.”  Landen answered.  He looked over his shoulder, his expression suddenly curious.  “Why?”   
 
      
 
    “Because there are fifteen sets of distinct tracks here.”  Her reply was soft but certain.  “Thirteen came in close to the same way we did, and two more entered from . . . “  She was quiet a moment, pacing along the edge of the small clearing.  “This way.”  She gestured to one side.  “Then all of them left.”  She walked to the marker, looking at it for a moment and then frowning. “They left that way.”  She pointed again, though I couldn’t tell the direction just by looking.  I came closer and looked at the marker myself.  The eight sides of the marker made up something of a rudimentary compass.  I didn’t remember everything about it, but I knew a little.  It gave directions to different things, other marker points, danger or safety.  There were even false flags that negated a side, or all sides of the marker, making everything the opposite of what it appeared.  I scanned the surface for a moment and didn’t see any negation.   
 
      
 
    The direction that Larsi was pointing was marked with three lines and a circle.  That was a clear marker that moving that direction would take you towards the heart of the expanse.  There was also a marker for a ruined city and a water source in the same direction, as well as a hazard marking for either terrain or a beast.  I couldn’t remember exactly.  The symbols were random, made up of the same bits and pieces, but with no real reasoning to them. Circles, lines, stars, boxes, dots, and bits and pieces of all of them could be arranged in any number of ways, and there was no relation.  North was a circle above a single line.  South was an arrow pointing left and an arrow pointing right around a square.  It was nonsense, and it was supposed to be.  Unless you knew the code, it would be almost impossible to figure it all out, especially when one took into account the fact that a single symbol could negate one side, or just a side to the left or right of the symbol.  There were no books on the symbols.  It wasn’t allowed to be written down.   
 
      
 
    “Why would they go that way?”  Landen asked, as though we might have an answer to the question that was currently assailing all of us.  “There isn’t anything there.”   
 
      
 
    Larsi shrugged.  “I don’t know why, but that’s what they did.  They didn’t appear to be in a hurry either.  They broke camp, made an effort to make it tidy, and then left.  They weren’t worried about pursuit, and they didn’t leave any form of warning for us.  They just decided to go that way, and then went.”   
 
      
 
    “Do we go after them?”  I asked.  It seemed like the logical course of action.  If they’d traveled that way, and we’d come out to meet up with them, then wasn’t that the direction we should go as well? 
 
      
 
    Lan and Larsi looked at each other for a moment.  Larsi gave a shrug, and Landen frowned.  “I think we should go after them.  They have to have a reason, something they decided together.  They didn’t make much of a point of hiding their passage here.  They probably expected us to follow after them.”  Lan finally spoke, breaking the silence that had settled for an uncomfortable amount of time.   
 
      
 
    “That’s probably what we should do.”  Larsi agreed, but she didn’t sound certain.  “It makes sense to go after them, though I feel like we’re making a dangerous decision here.  Going towards the center of the expanse is always a risk.  The terrain becomes harder to traverse, and I don’t think anyone really knows everything that lives there.  It’ll be dangerous.”   
 
      
 
    “It’s either go that way, or we decide that we’re doing the rest of this on our own.”  Landen pointed out.  “If we ignore where they went, we won’t run into them again.  You know what it’s like when you take a branching path here.  You can lose weeks.  It’s almost as bad as missing a post.” 
 
      
 
    Posts were easy to miss.  Each one could put you on a heading, but they were only posts driven into the ground some time in the past.  The project to put them in was a massive undertaking that had spanned a few hundred years of diligent work.  Each stone post had a fragment of loadstone in its base.  A regular compass would react to the stones, and that was how you found your way from one to the next.  Of course, the result was that you traveled directionless beneath the canopy of trees.  It could become very easy to lose your path.  The expanse was a very dangerous place to be.   
 
      
 
    “What do you think, Lillin?”  Landen turned in my direction.  The question surprised me. He didn’t often look for my opinion on matters.  I was under the impression that he didn’t much care for me.   
 
      
 
    “We should follow the others.”  I said without much hesitation.  For me it was a simple matter of not being willing to abandon anyone.  I didn’t think we needed them to make it through the expanse.  Our group was fairly strong, with the exception of me, and if we stayed to the safe routes we’d get through eventually, but the others had gone off path.  What did that mean?  Were they in some kind of trouble?  These were questions that needed addressing.   
 
      
 
    “They either intended for us to follow them and something important came up that drew them inward, or they are off course for some reason.  Either way they might need our help.”  I decided, with this crowd, it might be best to offer some less altruistic thoughts as well.  “We’re also stronger when there are more of us.  We don’t know what threats lay ahead, but a group of thirteen or even seventeen Wardens is far better than a group of three.  Well, a group of two.”  I wasn’t much of a Warden anymore.   
 
      
 
    “That is sound reasoning.”  Landen said, nodding to himself as he ran his fingers through his beard. 
 
      
 
    “Then I guess we have our course.”  Larsi agreed, checking the post again.  “Dangerous terrain ahead.  Doesn’t mention what kind, so keep your eyes moving and watch where you step.  There are holes out here that can swallow you up forever.  Let’s not find any.”   
 
      
 
    With those words of ill portent, we set course and started walking again.  The expanse was vast in a way that was hard to grasp for someone who had never seen it.  I’d heard of the sea, water that stretched endlessly as far as the eye could see, and I thought the expanse was similar.  It was a forest that stretched on and on, seeming to flow as far as the land would allow it.  There were occasional breaks, fields, lakes, small clearings that might have once been parts of cities or towns, but for the most part it was nothing but a deep, dark wood with the only signs of humanity being ones that were archaic and grown over.   
 
      
 
    We made good time over the next five days of travel before we came across another marker.  Larsi had been following her compass for several hours, trying to move us in the right direction, and when we finally did spot the stone, it was in one of those rare clearings, lying at the bank of a lake.  There were tracks here, just over a day old, which meant that we’d made up some time along our path.   
 
      
 
    “They’re still headed inward.  Bogs ahead, that must be the terrain warning.”  Landen read the post, shifting from side to side.  This one had negation marks which made finding a starting point difficult.  He stopped for a moment, a furrow creasing his brow.  He knelt and tapped the bottom of the post on the direction that would represent the one we’d be traveling, though it was facing a different side at the moment because of the negation.   
 
      
 
    “What’s this?”  He asked, touching the symbol on the bottom of the post.  It was a spiral, though at the very outer end of it was a diamond shape.  That didn’t match any of the symbols I knew of.  It wasn’t even a shape I recognized as having been used in the code.    
 
      
 
    Larsi touched it as well, running her fingers over it, and then over the other symbols.  “It’s newer than the others.  The edges are still sharp, not worn with time.  I can’t guess how new it is, but it’s not nearly as well aged as the rest.”   
 
      
 
    “Did the others make it when they were here?”  I asked what I thought was the obvious question given the circumstances.   
 
      
 
    Larsi shook her head.  “No, look at the moss.  It’s grown over some of the bottom edge of the symbol.  That would take time, and the etching job is clean and concise.  Someone spent some effort putting that there.  “This has probably been here for several weeks or more.  Beyond that I’m not certain.” 
 
      
 
    “It is clearly indicated on the same direction our friends went.”  Lan said, standing at the edge of the clearing in the direction we were supposed to travel next.  “I’m not sure I like this.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve come this far.”  Larsi’s tone was a bit distracted, as though she was deep in thought.  “We should probably find out what they’re doing.  Maybe they have some piece of information we don’t have.  We should assume they know what they’re doing.  They’re all very skilled survivors, some of the few people I would trust my life to.” 
 
      
 
    Landen nodded.  “A few of them have even saved my neck over the years.  You’re right, we need to keep going.”   
 
      
 
    “That’s settled then, we’ll keep following them until we catch up.  We’ve already made up some time.  If we travel long hours we should be able to make up the rest in another week or so.” I could see the solidification of the idea in Larsi as she began to set us upon our course once more.   
 
      
 
    Another week of hard walking sounded miserable to me.  My body was already protesting motion.  The days had become agony, but I refused to let my current state slow down the others.  I tried to pretend that it didn’t feel as though my nerves were on fire, that my feet weren’t tingling with pain that rode up my spine and nettled at the back of my head where my skull had been pierced. I also refused to open my mouth in complaint.  I didn’t want to be seen as a vulnerability again, not after the first hardship we’d faced.  It would be easy enough for Landen and Larsi to decide I wasn’t strong enough to stay with them, and then where would I be?  I would never make it from the expanse on my own.  I didn’t know the markers well enough. 
 
      
 
    So, regardless of the pain that hounded me, I trudged on, never allowing myself to falter, and never giving voice to the agony that the miles became.  As we walked a growing sense of dread began to settle in.  It was as slow and subtle as it was invasive.  I took it for a manifestation of my suffering for the longest time, but over the course of the days following that last way marker I began to believe it was something else entirely.  It felt familiar in a way that an old injury aching might.   
 
      
 
    “How do you both feel?”  I asked as we stopped to make camp on the fifth night out from the previous marker. Cold sweat was on my brow, and my hands had a tremor to them, but I tucked them beneath my cloak and ignored the signs of my weakness.   
 
      
 
    Landen raised an eyebrow.  “I’m fine, why?” 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?”  Larsi asked as she kindled the fire to life.   
 
      
 
    “Neither of you feel a bit unsettled?  Nothing feels amiss to you?”  I asked, looking for some indication that I wasn’t simply going mad from the pain.   
 
      
 
    “Everything feels amiss.”  Landen answered with an uneasy seeming chuckle.  “This is the expanse.  It’s always like this.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi was looking back and forth between Landen and me.  “Yes, something is amiss.  It is like that nagging feeling you get when someone is pursuing you without your knowledge, that sense that eyes are upon you.”  She said after a short pause.   
 
      
 
    Langen grunted but didn’t look eager to add anything of his own.   
 
      
 
    “Do you know something?”  Larsi asked me pointedly.  
 
      
 
    “I know this feeling.”  I told her.  “I haven’t felt it in a while, not since before the King burned the city.  It feels like the dark, but I don’t know how it would be out here, or why it would be.”   
 
      
 
    “The dark?”  Landen asked.  “Like the night?  I mean, it is night.  I didn’t realize we were afraid of our own shadows now.” 
 
      
 
    “No, not like the night.”  I shot him a glare.  “Didn’t you get reports from the city while it was under the shadow?  The entire city was covered in this . . . “  I struggled for a word.  “It was like a fog, but the fog was made of darkness, and when it was on you, you could feel it.  It’s heavy.  It pulls you down, and it makes you tired inside.  That’s usually how it starts.  Nightmares begin filing your dreams at night, and then the nightmares start coming while you’re awake.  It feels like this at first, like something is wrong but you can’t pick out what it is.” 
 
      
 
    “What causes the darkness?”  Larsi asked.   
 
      
 
    “Come along now, Tempest, you can’t be buying into that.  It’s madness.  What happened at the city was the result of some unknown attacking force.  Perhaps it was even some kind of drug induced state.  You know as well as I do that chemicals can be smoked into a populace to cause all kinds of effects.  I’m not going to start believing in some disembodied darkness.”  Lan didn’t sound impressed.   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t surprised Landen didn’t believe me, not really.  It was difficult to believe even for those who’d been through it.  It seemed to deny reason, and the horrors that it induced were the kinds of things that were generally the realm of nightmares and nothing else.  The tedium of trying to explain things to people who didn’t want to know, or didn’t want to listen, was exasperating.  I’d spent a good deal of time now not being believed.   
 
      
 
    “No, there is something to this.” Larsi, surprisingly, didn’t seem to be in a state of disbelief.  “Think of it as you will, but I’ve been to the city, and I’ve seen things that were the result of something beyond our normal reasoning.  The King is changed, and it’s not just Everburn as we feared.  Everburn creates a kind of consuming fervor, but this is something more twisted.  There is an inherent cruelty that goes beyond what the fire wills.”  She gave a shrug.  “Aside from what I’ve seen, I have heard bits and pieces of the young one’s story as we’ve traveled, and it doesn’t seem like the kind of things one makes up.  We all heard rumors about Lillin, but none of those rumors included anything about her being less than honest.” 
 
      
 
    “Rumors?”  This was the second time she’d mentioned rumors, and I was beginning to find it strange that everyone just knew who I was the moment they saw me. 
 
      
 
    Landen was frowning.  “If we give her . . . “  He looked at me.  “If we give you the benefit of the doubt, and we say that what you’re feeling is correct, that this strangeness in the air is more than just paranoia and concern for our friends, then what would you have us do now?” 
 
      
 
    I still wanted to know what rumors had been spread about me, but it seemed that neither of them was going to answer just then.  “We continue what we’ve been doing.  We find your friends and we try to get out of here together, but I think we need to stay together, and we need to keep our eyes open for unexpected threats, things beyond what the expanse would normally set in front of us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a somewhat nebulous thing to watch for.”  It was clear Landen was only barely willing to consider my warning, and then only because Larsi had spoken for me.   
 
      
 
    “It’s impossible to define the exact nature of what to watch for.  I could tell you what I’ve seen, but you already don’t believe me.   Telling you about things that seemed to have crawled from my nightmares, telling you about the terrible things done to people who get trapped beneath this cloud, none of that is going to make you believe me any more than you do now.  Watch for things that you know shouldn’t be, things that are too monstrous or terrible to exist.”  Memories of the last time I’d seen my family floated through my mind, and I felt my hands shaking with a renewed vigor, one that I had a hard time getting back under control.  I closed my eyes a moment and took a few deep breaths, trying to push the memories back down where they belonged, in the furthest reaches of my mind.   
 
      
 
    “I hope I’m wrong.  I hope I’m just paranoid and nothing is out here aside from the things that would normally make this place dangerous, but we need to be ready in case there is more.”  I said this firmly, conviction touching my words.   
 
      
 
    “Fine, I’ll keep my eyes open for unusual things.  I always do, but I think you’re a bit daft, Lillin, and Larsi, I think you’re a bit dafter for believing her.”  Landen gave an exasperated sigh as he leaned back on his pack.   
 
      
 
    “Better to be a bit daft then to be swallowed up by the monster’s in the dark, Lan.”  Larsi chided softly, but she had an amused expression on her face.  She turned her head to look at me then, her eyes calm and considering.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m alright.”  I answered, lost somewhere between touched by her concern, and nettled that she seemed to have noticed my physical state.   
 
      
 
    “Are things getting better for you?”  She asked.  “You seem to be keeping up well enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure.”  I answered honestly.  “Moving is painful, and making my body work the way I want it to can be frustrating.  Sometimes it feels like I’m doing it all by memory instead of through direct control.  My fingers won’t move exactly as I want them to, but I think walking is getting easier.  It’s like training was in the beginning.  I’m doing things that my body doesn't like, but the longer I force myself to do so, the easier those things become.  It only gets truly discouraging when I think about how much progress I’ve lost.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi nodded.  “But you could have lost much more.  You’re alive, and that’s something most of us wouldn’t have in your place.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to smile at that, but it was difficult to keep that positivity in focus given all that was gone now.  Losing the Will after working so hard to get it was like suddenly losing both of my arms.  I didn’t feel like I was capable of even simple tasks anymore.  “Sometimes it’s easier to think about what I still need to do instead of where I currently am.  Keeping focused on what is ahead seems to give me a reason to keep going.”   
 
      
 
    “That’s a good way to look at things.”  Larsi said with a nod, then she grinned.  “And tonight, you’re on first watch, so you can get to focusing on that right now.”  With that said she was curling up next to her pack.  “Lan is second.  Don’t wake me up by mistake!”  She called over her shoulder, and that was it.  Our talk was finished.   
 
      
 
    For all that Larsi was blunt and seemingly unsympathetic, I could sense her concern, and her playfulness about it all was just her way of showing me that she thought I could get through this.  At least, that was the way I was going to interpret her actions.  As strange as Larsi was, she seemed like a good person.  I was happy to be traveling with her.  
 
      
 
    Lan groaned and began to lay down next to his own pack.  “Middle shift is the worst.  I prefer to get my sleep in one go.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll gladly swap places.”  I said, feeling exhausted and not at all in the mood to stay up for another three hours.   
 
      
 
    “Nope.”  Lan didn’t miss a beat.  “Have to keep to the schedule.  Larsi’s rules.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi gave a short bark of laughter, but then the camp fell silent.  It wasn’t long before my two companions were fast asleep, and it felt as though I was alone in the impenetrable depths of the expanse.  I turned my back to the fire so that my eyes would adjust to the dark as much as they were going to.  Even with this precaution, the woods were still far too cloaked in shadow to make out much, and the small fire we allowed ourselves just bathed the nearest branches in a haunting glow that seemed to make things even more sinister.  You couldn’t cook on the small flame we kept, but the fire generally kept most denizens of the expanse at bay.  Animals had a tendency to fear the flickering tongues of heat and light, and I thought that was with good cause.  Fire was dangerous, an uncaring and unflinching monster.   
 
      
 
    Soon enough the world felt like it only contained me and the woods that wrapped around me.  It was difficult to keep track of time without a good line of sight on the sky, but the progress of the fire dimming was enough.  I knew about how fast it was burning, and about how much wood it contained.  I just had to wait until the flame was getting low and then I could wake my relief.  It would be his job to keep the flame up if he wanted to.  While I waited, I watched the shadows and thought about my life.   
 
      
 
    I was still pursuing goals that I’d taken on myself while I was actually a Warden. Things had changed a great deal from the earlier days.  I'd wanted to shape the Wardens into something new, change the way the school of Black Mark worked, but now those goals were gone.  There would be no fixing Black Mark and the school.  Now we were fighting to stop the spread of whatever the King had become.  In my head it was “we”, but the truth was it was just me in that moment.  Larsi had said she’d come with me if I could convince the others, and so had Lan, but Lan was quick enough to dismiss my warnings, and quicker still to dismiss my usefulness.  The others, I feared, would be much the same way.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly all of my goals felt daunting.  In the quiet of the night, with all the time I needed to really think, it felt like there was too much for me to do.  I couldn’t accomplish all of the goals I’d set for myself.  Even thinking about them was overwhelming.  Desperation and sadness swept in, and I found myself thinking of Dreea.  I missed her so much.  I wanted to hold her again, to curl up at her side and talk about everything that was going on in my head.  I wanted to feel her soft fur, and the warmth of her body against mine, and to have everything be right for just a little while.  I was profoundly lonely for her company. 
 
      
 
    I wiped at tears with the back of my sleeve.  It was amazing how much it hurt to think of her right then.  I hoped she was alright, that she was still training like she wanted.  I hoped that Second was doing better than Black Mark.  I hoped that I would see her again soon, and she’d welcome me with open arms.  She was resourceful, strong, she’d be okay.  I had to believe that, or I just couldn’t go on.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  The voice saying my name caused me nearly to jump out of my skin, and I grabbed my weapon from the ground and spun about even as the last syllable of my name hit my ears.  Landen was standing in the shadows at the edge of the fire, his form barely visible in the low light of the flame, just an outline with his shape, and I let out a sigh of relief.   
 
      
 
    “Shit, Lan, you scared me nearly to death.”  I snapped a bit more loudly than I meant to.   
 
      
 
    Something stirred a few feet from me and I turned my head in that direction.  Lan sat up from where he was laying next to the fire, where he had been laying when he’d gone to sleep. “Lillin?”  He asked, words a bit groggy.   
 
      
 
    A chill shot down my back, and every hair on my arms and legs stood straight up as my heart began to pound in my chest.  I snapped back towards the figure at the camps edge, but it was gone.  There was nothing there, no ill-defined shape, nothing but a gap in the trees.   
 
      
 
    “Did you call me?  Is it time for my shift then?”  Lan was talking at my back, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the woods.  I had seen it.  I had heard it say my name.  I wasn’t going mad.  Something had been there, watching from the darkness, it had known my name.  
 
      
 
    “There is something out here.”  I said, voice a harsh whisper as I took a step back towards the fire.   
 
      
 
    This snapped Landen to attention quickly.  He got up in one smooth move, taking his weapons to hand as he did.  “Larsi.”  He said quickly.  “There is something here.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi got up soundlessly, sitting up and coming to her feet as though she’d been awake the entire time.  She had a long knife in one hand.  Out of instinct she was facing the opposite direction from where we were.  All of us had taken a third of the forest in sight, each scanning a different area.   
 
      
 
    “What did you see?”  Larsi asked quietly.   
 
      
 
    “A person, standing at the edge of the camp.  I thought it was Lan.”  I tried to explain, and I realized that would sound crazy.  There was no one out here in the expanse.   
 
      
 
    “A person?”  Lan asked, a bit incredulous, and then his tone changed.  “Maybe one of the others?”   
 
      
 
    “Why would one of the others creep in here at night and then vanish when spotted?”  Larsi asked.   
 
      
 
    “Well, who else is going to be out here?  This isn’t exactly a high traffic road we’re on.”  Lan’s reply was a bit snarky.  “It’s either one of the others, or . . . “  He looked at me.  “Or Lillin was having a bad dream.”  I could see something akin to disappointment on his face, and I looked out at the woods again.  I hated seeing that there.  He always seemed to doubt me.   
 
      
 
    “I did not fall asleep on watch.  I have never done so, and I will never do so.”  I said firmly.  “Something was out here.” 
 
      
 
    “Grab a brand from the fire, let’s see what we can see.”  Larsi said, stopping any further discussion from happening.  I recovered a partially burning piece of wood from the fire, and together we began to cautiously walk the perimeter of the camp.  We didn’t see anyone.   
 
      
 
    “Where did you see this person?”  Landen asked finally.   
 
      
 
    And with a growing certainty that we would find nothing at all, I took him to where I’d seen the shadow.  We peered off into the wood as far as we could see, but there was no sign of passage.  Larsi knelt down and looked at the ground.   
 
      
 
    “No one.”  Landen said, voice holding a tinge of anger.  “Nothing.  You woke us over a nightmare.” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Larsi’s voice was firm.  “Look.” 
 
      
 
    We knelt down together and looked where Larsi was pointing.  It was difficult to make out, but there, at the edge of our camp, were two clear indents on the soft forest floor.  They weren’t exactly boot prints, but neither were they exactly footprints.  They had a foot like shape, but no clearly ascertainable definition that was recognizable.  Landen scrutinized them closely before quietly cursing to himself.   
 
      
 
    I let out a relieved sigh.  “There was something here.”  I said, more a confirmation to myself than the others.  I wasn’t going mad.   
 
      
 
    We searched the area, looking for another set of tracks, but there were none to find.   
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible.”  Landen said as we came back together.  “There has to be more.  There is nowhere else to go.  Whoever it was had to walk in here, and then they had to walk back out.” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing more unless we’re missing it.  We can look again under sunlight tomorrow, but something tells me we won’t find anything.”  Larsi didn’t sound pleased about that, but she spoke in a very matter-of-fact manner.   
 
      
 
    “If it didn’t walk in here and back out, then did it fly in?”  Landen wasn’t ready to accept the impossibility of what the prints indicated, and honestly that was probably for the better.  We needed to consider rational explanations.   
 
      
 
    “It might have.”  I offered.  “But whatever it was, it called my name.  I didn’t mishear that.”   
 
      
 
    Landen didn’t sound certain when he spoke next.  “It might have been stalking us for awhile.”   
 
      
 
    “That’s a possibility, and we shouldn’t throw that aside entirely, but this isn’t like anything we’ve heard about in the expanse.  We don’t know everything, of course.  Most of us don’t travel this far in towards the interior, and the records aren’t great, but a large flying creature that can speak seems like it would have attracted someone’s notice.” Larsi reasoned.  “Whatever it was, we need to be cautious.  We’ve already had some difficulty because of the terrain.  The bogs were nasty to cross, and the pitfalls earlier made movement hazardous, we don’t want to end up running into something even more deadly.  There are volcanic pools near the center, and with the way the temperatures have been steadily increasing, I think we’re getting closer to that region.” 
 
      
 
    “We should be able to catch up with the other group in a day or two.”  I pointed out, judging this based upon the rate at which we were currently making time.  “If we push hard tomorrow, maybe we can find them before evening.”  That was a hard thing to judge.  There were no roads or paths.  In the expanse one made their own way from checkpoint to checkpoint.  Finding them outside of a marker point would be very difficult.  We’d have to track them.   
 
      
 
    “I can run ahead and scout for signs.”  Landen offered.  “If I can stay ahead of you two, I should be able to keep us moving forward at a good pace.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good idea, but it should be me keeping ahead.”  Larsi replied quickly.  “I’m a better tracker.”  She gave Landen a pointed look.  “It’s just the truth.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged, but I was shaking my head.  “No, Larsi, we shouldn’t split up.  If it takes an extra day to find the others that’s fine, but if we split up, we make ourselves more vulnerable.  Whatever the threat is that is following us, or at least seems to be paying attention to us, we need to present a unified front.  We don’t want to be divided.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi sighed and looked at Landen who just nodded once.  “Alright, that is sound advice.  I don’t like the idea of having to go slower, but if you think we should be cautious, I suppose I can see the wisdom in that.”  
 
      
 
    With that decided I was instructed to nap, and the other two took up watch for the night.  I was the only one who hadn’t gotten any sleep.  I knew I wouldn’t really get enough before it was time to be up again, but at least there would be a little more.  The dawn was going to bring a long day with its rise.   
 
      
 
    20.2 
 
      
 
    The morning was uneasy.  Even as I woke I could tell that something was amiss.  “What happened?”  I asked Larsi as we broke down camp and began to walk.  I couldn’t tell what had transpired, but Larsi and Landen both seemed a bit out of sorts.   
 
      
 
    “Things.”  Larsi replied cryptically.   
 
      
 
    “A great many things.”  Landen added.  “My skepticism over our situation has lessened.” 
 
      
 
    “Just things?”  I wanted clarification.  It was somewhat vindicating to know that the others had encountered something while I slept, though they didn’t seem to have actually fought anything, and I hadn’t been startled awake.   
 
      
 
    “It would be difficult to describe everything.”  Larsi admitted.  “We saw things out in the woods, and we each heard sounds, voices, but they differed.  It was all very unsettling, and it went on for nearly an hour before it just stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “There are memories that I have buried for a long time, secrets I haven’t told anyone, and I heard and glimpsed bits and pieces of those last night.  I was tempted on many occasions to go out there and confront whatever was causing me to see and hear these things, but I knew that was dangerous.  I am willing to accept that something is happening here beyond the normal.  We’re going to find the others and then we’re going to leave this damned place and not come back.”  Larsi added this after a long hesitation.   
 
      
 
    I felt an almost giddy relief at their experiences.  I was no longer struggling to convince them that this was real, that the danger we faced could twist our thoughts and use them against us.  That felt like a victory, even if that victory did little to actually help us.  Things probably would have been easier for me if I was just out of my mind.   
 
      
 
    We set a hard march.  The goal was to try and catch up to the others before night, and even the pain didn’t slow me as I did everything in my power to match the pace of my two Warden companions.  We didn’t divide, so that meant we had to make frequent stops to make sure we were keeping on the trail of those we were pursuing.  Fortunately, they didn’t seem to be attempting to cover their tracks.  By the time the sun was setting we were close.   
 
      
 
    “Blackened!”  Landen swore as we stumbled through the increasingly dark woods.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was shaking her head.  “We’re not going to make it tonight.”   
 
      
 
    “We’re so close.”  He frowned as he turned to her. “They can’t be more than an hour or two ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and there is no way we can walk through this darkness for that long.”  Larsi replied calmly.  She’d pulled a Will lamp from her things and it was glowing dimly.  Larsi had trouble focusing Will, though her other half was fine with it.  When she was in control, the dull glow we were seeing now was the most she could manage.  Landen drew closer and the torch brightened as he added his own Will to the effort.   
 
      
 
    “We could walk by torch light.”  He said, looking at the glow the lantern spilled across the ground.  Shadows sprang out in every direction, shifting and moving as the light swayed in Larsi’s grip.   
 
      
 
    “We could, but we’d likely end up with a twisted ankle, or at the bottom of a hole.  If the ground was even it would be one thing, but we can’t all walk with just this light for guidance.  You know as well as I do that doing so would only put us at greater risk.”  Larsi just sounded tired as she spoke, not frustrated or angry.  She wasn’t tired from the day of walking, but from the stress of having to spend another night out here in the dark.  I could judge her weariness because I felt it myself.  “A torch casts too many shadows.” 
 
      
 
    Landen sighed unhappily.  He wasn’t going to disagree.  “Then we make camp now and leave at first light.”  He took off his pack and dropped to the ground where he stood.  
 
      
 
    “We should have picked up some wood as we traveled.”  Larsi noted, putting the torch down in the middle of our group as she sat down as well.  She pulled out her water and some small portion of travel ration to eat as I did the same thing.  “A fire would be better than burning the will lantern all night.” 
 
      
 
    We hadn’t wanted to take the extra time to gather wood as we went.  The day had been one long march with no breaks.  It was a testament to my body’s slow improvement that I had been able to do the whole thing, but improvement didn’t mean I was better.  I was paying for the day now that we were resting.  Everything throbbed painfully and, in that moment, I wasn't certain I could do this all again the following day.  I didn’t speak. I was focused on trying to get my head clear through the pain.  
 
      
 
    “We have to sleep a bit more than we did last night.”  Landen gave an unhappy grunt after speaking.  “We can keep going without it of course, but my nerves are frazzled and I can feel my thoughts getting sluggish.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi seemed to agree. “We’ll have to try sleeping in shifts again.  One person awake, two asleep.  We’ll try and ignore things that don’t appear to be an immediate threat.  Noises and small sightings . . . things that aren’t likely to kill us, we’ll have to let the others sleep through.  Keep your weapon drawn, and if something physically enters this camp, then make sure everyone is up and ready, but otherwise we sleep as well as we can.  This thing, whatever or whoever it is, it’s trying to etch away at our resolve.  Exhaustion makes us easier to attack.”  She looked over at me.  “You’ll sleep first, Lillin, and you, Landen, then I’ll wake Landen and I’ll sleep.  Lillin, you’ll take the last round of watch.” 
 
      
 
    She was giving me the first round of sleep, and what would probably be the longest and least disturbed.   I should have argued, but I didn’t.  I just gave a nod.  I needed the rest.  I was at my limits.  As we finished eating and drinking a bit, I laid down on my pack, looking up into the dark beyond.  I closed my eyes, uncertain if I would be able to sleep.  The nightmares came on quickly.   
 
      
 
    I dreamed of the last time I’d seen my family, and I dreamed of losing Zarkov again.  I dreamed of losing my Will, and of having to kill Iyavi.  It all rolled in my head again and again, and each time my part in all of it was the centerpiece of the dream.  I was shown exactly how these things had been my fault.  I was to blame for all of this loss, and it was so easy to believe.  It all seemed so very obvious.  As the knife I’d killed Iyavi with clattered to the ground again, the world of my dream went pitch black and I found myself alone.   
 
      
 
    I waited for the cycle to start again, but instead someone called my name.  I turned and looked, trying to figure out who it was, but the voice was unfamiliar, alien.  Then someone grasped my shoulder and I was shaking.  There was a firmness to it, a harsh reality that banished the dream suddenly and I sat upright where I had been laying, almost colliding with Landen.   
 
      
 
    “It’s your shift.” He said, his eyes on mine.  “I set a small fire.  It should burn for your watch if not much longer than that.”  It was only as he spoke that I realized I would have been entirely in the dark if not for his thoughtfulness.  I had no will to keep the torch going.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you.”  I said, my voice a bit thin.  The dreams were still weighing heavily upon me.  My fingers felt slick with Iyavi’s blood, though I knew it wouldn’t be there if I looked.  “How was your watch?”  I asked, feeling exhausted despite my sleep. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “It wasn’t good, and neither was Tempest’s.  The damned dark is full of voices and shadows.  Sometimes they drift very close to camp, but nothing has physically attacked us.  Either they can’t, or they’re not ready to.”  He looked exhausted.  “Keep your weapon ready, and don’t be afraid to scream if you need help.  Hopefully we don’t sleep quite as hard as you do.”  He smiled, letting me know he wasn’t really upset.   
 
      
 
    I tried to smile back.  “I wish I could say that sleep was a welcomed escape, but it was all nightmares, and not the kind that shrug off easily.  I’m not sure if I feel better or worse than before I laid down.”  I thought about that a moment more then shook my head.  “No, I feel at least a little rested, but not up here.”  I tapped the side of my head.  
 
      
 
    “It seems Wardens have more demons than most, and this enemy knows that.”  Landen said seriously.  “It exploits those things that we would rather not face, uses them against us, but we’ll keep going.  That’s what we do.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded halfheartedly.  I wasn’t really a Warden anymore.  I wasn’t sure I could keep going like the others.  “We certainly try.”  I said as firmly as I could.  This seemed to be enough to satisfy Landen.  He laid on his pack and began to drift off while I started my watch.  The world was still enough at first, the dark deep and endless, and the fire seemingly faltering every moment.  For a short time I wondered if I might escape the horrors the others had faced, but it wasn’t to be.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  A voice whispered my name, distinct and harsh.  I jumped and turned in that direction, my weapon coming to the ready.  A figure stood just at the edge of the light cast by the fire, a shape with no real defining characteristics.  I held my position, weapon ready.  It wasn’t time to wake the others yet.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer the other thing.  I didn’t know what it was, or what it wanted, but I wasn’t going to hold a conversation with a phantom.   
 
      
 
    “We see you.”  The voice whispered, female.  I recognized it well enough.  It was Iyavi’s voice, though she’d certainly never used the tone before.  “The tide shifts, your world darkens, and we are coming.  What happened at Black Mark was nothing compared to what lies ahead.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to yell at it, to tell it to stop prattling on and do something if it intended to, but that was just giving in to what this thing wanted. It was trying to stir my emotions, to get me to react.  It fed on that chaos, and I wasn’t going to give in so easily.   
 
      
 
    The figure stepped forward some, and I could make out more of her, and of the vicious red gash at her throat.  She was as she’d been after I’d just killed her, before I’d finished, her head nearly severed by my own hand.  My stomach twisted and guilt rose up inside of me.  Her lips twisted in a dark smile.   
 
      
 
    “Bring your new friends deeper, dear child.  Bring them to us.  We will make sure they find all your other friends, that they join the ranks of the dead and mad.  The Worm stirs, and his courts must be full upon his arrival.”  As I watched her, her form split and ripped at the seems, shredding bits of darkness that swept away on a breeze I couldn’t feel.  The night was still.   
 
      
 
    Those troubling words left me awake and frightened.  Though nothing else came of the night, I had no trouble remaining vigilant through the end of my watch.   
 
      
 
    The morning brought more travel, and our group was particularly quiet as we set out.  I could tell the others hadn’t slept soundly.  None of us were well rested after the previous night, but we knew what had to be done.  We marched hard, only stopping long enough to check the trail we pursued.  It was three solid hours of walking before we heard voices coming through the trees.   
 
      
 
    “ . . . back soon.  We should keep waiting.”  A woman’s voice with a husky rasp to it spoke.   
 
      
 
    “It has been nearly an hour.  If they’re coming back at all, they can track us down as we go.  We can’t just sit out here like this.  We’re not too far from the next checkpoint.”  Another female voice answered, this one higher and clear.   
 
      
 
    “We don’t want to split up.  Things have been strange enough already. I think it’s better to wait and see if . . . “ 
 
      
 
    This was as far as they got as attention turned in our direction and we emerged from the trees.  Looks of relief flashed amongst the gathered people, most of whom I had never seen in my life, but then my eyes fell on some I had not expected to see at all.   
 
      
 
    “Korva, Ori!”  I was surprised beyond belief, and I could see the shock and surprise on Korva’s face, followed by profound relief.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin!”  Ori’s voice rang up from her suit of armor as she began to move in our direction, but then a man dressed in an outfit of greens and browns stepped between us, raising a trident in my direction.   
 
      
 
    “Wait just a moment.”  He said, voice whispery and threatening.  “Who are you?”  He looked back at Ori and Korva, and then back at Landen and Larsi.  “You vanish for an hour and then come back with someone new, someone that you found in the woods just like we found these two?  Your behaviour has been strange enough these last few days.  I want answers Tempest.  No more skirting the truth.  What is going on?” 
 
      
 
    Larsi looked confused, as did Landen, and I certainly felt confused and upset at the break of my reunion with my friends.   
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?”  Larsi snapped, voice vicious.   I realized almost immediately that this wasn’t Larsi.  Axiome was the one who talked like that.  “We’ve been tracking you down for ages now.  You left the meeting point before we even arrived and started walking into the middle of this damned place like you’d lost all sense.  We certainly haven’t been traveling with you, Thyne.” 
 
      
 
    There was a brittle tension in the group.  Something was very much amiss here, and I could feel the potential for violence escalating.   
 
      
 
    “You both arrived at the meeting grounds together and we set out that day.  We’ve been following your guidance, Tempest, since that happened.”  A woman with a dry, raspy voice said.  She had old scars on her neck, and I had to guess her voice had been damaged at some point in the past and it had stuck with her.  She had warm reddish-brown skin with dark eyes, and just a hint of the corpse-like look so common in Wardens from Black Mark.  I figured she must be from Second.   
 
      
 
    Landen shook his head.  “We arrived to find you gone and heading for the center of this Blackened forest.”   
 
      
 
    Landen and Axiome shared a look that I could tell was them confirming to one another they had an idea of what was happening here and were not happy about it.  The same force that had been coming upon us at night and taunting us had been leading this group further and further into the expanse.  For what reason I couldn’t begin to guess, but it was clear that was what had transpired here.   
 
      
 
    The other Wardens looked uneasy.  I could see they weren't sure whether to believe us.  Many of them had hands on their weapons.   
 
      
 
    “Think about it for a moment.”  Axiome spoke again, his hands also resting on his weapons. “Why would we ask you to travel into the heart of the expanse?  What could possibly be served by that?  Have we been acting as we normally do while guiding you this way?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve both been quiet and reserved.  You don’t talk to us much, or each other.  You’ve avoided questions, and only seem to speak up when it’s time to choose a direction of travel.”  A man with pale blue eyes and almost crystalline white skin said.  His voice was calm and deep, words spaced evenly and relaxed. “We noticed this immediately, but we assumed something bad had happened on the way here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I knew it wasn’t them.  I told you they didn’t sound like themselves.”  A small and lithe woman spoke.  She was deathly pale with black streaked skin that marked her as one of the elder Wardens.  “These two seem right.” 
 
      
 
    Another of the Warden’s laughed.  “You told us they were screwing and that’s why they were acting so strange.  Nothing you say is taken with much weight, Kady.  Your mouth is a bit faster than your brain.” 
 
      
 
    The woman identified as “Kady” looked offended.  “And you’re a Blackened idiot, Morsin, and yet we still put up with you just fine.  Keep your fool’s mouth closed.”  Just after she finished talking an apologetic expression slipped onto her face. “Sorry, you’re right.  Mouth before brain.”  She gave a small laugh.   
 
      
 
    The man who’d first drawn weapon on us lowered his a bit.  “I don’t understand what’s happening here.  They looked exactly like you, and they talked exactly like you.  We walked with them for days.  They acted strangely, but not so much that we suspected anything was seriously amiss.” 
 
      
 
    “Thyne, something is wrong in the wood.”  Landen spoke, identifying the man as he did so.  I was trying to gather names as I heard them.  Thyne was another older Warden.  He had green eyes, or eyes that had once been green, and black streaked pale white skin.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve been encountering something for the last few days, but it usually only comes at night.”  Larsi added.  Axiome, seeming to sense the tension easing a bit, had slipped back beneath the surface apparently.  For some reason that made me relax.  Axiome only seemed to come forward in times of stress.  I found my eyes going back to my friends, Korva and Ori.  I couldn’t believe they were really here, and I wanted to reunite with them.   
 
      
 
    “We should try and get out of here.  I’ve never liked this place.”  A woman with tightly braided black hair spoke.  She had skin that was a strange ashen gray color, as though before her turning to a Warden she’d once had a skin toned as deeply dark as the sky at night.  She was still beautiful, but I wondered what she’d looked like before the twisting of our training.  The pallor of death took away so much from the Wardens. 
 
      
 
    “I’m beginning not to like it myself.”  The one called Morsin said with a small laugh.   
 
      
 
    “Something?  Are we talking about ghosts?  Monsters?  I wouldn't expect such nonsense from either of you.”  Thyne’s tone was accusatory as he looked between Lan and Larsi.   
 
      
 
    Landen groaned, and I felt a small sense of justice that now he was the one being called crazy.  It was a pleasant change of pace for me.  “None of us want to believe it. I certainly thought Lillin was insane, and Larsi for believing her, but the last few nights have been bad.  We’ve had footprints that don’t go anywhere, voices that couldn’t exist, and the nightmares  . . . “  He just shook his head.  This last thing seemed to strike a nerve in the other group.  I saw them looking amongst each other, eyes exchanging worried glances.   
 
      
 
    “You’ve had them too.”  I said, adding my voice to the group for the first time.   
 
      
 
    “For a long while now.”  A deep and resonant voice spoke from a man who had said nothing before.  Black streaks were everywhere beneath his skin, and his eyes were a green so faded they almost looked entirely white.  “We’ve all had them, even if we won’t admit it.” 
 
      
 
    “Dosvik,” Larsi latched onto this, addressing the new speaker.  “What are the odds that we would all have such dreams?  I barely ever dream anymore, but these are terrible, and they last the whole night through.  They poke at things in my life I’d rather forget, and sometimes they seem to linger shortly after my eyes open.  When did the dreams start for you?  Was it the same time you started traveling with the two who looked like us?” 
 
      
 
    A few eyes widened, and Dosvik nodded. “Very close to the same time, if not that night, then the next.”  By this time the tension amidst the group had lessened greatly.  The threat of violence was passed, but it was clear that no one was happy about these revelations.  I made my way cautiously forward until I was close enough to speak quietly to Korva and Ori.   
 
      
 
    “You both made it.”  I said, smiling at them in relief.  “I was worried, very worried.”  There was a nagging problem though, one that I couldn’t quite dispel.  “Zara isn’t with you.”   
 
      
 
    Korva gave an apologetic shrug as she came forward and put her arms around me in a warm hug.  “She left on our first night here.  She was very unhappy that we didn’t go back for you.  I think she went back to try and find you on her own.”   
 
      
 
    I felt a surge of guilt and concern.  Zara was clever and nimble.  I hoped she wouldn’t get into trouble trying to find me.   
 
      
 
    “We thought you were dead.”  Ori said, and I noted that her tone was strange, different than it had been last time.  In fact, as she moved I noticed that she was looking stiff and not at all well.   
 
      
 
    “I’m . . . there is much to tell, but it can wait.  Are you alright?”  I asked Ori. 
 
      
 
    Ori didn't immediately answer, but after a short silence Korva spoke.  “She isn’t doing well.  Her joints are causing her pain, and she’s losing mobility for some reason.  We’ve been taking an easier pace for her, but . . . “  Korva shrugged helplessly.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ori.”  I gave a worried, plaintive sigh as I came forward and hugged her cold, metal body.  I wished Ghoul was there.  He would know what to do.  I didn’t even know where to begin trying to help Ori.   
 
      
 
    “It’s alright, Lillin.  I’m just happy to see you again.  I never really wanted to live like this forever anyway.”  She sounded as though she’d mostly given in, like she’d accepted the face in front of her.  She didn’t sound angry anymore, just resigned.   
 
      
 
    I wanted to cry, to collapse and cry and hold my friend.  I’d never thought I’d find either of them again, and to find her just to discover that she was fading away again was painful and difficult, but I wouldn’t be weak, not if Ori needed me to be strong.    
 
      
 
    “Wardens don’t survive being shunted.  It doesn’t matter how strong they are.”  A voice behind me caught my attention and pulled it back in that direction.  All eyes had fallen on me.  I kept ahold of Ori’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Who has been shunted?”  Korva asked, a gravity to her tone that told me she understood.  Her eyes followed the gaze of the others and landed on me.  “Oh, no . . .”  Her words quivered.   
 
      
 
    Dosvik stepped in my direction.  “Can I see the wounds?”  He asked, deep voice seeming to come from impossibly far inside of his chest.  I hesitated before releasing my hold on Ori and stepping a bit closer.  “Please, I helped create the process that was used on you.  I can offer an insight you won’t find anywhere else.”   
 
      
 
    I gave a nod and turned, lifting my hair so he could look at the back of my neck.  This put me facing Korva again, who was whispering softly to Ori, no doubt explaining what was happening.  Ori wouldn’t know, as I hadn’t known.  Dosvik’s fingers traced the back of my skull, and he pushed and pulled at my skin, his finger running over the line of my back where it joined to the base of my head.  He made a few inarticulate curious noises and then stepped back.   
 
      
 
    “Well, the reason you’re alive is that this was done incorrectly.  The holes are too far up on your skull.”  He finally said, stepping away from me.   
 
      
 
    I turned to him, confused.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t they use the shunting hood?  It’s a metal head piece that latches you to a bench.  It is placed, and then a crank is turned that secures it to your skull.  It kind of makes your head feel like it’s all under pressure.  It pushes on your face and skull from all directions, and turning the crank secures the inner mechanism and locks the channels in their proper place.  Did they do this without that?”  He seemed curious, and a bit surprised.  “They’re lucky it worked at all.” 
 
      
 
    “No, they used that, but it didn’t put pressure on my head.  It hurt.”  I could remember the pain of it pushing into the bridge of my nose, and base of my skull.  “It cut into my skin here and here.”  I touched the two places.  
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “It shouldn’t have done that.  It sounds like it was done incorrectly.  You can thank their incompetence for your life.  If you can’t access your Will at all, the conduits must have been severed.  We knew it could be done, but the procedure wasn’t designed to sever, it was designed to bleed.”   
 
      
 
    Realization struck me.  It wasn’t incompetence I had to thank, it was Iyavi.  She’d been powerless to disobey the order of the King, but she’d resisted just enough to save my life.  How much had that cost her at the end?  Had she really wanted to die, or had she simply not wanted to be in position to betray me again?  I found myself looking at my hands and they were shaking.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin, are you alright?”  Korva’s voice came from behind me.  
 
      
 
    I nodded, but I wasn’t really.  “It wasn’t incompetence.  A friend saved me, and I . . . “  I couldn’t say what I’d done.  “She went against the King, and I’m alive because of that.” 
 
      
 
    “Might she get her Will back, then, if the procedure was done incorrectly?” Larsi spoke, and I was happy to have some of the focus taken off of me directly.  I kept thinking of Iyavi, of the suffering she’d gone through and how in the end she’d died without having ever really lived.  
 
      
 
    Dosvik shook his head.  “No, she didn’t die, but she won’t get her power back either.  The pins still hit the areas of her brain that control her ability to use her Will, but they didn’t hit the place that causes it to drain.  Her connection is severed, but her Will is still intact.  The damage didn’t heal because she couldn’t use her will to do so, and she didn’t reach someone who could heal it for her in time.  It’s permanent.  Lillin, I’m sorry, but you won’t recover your Will.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded numbly.  “I’d accepted that already.”  I said, a tear slipping down my face.  It was true enough.  The Will was gone from me.  The tears were for Iyavi.  I had none left to spare for myself.  
 
      
 
    At that point the group dissolved into smaller groups, everyone talking and trying to figure out what we were to do next, and I went to talk with Korva and Ori.  Korva, I could tell, was trying to decide how to treat me in light of my loss of Will.  I could see the sympathy in her eyes and it was troubling.   
 
      
 
    “I’m fine.’  I told her firmly.  “I didn’t have Will that long, and I can do well enough without it.”   I wouldn't mention the pain in my nerves that hounded my every step.   
 
      
 
    “Of course.”  Korva said, but I could see that she wasn’t going to just let it pass so easily.  She was still concerned, and that look in her eyes wasn’t going anywhere.   
 
      
 
    “Did you have trouble getting to the expanse?”  I asked, attempting to shift the subject away from me.   
 
      
 
    “No, Zara took us right here.”  Ori spoke. “She wasn’t happy about it, but I think she knew that you would be unhappy if she didn’t bring us to safety.  She left the first night.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and nodded.  “I’m sorry.  It would have made things much faster for you if she’d stayed.”  I also wanted to see her again.  I hoped that she wouldn’t find trouble for herself.   
 
      
 
    “It’s alright.  We met up with the others because we were on foot, and honestly it has been easier traveling with a group, safer as well.”  Korva answered.  “I know my way through the expanse, but it never hurts to have extra eyes on watch.  We were making good progress until . . . well, until the ones that looked like Tempest and Landen arrived.  After that they convinced us to start moving inward and things got stranger and stranger as we went.  They said there was a town in the center of the Expanse, and that surviving Wardens were gathering there to build a resistance.  It was exactly what everyone wanted to hear.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounded ridiculous.”  Ori admitted.  “But the others trusted Tempest and Landen, said they weren’t the kind to lie to us, so we followed them.  Of course we know they weren’t what they seem now, but I wouldn’t have known them from anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what we’ll do now.”  Korva looked sad.  “We all had so much hope, but now it’s just us again.  There isn’t a resistance to find, and we have no destination in mind.  I know it has cooled my sense of purpose, and I have to imagine it’s worse for the others.”  She nodded to the rest of the group.  “For us, at least we have you to be excited about.  We thought you were dead, Lillin.”  She laughed, though it was a bit raw.  “You’re really good at making me think you’re dead.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m more resilient than I look.”  I smiled as I spoke, trying to add a little levity to matters.  “If I died every time I was supposed to, we would have never met to begin with.”  I let my expression grow more serious then.  There were still important things to talk about.  “We still need to resist the King.  I was back in the city, Korva, and it’s bad there.  The King has become a monster.  I’m not even sure there is anything left of what the man originally was.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve seen him then?”  Korva was surprised at this.  “What is the city like?”  We hadn’t seen it since it burned, and it had looked bad from there.   
 
      
 
    “It’s almost what you would expect but seeing it in person is unsettling.  Everyone is gone, every building is scorched, and it seems more like a graveyard than a city.  The school suffered the least damage, but even that is blackened.  The remaining Wardens are there, but the King has converted those he hasn’t killed to a new force that he calls the Watchers.  They’re serving him, but it seems most of them are serving under duress.  He uses his Will to keep everyone in line, and he marks them with a scorched handprint that connects them to him.  They’re afraid and miserable, but they spend every waking moment trying to keep on the King’s good side.  I think they all know he’s unstable, but no one can do anything.  He has to be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “You know how to stop him?”  Korva asked, looking hopeful for a moment, but she saw the answer to her question in my eyes and the hope faded.  “No, you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “I don’t, not yet, but something has to be done.  He was bad before, but now he’s twisted and evil.  I think the darkness has taken hold in him, though you can’t immediately see it.  It looks, at first glance, like he banished it from Black Mark, but it’s still there, bubbling beneath surface.  It’s only going to spread.”  
 
      
 
    “There aren’t that many of us.”  Ori said quietly.  “Maybe it’s time we just leave this place behind.  The others were talking of a boat, a huge boat, and it’s supposed to be able to sail across the Endless Sea.  Maybe there will be someplace there for us.” 
 
      
 
    “These are the kind of problems that follow you, Ori.  Maybe we’d live out the rest of our lives without trouble, but maybe we wouldn't.  This problem will only get worse if we ignore it.”  My expression fell as I looked back at Ori.  It was likely, I realized, that she would never be troubled by the King or his evil again.  How much time did she have left?   
 
      
 
    “You know I’d go with you to the ends of this world.”  Ori replied, and I nodded at that.  I knew she would.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll stand with you as well.”  Korva said firmly, but she nodded at the others.  “They won’t, not the ones we traveled with.  They’re tired, and they’re smart enough to know that their best hope is to just fade away and not be seen again.  I fear that without them, and a great many more, we have no hope at all.”   
 
      
 
    I looked back at the others.  They were talking heatedly about what our next course of action should be.   
 
      
 
    “ . . . Daavil is the best choice.  We can disappear there, and it’s so far over the border that none of this mess could possibly reach us for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.”  A woman with a loud voice was saying.  She had faded brown eyes, and long hair that had clearly been a deep brown at some point in her life.  Now it was the common shade of grayish brown seen on most Warden’s.  Her voice was loud, but she didn’t seem angry or like she was trying to be particularly vocal.  This was just her way of speaking.   
 
      
 
    A few of the others nodded their agreement with her choice.  A shorter man with mid-length black hair and washed out blue eyes was shaking his head, his hawkish face with its long nose looking particularly unhappy.  He stood stiffly with his arms crossed in a posture that looked like it was chiseled of stone.   
 
      
 
    “Daavil might be safe for a time, but that means living in hiding and I’m not doing it.  I don’t trust those people, and you’d be smart not to as well.  Just because they preach about love and acceptance doesn’t mean they wouldn’t turn us in faster than you can blink if they found out we were Wardens.”  He said firmly.  “We will go to Portsmith and book passage on the Titan.  Whether it finds land out at sea or not, that ship is an island unto itself.  People can live their entire lives there, and it will get us as far away from this place as we can.  The King cannot reach that far.”   
 
      
 
    “I agree with Vrayn.”  Dosvik said with a nod.  “It’s a better long-term solution, and I believe the Endless Sea isn’t as endless as it seems.  Titan will make the crossing, and we’ll have a new land to vanish in.”   
 
      
 
    “We are already established in Daavil.”  Geline, the woman with the scarred neck, rasped.  “We have finances, and we have a safe haven there.  It is the last place the King will come looking for us.  If he does manage to make it through the Way’s armies, we will have plenty of warning to get away and go somewhere else.”   
 
      
 
    Geline’s counter point became the start of a loud and heated round of arguing between the two factions.  They repeated the same positives and negatives and seemed mostly divided on the best course of action.  I noticed that Tempest stayed out of it entirely, and Landen seemed in favor of going to Daavil.  I wasn’t sure where Daavil was, but it sounded like it was in Way lands, and why would any of us want to go there?   
 
      
 
    What I noticed most clearly, however, was that no one was talking of staying.  No one was suggesting that we should fight back, or that it was even possible to stop the King.  They all seemed happy enough to just let things fall apart as they were.   
 
      
 
    “We can’t just leave.”  I said firmly and loudly as I approached the others.  Eyes turned my direction, and they all seem to add weight as they hit me until finally I stopped moving closer.  “We can’t walk away from this mess.  You’re all talking about this as though it’s alright to leave things the way they are if we can get far enough away, but we can’t do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I assure you, we very much can.”  Morsin replied derisively.   
 
      
 
    “If we run, there is no one strong enough to stop the King, especially not now.”  I stated firmly.  “The number of people who will suffer if we turn our backs is unimaginable.  Leaving now dooms everyone.  The King isn’t going to stop this time.  He won’t be happy just controlling the lands he has controlled for years.  He is going to spread and take over everything, and he’s bringing whatever foulness took up nest in Black Mark before it’s destruction along with him.”  I looked back at Korva and Ori.   
 
      
 
    “We have seen it first hand.”  I stated firmly.  “You don’t want that for the world.” 
 
      
 
    Morsin opened his mouth to speak, but someone else spoke first.  He was short, with skin that looked as though it had been a beautiful dark tone.  Some of his color was still there, though it had faded with his passage into the Wardens.  His eyes were a shade of brown that told me they had once been incredibly dark and serene.  Despite his stature he was powerfully built, and when he spoke, it felt like the others all paused to listen extra intently.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin, you have to understand, we are the scouts.  All of us came to our positions for different reasons, but the truth is that we chose a life that was about seeking answers on our own terms, not one about fighting.  We know more than most other Wardens do about how the world works, and we understand that evil exists everywhere.”  His voice was almost soothing, but there was a sadness to it as well.   
 
      
 
    “We could give our lives trying to fight the King.  We might win, but most of us would probably die, and then there would just be something else rising to fill the void left by his death.  Existence is war, and all sides are equally bad.  We have seen this.  We have lived amongst the men of the Iron Will, and we have lived with the men of the Peaceful Way, and there are good and bad individuals on both sides.  We understand better than any what it means to stand and fight.  It means nothing, and we don’t wish to be forced into a confrontation in which there is little chance for us to get out alive.  We would rather exist, to go on to find the next answers.”  He finished, and others nodded, a quiet consensus filling the space in the group.   
 
      
 
    “This is not like the war between the Will and the Way.   I don’t understand all of the politics that have existed there for years, but I have seen what the King is made of, what he is spreading now, and it is dark and terrible.  There is no good side left to him.  If he wins, the whole world is blackened, and what will your answers be worth then?”  I couldn't’ believe I had to fight them over this.  I couldn’t believe they could really be content just to run away.  Were these people actually Wardens at all?  None of them wore the mark, or really any bits of the official uniform.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen it.”  Larsi spoke, her voice surprising me.  I hadn’t even seen her move up behind me, but she was standing not far from my right shoulder.  “This is different, and it’s terrible.  If we don’t do something, what will come next is worse than can you imagine.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s foolish to fight the King.”  Thyne spoke, his voice firm.  “I like drawing blood as much as the next man, but there is no hope in that.  I don’t care what the rest of you choose to do, but I’m going somewhere far away from all of this mess.  I’m not dying for this.”   
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to speak again, but Larsi put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze.  “It’s done, Lillin.”  she said softly.  “You tried, but these aren’t the people you need.  There is no fight left here.” 
 
      
 
    I looked back at her and then turned back to the others.  Eyeing each of them, and they all either looked away or shrugged their indifference.  Larsi was right.  These weren’t the Wardens I’d thought they were.  Whatever drove nobility and a sense of justice in them was gone.  Really the Wardens were gone.  The last vestiges of the order were fading like smoke in a strong breeze.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Separate Ways 
 
      
 
    21.1 
 
      
 
    The division in the last of the Wardens was too large to be worked out.  They argued until the sun began to fade, and then a decision was reached.  The group would split.  Slightly less than half of them would be going to Portsmith to sail across the sea, and the rest would be traveling to Daavil, which it turned out was the capital city of the lands held by the Way.  Larsi explained to me that the city was massive, a sprawl that made Black Mark look tiny by comparison.  It was a place of cultural expression and learning that maintained loose laws and rarely questioned strangers.  The Warden scouts had a base of operation there and could move about unmolested by the general populace, as long as they didn’t make their presence a matter of public knowledge.   
 
      
 
    I was bitter about all of this.  The split in the group was bad enough, but the fact that no one was willing to stand up to the King shattered my last illusions about the nature of the Wardens.  I had never wanted to be one when I was little, but my training had made me feel like I was becoming a part of something bigger, something important.  Instead I found myself having risen into a group of men and women no different from any others I’d known.  In the end they mostly served their own interests.  It was easier to hide than to fight.  How could these be Wardens when their Will seemed so insignificant? 
 
      
 
    “You’re brooding, Lil.”  Korva’s voice broke through the haze of unhappiness I was settling myself into.   
 
      
 
    I gave a nod in response.  “I am disappointed.”  I spoke plainly.  I didn’t care if the others overheard me at this point.  They knew how I felt about the matter. “I thought being a Warden meant something, but I was mistaken.” 
 
      
 
    Korva nodded, her eyes on the fire.  “It did, once, but I don’t believe there is enough of us left to feel that force of purpose drawing us together anymore.  I know you have convictions, Lillin, but sometimes convictions are not enough.  Strong Wills require stronger Wills to keep them in line, to move them towards a goal.  The corruption of the King has lost us that.  He might have been a terrible man, but he was strong enough to keep the Wardens in line.  Without him . . . “  She gestured at our crumbling group. 
 
      
 
    Without him, apparently, we were going to scatter to the wind.  “He’s not just gone, though.  He is out there twisting everything he can touch.  Refusing to face him just puts us in a position to suffer later.  He will come looking for us, and he won’t stop.” 
 
      
 
    “Where will we go?”  Ori spoke, her voice sounding different than it had before we’d separated, smaller, less resonant.  I tried to forget that she was slipping away again, but it was difficult to put it entirely out of mind.  Anytime we spoke I could feel her trying to turn the course of the conversation to anything else, and though I didn’t want to let the topic go, I also didn’t want to upset her anymore than I already had so I let the shift happen.   
 
      
 
    “I think we will go to Daavil.  Well, I will at least.  I don’t want to run away from this problem entirely.  Whether or not wwwwthe others give up, I’m still going to try and do what I can.  If I head for the sea I’m just abandoning this whole place.  I can’t do that.”  I looked at Korva and Ori.  “What will you do?” 
 
      
 
    “I will go with you.”  Ori spoke quickly, her voice strong in that moment.  “I should have been with you before, maybe . . . “ 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “There was no stopping what happened in Black Mark.  You would have been killed, and I would have been no better for that, believe me.”   
 
      
 
    “If I’d died setting you free, it would have been worth it.”  I could hear the guilt that riddled Ori’s words, and it made my heart ache for the other woman.   
 
      
 
    “No, Ori, it wouldn't have been worth it, and it wouldn’t have been that easy.  There were too many of them, and they were too strong.  I don’t doubt that you would have fought bravely, but there was no way to win, not with just us.”  I reached out and put a hand on her metal leg, hoping the warmth of my touch reached her in some way.  “There is no point in feeling guilty for things that were beyond your control.  I’ve never even considered blaming you for this.” 
 
      
 
    Ori gave a single nod, though I thought she was probably still blaming herself.  Words couldn’t so easily dissuade such feelings.  I knew that from first hand experience.   
 
      
 
    Korva spoke then, ending the silence that had momentarily descended between us.  “I’ll be coming with you as well.  I don’t know whether or not I believe the King can be toppled, but I’ve seen too much to run away.  We can go to Daavil, and maybe we can find help there.  The Will is already fighting the King.  If we find a way to explain to them the nature of this new threat, perhaps we can find allies willing to help us.” 
 
      
 
    That was something I hadn’t considered, though perhaps I should have.  The Way was already locked in war with the King.  They weren’t afraid of him, or if they were then they were already willing to stand up to that fear.  They were allies even if I’d always thought of them as enemies.   “That’s a very good idea.”  I noted, feeling a small bristling of hope.  “I don’t know the political situation there, but it seems like they would be at least willing to listen.  I doubt it is often that Wardens come to them with information or requests.” 
 
      
 
    “Just don't drag the rest of us into the mess.”  Lianna, one of our new warden companions spoke, clearly having overheard our conversation, not that we were trying to keep it quiet.  “I plan on living out the rest of my life as free of conflict as possible.” She tapped the panabas laying sheathed across her lap.  “If all goes well I will never have to draw this again once I reach Daavil.” 
 
      
 
    “You barely ever draw it now.”  Kady laughed and chided.  “Few of us actually fight that often, except for maybe Tempest and Thyne, but they’re both too quick to the blade and too slow in the head.”  She tapped the side of her skull.   
 
      
 
    “I think if we’re tallying fights, Kady, you’d be close to the top.  You might not use your falx that often, but I think you’ve split knuckles as much as anyone here.”  Thyne’s tone betrayed his indignance.   
 
      
 
    Tempest, for her part, just ignored them and continued watching the fire from where she sat leaned against a tree.  She seemed relaxed.  I found myself envious of the way she seemed to just take what the world was giving her, as though she could flow from one thing to the next, never breaking stream.  That was, at least, the guise she projected to everyone else. I wondered if she was as calm beneath the surface.  Maybe it was because she was really two people, two people who cared for each other very much, that she always seemed so balanced.  She was never far from the one she loved.  That had to feel nice.   
 
      
 
    I wished I was closer to Dreea.  It seemed she was never far from my thoughts, but with all that had happened lately, would I ever see her again?  I wanted to believe that I would, but now we were headed into enemy territory, and I’d heard the others talking of routes that would take us far from Second and the Desert.  We would be avoiding all of the contested area, skirting around it through routes that were difficult to traverse, but were also only as dangerous as their terrain.   
 
      
 
    “. . . almost never throw the first punch!”  Kady’s voice cut back into my thoughts.  “It’s not like I enjoy fighting, but some people are so easily offended.  You say the smallest . . . “ 
 
      
 
    Her words cut off abruptly as Morsin’s voice sounded from the edge of camp.  “Something is moving out there!”  He called loudly and clearly, and every noise but the crackling of the fire and the whisper of metal on leather ceased as the Wardens drew their weapons.  I grabbed up my polearm and walked quietly to the edge of camp.  The sun was almost gone, and the darkness was settling in.   
 
      
 
    I squinted out in the direction that Morsin was looking, and there I saw what he had.  There were hooded figures in the woods, some few of them moving slowly towards us, others simply standing in place.  I was stricken with a sense of familiarity almost immediately, but it took me a moment to remember where I’d seen something like this before.  It seemed like forever ago now, but it did come back to me, like the remnants of a bad dream.  It was just after I’d returned to the school in Black Mark with Korva.  I’d gotten lost in the halls on my way to Forge, and I’d ended up in a strange corridor with a flashing red light.  
 
      
 
    A hooded figure was easy to mistake.  Lots of people wore hoods to cover their identity, or just to keep warm, but this was different.  The moment I saw these figures it reminded me of the thing in the strange halls.  It had worn the same black robes, like a member of some lost religious order.  I knew this was a manifestation of the dark, but what did that mean for us?  Was this not a threat?  Could it be ignored?   
 
      
 
    “There are so many of them.” Someone said quietly, and I could feel the tension in the air.   
 
      
 
    “I wouldn't come any nearer.”  Morsen called out.  “You may outnumber us, but we are far stronger than you could possibly imagine.”  He spoke firmly, the bravado in his tone backed up by his skill and confidence in his companions, but the things in the woods didn’t slow their motion.  They didn’t even hesitate, or seem to care that he had spoken.  
 
      
 
    “Nearer.” The word slashed through the woods, whispered harshly as though by a hundred voices.  It might have originated from the figures moving towards us, or it might come from some other, unseen source, but there was no denying the mockery it carried.  “Far stronger.” The second phrase came as harshly as the first, but filled with more menace.   
 
      
 
    “Who are you, and what do you want?” This was Pyo.  I didn’t know her well, but her normally bright tone sounded dull and afraid.  She had her twin kasuyu gripped firmly in hand, held before her almost defensively, which I couldn’t imagine was a typical grip for the axe-like weapons.   
 
      
 
    “Want.” The voice assailed us again, but this time it clearly came from opposite the direction we were looking.  Most of us spun out of instinct, myself included.  There were a line of hooded figures standing at the edge of our camp, the glow of the fire casting them in ominous shadows.   
 
      
 
    “If you don’t state your intentions this instant, we will cut you down.”  Vrayne spoke, his voice snapping with command.  He had a tendency to speak as though he expected everyone to listen, and this was no different.   
 
      
 
    Instead of answering, the figures in the cloaks stepped forward as one.  Thyne sprang forward, his trident leading the course of his charge, and that was it.  We all surged with him.  The camp exploded into combat as we lurched forward to meet these hooded figures.  I could still remember how the one in the hall had simply vanished after I’d struck it, but these seemed far more solid.  I struck with the blunt end of my weapon first, and it felt like hitting a bag of sand.  There was little give, and then the creature, robes and whatever they contained, was springing at me.   
 
      
 
    The weight of the thing drove me back even as I spun the polearm up into position to strike out again.  The blade split the fabric but didn’t slow the advance of my enemy.  I had to fall back, repositioning for my next move.  Two more of the hooded figures were turning my way.  The one to my left side suddenly twisted over backwards, flipping its arms snapping backwards at impossible angles as it began to skitter across the ground on all fours in a way that no human could possibly manage.  It would be walking with its belly in the air on hands and feet if it were one of us, but it moved in this new position as well as any four-legged creature might.   
 
      
 
    Its motions were impossible, but that didn’t stop the attack it launched at me.  I was still trying to knock back the first of its kind when it jumped across the remaining space between us.  I managed to turn to the left and dodge backwards at the same instant it sprang, but it was a sloppy dodge, and I felt something painfully sharp and jagged catch the side of my arm.  There was a rip of fabric, and then blood spilled down my arm.  The third of the things was coming then, the two standing normally approaching at the same time.  I spun the polearm quickly, sending the butt of the weapon at one before getting the blade back into position and slicing at the throat of the other.  My arm hurt where it had been torn, and the skittering one was coming back around for another attack, or at least I thought it was.  I thought I could hear it, but I couldn’t see it yet.  
 
      
 
    When I stole a small moment to look in its direction, it was walking back off into the woods, having tore away at my arm, it was just leaving.  Confusion settled in.  It could have killed me if it had come back. I didn't really have time to ponder this longer.  Two of them were still more than I knew how to deal with.  The one I’d struck in the throat was bleeding, or oozing black blood that poured down the front of it, but it wasn’t slowing as it came on again.  Its arms were stretched in my direction, and I could see that they ended in leathery hands with long, hook-like, claws on three digits that seemed a bit more like short tentacles than fingers.  It tore at the air reaching for me, and I brought the polearm up and around defensively, spinning the haft to strike at the jagged digits before they could find flesh again.  
 
      
 
    I shifted back and away, trying to position myself in a more centered fashion on the two creatures that remained, but even as I started this motion I could see that the second one was now leaving, slipping back into the woods the way the crawling thing had gone before.  It wasn’t long before my eyes lost sight of it and it fell back into the shadows.  Why would they leave when they so clearly had the advantage?   
 
      
 
    With only one of them left, I pushed the attack again.  They were hard to injure, and they were aggressive, but they weren’t that fast.  I struck quickly and decisively, hoping that my strikes would have some lasting effect.  I knocked it’s claws wide and then spun the blade of my polearm forward and struck with a single, decisive jab that should have pierced my enemy through.  Instead the blade tore through nothing but fabric, and the cloak of the hooded figure fell down around the top of my weapon as though I’d just torn it from a hook on the wall.  It was empty.   
 
      
 
    I spun, thinking whatever had been inside of it had somehow gotten free and was coming from another angle, but there was nothing.  In fact, everyone was looking just as confused as I was.  There were piles of black robes strewn about, but not a single body.  We looked amongst each other, but no one’s eyes contained an answer.  No one knew what had happened.   
 
      
 
    I knelt down at the fabric I’d just pierced and shuffled through it.  It had a smell to it that was unpleasant, something akin to decay and age.  It felt worn to the touch.  I didn’t expect to find anything in it at all, which was why I was surprised when my fingers glanced over something solid.  I tore through the fabric then, ripping it with my hands until I pulled out the object that I’d felt.  It was a small metal disk, silver, and hard to see in the dark.  I turned it towards the fire.  It shimmered in the red light and I could make it out a bit more clearly.  It was a pendant with a symbol carved into it.   
 
      
 
    I recognized the shape depicted.  I’d seen it before.  It was the spiral that had been etched into the bottom of the marker stones we’d encountered, the one that had been too recent to have been put there by the Wardens.  I stood to tell the others.   
 
      
 
    “Where are Eivat and Ori?”  Someone spoke before I could, and my eyes scanned our group, quickly tallying the people I could see.  We were two short.   
 
      
 
    “Ori?”  Korva called, panic settling in on her features. 
 
      
 
    “Eivat?”  A few of the others called, but there was no reply from either.  My heart hammered in my chest, solid, slow beats that felt like someone striking me with a fist.   
 
      
 
    “Ori?”  I joined my voice to Korva’s, and for the next few moments we were in disarray as we searched the immediate area for any signs of our lost friends.  We found those signs before long.  There were drag marks leading out of the camp, two sets going two separate directions, one clearly Ori and the other more than likely Eivat.   
 
      
 
    I could see the others gathering around Eivat’s traces, but only Korva and I stood where Ori had been dragged away, though after a few moments Larsi seemed to notice this split as well and she came over to stand with us.  The others were talking quietly amongst themselves.  I could feel their decision coming.  I knew what it would be before they even spoke it.   
 
      
 
    “We should split up and look for the others.”  Vrayn spoke with calm authority, as he often did.  He seemed intent that others should follow him, though I found the others didn’t usually take his advice.  This time, however, there seemed to be a general consensus of agreement.  Splitting up, of course, was a mistake.  Splitting up was exactly what we were intended to do, and I had to believe the others knew that.   It was obvious.   
 
      
 
    “We’re being split.”  I pointed out the obvious.  “They’re making us break into smaller groups so they can more easily deal with us.”   
 
      
 
    “They could have killed us in that last attack.  There were too many of them, and they just wouldn’t die.  I threw one into a tree hard enough to split him in half and he just rolled back to his feet like one of those weighted wooden dolls that you can’t knock over.”  Geline’s raspy voice joined the discussion.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, they’re splitting us up, but what else can we do?  We can’t leave someone to them without at least making an attempt to rescue.”  Thyne spoke, and I wasn’t surprised he’d be eager for action.  Even as little as I knew about these people I could tell he was generally eager to draw blade.  
 
      
 
    “So we split and search for the others.”  This was Landen, and he walked in our direction as he spoke. “That’s seven of us one way, seven the other.”  He joined us, making our group four strong, while theirs had ten people.   
 
      
 
    Warden’s turned away from us, some not looking in our direction, and others actually turning their backs.   
 
      
 
    Kady spoke, saying what I thought the others were thinking.  “It’s not even a real person, just a fancy golem.  You can’t expect us to choose to go after that instead of Eivat?  We’ve known him for years, some of us for hundreds of years.” 
 
      
 
    I was furious.  Anger burned inside of me like a furnace, but I let it sizzle away and shook my head.  I wanted to grab my Will and use it to scatter them, to shake them with the force of my rage, but it was useless.  I had no Will, and I was done with these people.  “Fine, we’re wasting time.  Go where you want, but I’m going after my friend.”  I had never been more disappointed in a group of people before.  No one, not one of them, bothered to speak up again.  Instead we split into our uneven groups and began preparations to leave.  Larsi and Landen came with me, and I was actually surprised at Landen’s joining, but thankful as well. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming with us.”  I said to them softly as we gathered our things. 
 
      
 
    Larsi shrugged.  “You remind me of someone I knew once, and despite his rough edges, you sometimes make Axiome smile.  Besides, they are the worst kind of people, really.”  She laughed a little, but it was a small sound, and I wondered if she was a little disappointed as well.   
 
      
 
    “You’ve been honest with us, even when it was hard, and I don’t know your friend, this Ori, but it’s clear you care for her.  I will stand with you.  Besides, I am always curious to see what Tempest will do next.  She’s a delightful troublemaker.”  Landen’s voice held the grin I couldn’t see in the dark.   
 
      
 
    “You collect the strangest people.”  Korva noted from where she was, just ahead of the rest of us.  She had a Will lantern and was using it to determine the best course to track Ori.   
 
      
 
    “I collect the best people.”  I corrected her, and in that moment they really did feel like the best people.  They were brave, and they were willing to do what was right, even when it was difficult.  That was more than could be said of the others.  My mood sobered some as I remembered our situation.  “This place, this force we’re chasing, it is going to try and break us apart again, split us further.  We can’t let it do that.  Being alone in the dark is never advisable.  Once it has you alone, then it can really start to break you down.  Don’t get me wrong, it can do terrible things to you when you’re in a group too, but we are stronger together.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do we meet back here?”  One of the others asked from across the camp.   
 
      
 
    “I think it’s better if we make as much distance as we can from this place.”  Vrayne answered.  “We should find Eivat and get out of these woods.  We can meet up near Portsmith.”   
 
      
 
    Pyo was shaking her head.  “We’re not all headed to Portsmith.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, but that is relatively close to where you would split to head east to Daavil anyway.”  Vrayne again.   
 
      
 
    “This isn’t the time to argue this point.”  Eela’s voice was loud enough that it brought all eyes to her.  “We should meet at the Nest.  It is middle ground and we can make our final choices from there.  Come on, let’s go find our missing companions.”   
 
      
 
    I thought for a moment that they’d start arguing again, but this settled things.  Everyone picked up their gear and we departed.  I knew, even as I gave one final look over my shoulder at the others, that I would not see all of them again, maybe none of them.  They still didn’t realize how dangerous this place was.  There was nothing left for me to do to change their minds.  I had done what I could, and I wasn’t going to fight kicking and screaming for people so intent on leaving my friend behind.  I wasn’t willing to give up on Ori.  She might have been faltering, but no one deserved the kind of end the darkness would give.   
 
      
 
    What I feared most was that this wasn’t about ending Ori.  This was about something much more sinister.  The Wurm and its followers seemed to have taken some kind of interest in me.  The King had wanted to see me, and those creatures of the dark seemed to always have their eyes in my direction.  I couldn’t begin to guess what they wanted from me, what they expected me to do, but I felt like they’d picked me from the group.  That might have even been their reason for taking Ori.  They’d known I would come for her.   
 
      
 
    Perhaps, I hoped, that was just paranoia.  They’d taken Eivat as well.  I didn’t know him at all.  Maybe to the others it seemed personal as well.  This force had ways of getting to you, of nestling in your mind and tormenting you.  Maybe that was what I was experiencing. Of course, other than Larsi the others hadn’t been of special interest to the King.  That seemed to be a keen difference.  He’d even told me the dark had mentioned me to him, said there was something special about me, but what could that be?  I couldn’t even wield the Will anymore.  If there was something about me that was different or important, I couldn’t see it.    
 
      
 
    21.2 
 
      
 
    We walked for a long time, a quick pace set by Larsi and Korva who were doing the brunt of the tracking.  I was good with tracking as well, but I stayed back with Landen who was bad at the process altogether.  I kept my eyes opened for anything the others might have missed, but whoever had taken Ori hadn’t done much to hide their passing.  The evidence of her abduction was very easy to follow.  I would have gone as far as to say that it was an intentional trail.  In addition to sights I would expect to see, there were areas where Ori had been dragged roughly against trees for no obvious reason other than to leave a scuff for us to find.   
 
      
 
    What worried me the most was how little sign of struggle I was seeing.  There had been more at first, but as we got deeper and deeper into our pursuit, the signs of resistance lessened.  It was also troubling that whatever was dragging Ori along was doing so at a pace that kept it ahead of us while we were moving as quickly as we could.  We should have been making up time.   
 
      
 
    My foot hit the ground and instead of the dull thud of landing on the forest floor, my leather soled boot made a distinct scuffing sound that I recognized as stepping onto stone, and I paused for a moment mid-stride.  The others also slowed, and we all looked down, even as Korva knelt with the lantern to get a better look.   
 
      
 
    It was easy enough to recognize cobblestone, even if it was covered in dead leaves and moss in places, but there wasn’t supposed to be any sign of civilization here at all.  The last waymarker had said nothing about ruins, and such places were generally well marked.  This change in ground would make it harder to follow the trail, but with how little effort was being put into concealment I wasn’t worried about that aspect.  No one seemed eager to discuss the terrain change, and though I was worried about it, I wasn’t going to make an issue of my concerns.  Unfortunately, my concerns became a much bigger issues when we stepped through a low line of brush and walked out onto what was clearly a city street.   
 
      
 
    This wasn’t a street from a city that had long ago been absorbed by the expanse, though it was certainly in a state of decay.  The cobblestones were rough and patchy, but they were far too well put together for the age this city would have to be to exist where it did.  The lines of buildings still stood along the streets, and there were even lights glowing in some of the windows.   
 
      
 
    “This shouldn't be here.”  Landen said quietly.   
 
      
 
    “It can’t be here.”  Larsi responded, but I was more worried about how the place felt, how it looked familiar in a very wrong way.  I was certain I’d never been here, but at the same time I felt as though I’d walked these streets.  Maybe I’d never been to this part of this particular city, but I had been to this city before.   
 
      
 
    “Prosper.”  The word rolled off my tongue, and even as I spoke it I knew that I was right.  This was Prosper, the city by the sea.  This was the place that we’d first found that terrible artifact that had started all of this trouble.  It was impossible for Prosper to be here.  We weren’t near the sea, and we hadn’t passed through a door of any kind, but I could smell the brine of the ocean, and I knew the feel of this place.  This was Prosper. 
 
      
 
    “Prosper?”  Landen asked, looking for answers.   
 
      
 
    “This is where we found the tesseract box, the artifact that brought the darkness fully into our world.  It shouldn’t be here.  We had to take a door to get there . . . here last time, and then it was difficult to get back.  This city is impossible.  It does not exist in our world.”  I took a deep breath of the air.  “You smell the ocean, right?” 
 
      
 
    The others took a breath as well, and I could see the nods of agreement before anyone spoke. “We can’t have come to the ocean.”  Korva said. “Were getting closer to the middle of the Expanse, and that puts us weeks and weeks of hard travel from the nearest coast.”   
 
      
 
    “That is definitely the ocean.”  Larsi said softly.  “Nothing else can do that to the air.  You can’t create that smell, but how . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Did we go through a door?”  Landen asked, trying to puzzle it out.   
 
      
 
    I shook my head, thinking through the way the feel of the air had been changing as we traveled, the way the familiar signs of the dark had begun to creep in upon us.  “I think we would have noticed a door.  The Expanse, at least the center of the Expanse, has become a portal of sorts, it’s a place where the darkness is leaking into our world for some reason.  It has sway here, and it can make strange things happen, or maybe it doesn’t even control this.  Maybe this is just that other world spilling into ours because of what happened with the King.  I don’t know why it would start here though.  This is so far from Black Mark.”   
 
      
 
    Landen looked like he wanted to protest my attempt at an explanation, but he looked around again and closed his mouth more firmly.  There was no denying what we were seeing.  We were in a place that couldn’t exist, and all of us were seeing the same impossible city.  It was hard to argue much beyond that.   
 
      
 
    “I think we should find Ori and get out of here as soon as we can.”  Korva spoke up firmly, her eyes already searching for our next sign to follow.  There were scuff marks on the cobblestones, a pattern of scrapes heading down the street that picked up where the drag marks through the detritus of the forest ended.  Ori pointed.  “We go this way.”   
 
      
 
    “We’ve come this far, turning back now isn’t going to make us any safer.”  Larsi put in, nodding down the road as she did so.  “We should finish what we came to do.” 
 
      
 
    Her resolve seemed to strengthen Landen’s, and before long we were tracking again.  I had no intention of going back, especially knowing now that Ori had been taken to this place, this awful city.  I wouldn’t leave anyone here if I could manage it.  The oppressive weight of the dark, and the twisting maze of streets was more than I would inflict on another willingly, especially my oldest friend.   
 
      
 
    As we walked, almost running after the tracks, I watched the buildings around us.  We were in some kind of domestic district.  The homes looked as though they’d been built near the same time.  They all had a similar design to them, as if it had been some massive undertaking planned by the city.  They were of decent size, with small yards around each.  Most of them were dark, but some few had lights glowing from their windows, and on occasion I thought I caught sight of someone or something moving behind the glass.   
 
      
 
    I could never quite get a clear a view of what stirred behind the age clouded glass, but I got the impression that I wasn’t seeing cheerful families huddled around dinner tables.  Once I could have sworn I saw the silhouette of an impossibly slender figure hunched over with a bulbous growth of some kind on it’s shoulders, back lit by fire.  My eyes glanced over it, and when I looked back to be sure I’d seen what I thought I had, there was nothing but the flickering orange glow of whatever was lighting the hidden room.  I was certain I hadn’t imagined that figure.  I had seen it move for an instant, jerky and unnatural for a living creature, and then it was just gone.   
 
      
 
    Prosper was not a place of solid horrors.  Everything was etherial and twisted, the mirror image of a damp and dark place where the shadows of one’s imagination were given amorphis form.  I just hoped that Ori was alright wherever she might be.   
 
      
 
    We followed her trail up a side street that lead into increasingly narrow roads until the neighborhood we’d originally come into faded into what was clearly a slum.   All of us pulled abruptly to a stop as we spotted a figure ahead of us, what looked like an old woman digging through a mound of trash.  I blinked a few times trying to make sure what I was seeing was truly there, but the woman didn’t change or go away.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Ma'am.”  Korva spoke in a clear crisp voice.   
 
      
 
    The woman looked up from where she stood, and I was relieved to see that her features were plain enough.  She had the ears of some kind of canid atop her head, and whiskers at her nose with slotted eyes, reminding me a great deal of the man that Arthos and I had met just outside of the manor when we’d first come to this world.  His name had been Quintin, and we discovered that he had murdered and cooked his family.  There had been little left of his mind, and the meeting had ended with him killing himself in front of us.  The darkness did terrible things to one lost in its touch for too long.   
 
      
 
    “Yunna, dearie, Yunna.”  The old woman corrected.  Her words were a bit slurred so that I could tell she was missing a few teeth, but her tone was clear enough, dry and sharp with age.  She stood surprisingly straight though, her back firm. Her clothes were a little dirty, but well kept, and she wore a heavily wrapped bandage around her right arm, and a glove over that hand, as though she was hiding an injury or an old scar.  Her collar, too, was high up on her neck, almost to her chin.  Perhaps she had a bad disfigurement that she was concealing. 
 
      
 
    “Yunna,” Korva acquiesced to the woman’s desire to be referenced by her name. “Some people took our friend and we’re trying to get her back.  Have you seen men in hoods about here?”   
 
      
 
    As Korva spoke I could see the tension in my other companions. Landen looked like a spring barely held by a latch, and Larsi’s eyes were narrow, and her posture ready.  Clearly they didn’t trust this situation, and neither did I.  I doubted that this woman, Yunna, was just some normal elderly lady rummaging about in the garbage.  Surviving in this place for any length of time would take a serious toll on your sanity, and I couldn’t imagine that was any easier on someone who was older and more fraile. 
 
      
 
    Yunna laughed, a sound that wasn’t exactly pleasant to hear.  There was a dark edge to it.  “Men in hoods, you say?  Have I seen them?”  She laughed again. Her laughter fell away and her expression turned grim.   “We’ve all seen the men in hoods.  If your friend is with them, then you should just go.  The cult of the Wurm takes what it will, and it doesn’t give anything back.”  She started to turn away from us, but I wasn’t willing to let the matter drop.   
 
      
 
    “We’re not leaving here without our friend.  What is the Wurm, and where can we find this cult?”  I pressed, keeping my tone even and firm.  I had heard of “the Wurm” multiple times now, and I wanted to understand what it was.   
 
      
 
    “The Wurm . . . “  Yunna started, but she seemed suddenly less certain about speaking  She gestured at walls of the narrow street, and the stone beneath our feet.  “This is the Wurm.  All of this is the Wurm.  It existed before everything, and it will exist after everything.   It is a force of uncertainty and madness.  The cult, they’re just fragments of the greater whole.  You could say that they serve the Wurm, but the Wurm’s will is unknowable.  You can look for your friend all you want, but you won’t leave this place.  No one leaves.  Just find a place that is quiet and keep to yourself.  Don’t get in the way of the dark, look for the pools of light.  If you can find Shimmer, that’s a safe haven.” 
 
      
 
    “Shimmer, where is that?”  Landen asked, latching onto the idea of a place that was safe.   
 
      
 
    “You follow North Gransten Street towards the needle spire to where the bakery was.  Turn onto Falchion West and keep walking.  Don’t stop, don’t turn around.  You’ll see the glow.  Head in that direction and don’t waver.  As long as this place doesn’t take notice of you, you’ll make it to Shimmer.”  Yunna, looked suddenly over her shoulder, her eyes widening.  “They’re coming.”  She said, and she dropped what she had been doing and started to move away from us, back the way we’d already come from.  “If you’re fools, you’ll keep on this road, take the next right.  The cult holds center square.  Don’t barter.  Your friend, whether alive or dead, that’s where they will go first.”   
 
      
 
    “Yunna, wait!”  Korva called after her.  “We could use your help!” 
 
      
 
    “There is no help for any of us.”  She called back, and then she vanished around a corner.   
 
      
 
    “I’m guessing we’re going on to this square she mentioned?”  Landen asked, and when everyone responded with flat stares he just nodded.  “Fair enough.  I just wanted to be certain we were all on the same page as far as that was concerned.”   
 
      
 
    “We’ve come this far.  We’ll get Ori, and then we’ll see if we can find this Shimmer place.  I don’t know the streets she mentioned.  I’ve only seen a few marked roads, and none of them were Gransten or Falchion.”  Larsi spoke, but she was also starting to move again.  “Either way we shouldn’t stand still.  That woman seemed to think something was coming, and I am not keen to be here when whatever that is arrives.” 
 
      
 
    “She might well have been crazy.”  Landen offered.   
 
      
 
    “She likely was.”  Larsi replied quickly.  “But she’s alive in this place, and looks like she has been for a while.  If it takes her breed of crazy to stay alive here, then we would do well to adopt a bit of it.”   
 
      
 
    “Trusting the mad, are we now?”  Landen snorted.   
 
      
 
    “You’ve trusted me for years, Lan.”  Larsi replied, and there was little mirth in her voice.  In fact, there was a hard edge to her tone that implied she wasn’t particularly amused by his attempt at humor at all.   
 
      
 
    “Larsi, you’re not the same as . . . I mean, your sort of . . . “  Landen snapped his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “My sort of crazy is harmless is it?”  This wasn’t Larsi.  Axiome had come on fast, and there was a particular edge to his tone.  I was a bit worried where this conversation might go.  I came forward and put a hand on his arm.   
 
      
 
    “Axiome, Landen can be an idiot, but now isn’t the time to throttle him for it.  We need to maintain unity here.”  I spoke softly and calmly, though his eyes snapped to me full of anger. How many times had poor Larsi been called crazy?  It was clearly a sore spot for her, and for Axiome, who just wanted to protect her.  “Please, we need both of you.” 
 
      
 
    Some of the fire fled his expression.  “You’re lucky I’m fond of you.  I don’t like to be touched.”  He pulled his arm roughly from my hand, but I could feel the storm of the moment pass with the gesture.   
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Tempest.  I meant no offense.”  Landen spoke up, his voice appropriately chaste.  “You have long been a friend of mine, and I have never doubted you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk about this some time when we’re not quite so dangerously poised.”  Axiome said, waving it away with the gesture of a hand.  “Lillin is right.  We need to remain firm.  This whole place seems to be against us.  I can feel its weight on my shoulders.”   
 
      
 
    With the immediate crisis passed, we pressed forward again.  Tracking was easier in some ways.  Our quarry couldn’t go off in any direction they chose.  They had to travel along the roads, and that meant there were less possible ways to lose the trail.  On the other hand, finding scuff marks on stone that was beaten and worn from years and years of hard use wasn’t easy either.  Korva was quite good, though, and I had keen eyes as well.  Between the two of us we made fast progress.   
 
      
 
    Finally, we reached the square.  I wasn’t sure exactly what I might have anticipated, but the mundane area that spread out before us wasn’t anything like I might have imagined.  There were stalls for vendors all throughout the open market area, most of which were in a bad state of disrepair.  Tattered cloth swayed in the light breeze that swept through the market bringing with it a scent of decay that somehow made things more stifling, not less.  This was clearly a shopping district, a place people had once gathered to buy things, and maybe it still was.   
 
      
 
    As my eyes scanned the mess, I came to realize that there were indeed people manning some of the rickety booths.  Not people, exactly, but hooded figures like those we’d fought in the woods.  There were many of them, enough to be alarming, and they stood all around the square, some of them behind counters littered with various goods, and others simply moving about as though looking for something that might be for sale.  It was a strange mimicry of a market square ready for business, but there was no one here but us and the hooded cult members, and despite their mimicry, I didn’t think they were really shopping.  As we entered this nightmarish reimagining of normality, every single figure turned our way.   
 
      
 
    I could feel the tension rise in our little group.  Everyone held their weapons ready as we moved between the stalls still looking for Ori.  It felt as though the air crackled with impending combat, that at any moment violence might explode in our direction.  We were just waiting for it to begin.  I glanced over the objects “for sale” at the stalls we passed.  They were all strange, most seeming incredibly random.   
 
      
 
    One stall had a collection of timepieces, small and large, fine and cheap.  I wasn’t sure if any of them worked at all, but they were lined up neatly with parchment signs beneath groups of them.  The pieces of parchment had numbers on them which I guessed were prices, but what sort of currency did this place even take?  The numbers had no real meaning to me since I didn’t understand the currency they expected.   I did, however, remember one of Yunna’s final warnings.  Don’t barter.  She almost certainly meant this.   
 
      
 
    We passed another stall, this one with a collection of seemingly random items.  There was a pile of what looked like teeth, a small ornate knife that appeared to be made of silver, a single key that looked completely ordinary but for the fact that it felt as though my eyes were drawn back in its direction everytime I tried to look away from it, an old and beaten lute, and a pile of strange clothing with a script on it that I both recognized and did not.  I had seen this exact script in the past and I hadn’t been able to read it then either.  “O D Y S S E Y” The characters were bold and white on the blue outfit.  Where had I seen this last?   
 
      
 
    It came back to me a moment later.  I remembered the flashing red lights in a strange corridor, one that was clearly of crafted design, but was unlike anything I’d ever seen before.  That was the place I’d first seen these things, these hooded cult members.  That couldn’t be a coincidence.  I forced myself on past that stand, pulling my eyes from the key one more time as I forced myself to look anywhere else.  There were other stands, all filled with more objects that were curious and strange, but I tried not to look too closely.  I didn’t really want to see anymore.  I felt like I would eventually find something, some item, that I just couldn’t do without.   
 
      
 
    I sincerely tried not to look.  I was still trying not to look when my eyes passed over a terribly familiar black fabric hanging at the side of one of the stalls.  I stopped in place, my feet refusing to move anymore in the direction I had been traveling.  Instead I took a step towards the article of clothing hanging from the side of the stall.  It was painfully, terribly familiar, and it was impossible. Seeing it reminded me of a part of myself I’d thought I was past, but apparently had only attempted to cover up.   
 
      
 
    Desire flared to life inside of me, a horrible burning need to have what was before me. It felt as bad as it had that terrible day when I’d first stolen this silky, sexy piece of clothing.  My hands shook as I reached out and touched it.  It might have been a coincidence before my fingers passed over the fabric, but once I’d touched it I knew for certain.  It was the same dress.  It was the one I’d stolen, the one I’d clutched to as I was beaten senseless after murdering a man who had not deserved the fate I delivered him.  Even though it was black I could see where his blood stained the fabric, ruined it, and yet the desire to have it again, to make it mine, burned bright within me.   
 
      
 
    “Five.”  The voice was a rasping hiss, a violent, awful mimicry of speech that sounded like it came from a throat that wasn’t meant for words as I knew them, and it startled me so badly that I jumped backward.  The hooded figure at the stall had a hand held out to me, palm open and up.  The skin was green-gray, and the fingers ended in long hooks that were like metal claws that ripped out from the tips of fingers far too long and crooked.  “Five.”  It repeated in the same awful tone.  It was demanding payment. 
 
      
 
    I had no intention of doing anything but finding Ori.  That was what I’d come here to do.  I wasn’t going to be sidetracked, and yet as that thing demanded payment I found myself reaching down and into a pouch at my waist.  This pouch normally contained my coin, certainly, but when I drew out a handful of currency it wasn’t my coin that filled my palm at all.  I didn’t even recognize the coins.  They were black and red, metal that seemed not to glisten, but to absorb the light around them.  The black ones had fives on them, the reds had ones, and on the opposite side they had a spiral. This was the same spiral that was on the waymarkers.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin, no.”  Larsi’s voice was firm and she grabbed my hand.  For just a moment I rounded on her in anger, rage.  Why had she stopped me?  Why had she kept me from finishing this transaction? As my eyes found hers, however, a calm settled over me and I remembered what I was here for. I looked back at my hand which was empty now, and then back at Larsi.  The figure in the hood still stood with his hand out, waiting expectantly, and that damned dress still hung there ready to be bought this time instead of stolen.  I stepped back from it all and shook my head.   
 
      
 
    The words of my reply didn’t come easily to my tongue.  “Thank you, Larsi.”    
 
      
 
    “Everything about this place is a trap.”  She answered.  “Come on, let’s find Ori.  We need to leave quickly.”  She took my shoulder and lead me from the stall without asking me what I had been doing, or what had happened.  Maybe she understood in some way, or maybe she just didn’t want to waste the time in that moment. I wasn’t certain, but I was happy to move on.   
 
      
 
    We found Ori moments later.  The metal suit to which Ori was bound hung by its left leg from a wooden rack, something like gallows, on which stood two of the hooded figures.  I wasn’t sure how long they’d been there ahead of us.  I couldn’t have been long, and yet it seemed like they were waiting for us.  Ori didn’t move at all except for a small swinging as though stirred by the wind.  The fingertips of her suit scraped the ground below where she dangled.  
 
      
 
    There was a set of stairs up to the wooden platform where the cult members stood, and I didn’t hesitate in starting up those steps, the others seeming less certain about approaching what was so clearly a trap.  We’d been led here, and the things in hoods were waiting for us.  It had to be a trap.  As I reached the top of the stairs the black-hood nearest me reached out a hand, palm open and face up.   
 
      
 
    “One hundred.”  It spoke in the same voice as the last one, dry, brittle and unnatural, a modulation of tones that couldn’t possibly be made by human vocal chords, or anything like them.   
 
      
 
    They were bargaining for Ori.  I could feel the weight of the coin pouch on my hip and suddenly I was very keenly aware that if I reached inside I would have all of the coin I needed to pay for Ori’s return. How it had gotten there I didn’t know, but it was more distressing to try and rationalize what might back that currency.  All currency had to have some kind of value.  Most coin was of direct value in and of itself, but some was valuable because it was exchangeable for something desirable.  The metal in my coin purse was worthless on its own, but it represented something of exceptional value.  I wasn’t sure how I knew that, but it was something I was certain of down to the core of my bones.  Those black and red coins were important.   
 
      
 
    Axiome spoke up form behind me, tone dangerous and threatening. “We’ll not bargain for what isn’t yours to sell.  Cut down our friend and we won’t have to cut you down.”   
 
      
 
    The cloaked figure curled its fingers partially closed and then opened its palm again.  “One hundred.”  It demanded, no wavering in its position at all.  There was no intention of giving up Ori.  I could see that.   
 
      
 
    Korva was on the platform with Axiome, her weapon ready.  Landen was still on the steps, but he looked ready as well.  Violence was on the cusp of erupting.  I could feel the tension in the air mounting.  I still wasn’t ready when action exploded to life around me.  I didn’t even understand what was happening at first as the cloaked figure before me with its hand outstretched suddenly went crashing to the side of the gallows, driven into the ground as though struck in the head by a hammer.  It cartwheeled off the side of the platform and collapsed to the ground as Axiome dashed forward, knives in hand to attack the second.  It wasn’t until I saw the large rock covered in black ichor rolling across the ground that I realized Axiome had used his will to smash in the side of the first cloaked creature’s head.  The second one didn’t even have time to respond before Axiome was upon him, thrusting his long knife with a speed that blurred his hands.   
 
      
 
    I remembered how hard those creatures were, how they had resisted every attack of my weapon, but Axiome was backing his hits with Will.  I couldn’t feel it, but I could see the results of the explosive force of those strikes.  It all happened so fast that I didn’t even have time to respond.  I didn’t know what to do.  My loss of Will made me feel sluggish and confused.   
 
      
 
    I turned, deciding I would go and cut down Ori, but Landen was already climbing the pole and slicing at the rope binding her ankle.  Korva had taken position below her to help ease Ori down, so I joined her on the other side of our large armored friend.  The other side of the rope snapped and Ori began to lower down quickly.  Korva and I managed to slow her descent to a degree, but it wasn’t easy.   
 
      
 
    “They’re down, but I don’t know how long they’ll stay down, or if others will come.  We need to get out of here quickly.”  Larsi’s tone was urgent.  Axiome had slipped away again.  The transition was so smooth I wasn’t even sure when it happened.   
 
      
 
    As we struggled to right Ori, who weighed a considerable amount in the suit of armor, I began to panic increasingly as she slumped with no sign of movement.  Even with Korva and myself helping control her motions, she finally hit the ground hard.  Her head turned at a terrible, unnatural angle and my heart thudded in my chest.  She’d had so little time left already.  Had they killed her? 
 
      
 
    Anger and sorrow were flooding into me as I moved up her body to her head.  “Ori, please wake up, Ori.  We need you to wake up so we can get out of here.”  We couldn’t carry her.  She was too heavy.  We’d never escape.   
 
      
 
    “We’re running out of time.” Larsi spoke again.  I didn’t look up to see what she meant.  I was afraid to.  
 
      
 
    Instead, I took Ori’s head and tried to turn it so it was facing me in a more natural way, but the joints of her neck were crooked, turned hard off to one side.  A tear swept down my cheek and I couldn’t stop its path.  “Ori, please, I need you.  You’re all I have from the beginning.  I can’t let go of you.”  My hands shook against the metal of the armor. 
 
      
 
    I felt Korva’s hand on my shoulder.  “Lillin, I don’t think . . . “ 
 
      
 
    Ori’s head snapped off in my hands.  I’d still been trying to twist it back, but instead it cracked the other direction and then rolled away.  I was horrified.  For a moment the entire world stopped for me and I wanted to give in, but then dark hair spilled out onto the wood beams of the gallows.  I blinked in confusion for a moment as I leaned in closer, startled by what I was seeing.  There was someone in the armor.   
 
      
 
    I moved the hair away and uncovered skin in a light brown tone that looked warm and soft, and there, hidden away beneath the armor and the tangle of hair, was Ori.  I could scarce believe what I was seeing.   
 
      
 
    Korvan leaned in and I heard her gasp.  “How is that . . . I thought she was a golem?”  Confusion, but then that was exactly how I felt.  Ori had been a golem.  I had seen her cut away to make one.  I had seen the ruin of what she’d become.  How was this possible? 
 
      
 
    I leaned in close, put my ear up to her lips.   She was breathing.  It was quiet and soft, but Ori was alive, and somehow restored.  It was in that moment as her warm breath touched my ear that I remembered one of my last conversations with Ghoul.  He had called the armor a chrysalis.  I had taken that to be a metaphor, a description of how Ori would be wrapped within its confines, but it hadn’t been that at all.  He had made the armor in the hopes that Ori would one day be restored.  The armor, then, hadn’t been failing all of this time, it had been breaking down so that the restored Ori could be free.   
 
      
 
    “Korva, she’s alive, help me get her out of here!”  I called out, and then I started to unfasten the latches on the armor.  They were brittle, the leather not difficult to break with an exertion of strength, and as Korva came down to help we made quick work of them.   
 
      
 
    Behind us I heard the sound of fighting.  I looked up to see Landen and Larsi fending off more cloaked figures as they began to come up the stairs leading to the platform. I wasn’t sure if it was the same two hooded creatures or new arrivals, but they were set upon getting up here.  I worked as fast as I could, and in moments we had Ori out of the armor.  She was naked beneath it all, but completely intact, and she looked almost exactly as she had before.  The skull marking was gone from her face, and there wasn’t a single scar to be found anywhere on her, but she otherwise looked exactly as I remembered. 
 
      
 
    Pulling her from the armor hadn’t woken her, but Korva scooped her up easily enough.  She could use her Will to reinforce her strength.  “Come, let’s flee.” 
 
      
 
    “Finally.”  Axiome growled, and scraps of armor exploded from the ground and slammed into several cloaked figures trying to come up the stairs.  The force they were hit with ripped pieces of them away and cleared a path big enough for us to descend.  Axiome had incredible Will.  I’d never seen anyone wield it with such force.   
 
      
 
    We ran then.  It was a directionless fleeing.  Landen was in the lead, turning from street to street, and the rest of us trailed after, Larsi at our tail.  She used Will driven projectiles to blast away anyone who approached us, and before long we were thoroughly lost amidst the dark streets of Prosper.   
 
      
 
    “How do we get out of here?”  Korva asked as we all drew to a stop.   
 
      
 
    “I have no idea.”  Landen admitted.  “I’ve just been taking the most favorable looking path.”   
 
      
 
    “We can’t keep running directionless like this.  We need to figure out how we’re going to get out of here.  Those cult members will still be looking for us.  They were not happy that we took your friend without paying their fee.”  Larsi looked over at Ori.  “Is she alright?  I have some spare clothes, though I’m not sure how they’ll fit her.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to see Ori.  I was exhausted.  My body was throbbing with pain, my nerves on fire, but at the same time I felt excited and relieved. Ori was alive, and she was herself again.  At least she would be if she woke up.  I came over and put a hand on her head.  She didn’t feel hot, and her face wasn’t flushed, but she also wasn’t awake.  She had a few gashes and sore looking spots on her skin, places that the armor had no doubt rubbed, but none of her old scars were there anymore.   
 
      
 
    “I think she’s alright, but I don’t know.  I didn’t know this was supposed to happen. I don’t think Ghoul was even certain, but maybe I’m wrong on that.  He was so clever, and for every bit of cleverness he was twice as wily.”  I smiled sadly.  I still missed the crazy old Warden.   
 
      
 
    “Well, she doesn’t look wounded.”  Larsi said as she pulled clothing out of her bag.  “Come on, let’s get her dressed and get moving again, though slower from here on.  I think we should try and find that town the old woman told us about.  Shimmer?  It’s either that or we just keep trudging through this place looking for the exit.” 
 
      
 
    I began to help Larsi dress Ori who wasn’t cooperating with us.  I really hoped that she would wake up as we dressed her, open her eyes and say something, but she just laid quietly, letting us do as we would.  It took a bit, but we got her into Larsi’s outfit.  It was only as we finished dressing her that it occurred to me that we’d left all of the armor behind.  It had been too heavy for us to take with us anyway, and Larsi had sent it all over the place as we escaped, but Ghoul had spent so much time making it.  It was a shame that it was just gone now, and we would never understand a fraction of the work that had gone into its creation.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen a few street signs.”  Korva’s voice broke the silence that had fallen on us as we dressed Ori.  “They are sporadic at best, but I thought I saw one that said South Gransten on it.  It would make sense for South to merge into North if we were to follow it the right way.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have mentioned that sooner.”  Landen chided.  “I was watching for Gransten or Falchion but I didn’t see either of them.” 
 
      
 
    “We were moving rather quickly at the time.  I wasn’t sure what our intent was so I didn't mention it.”  Korva shrugged.  “It’s only a couple of streets back.  It won’t take long to backtrack, and I think it’s far enough from the cult that they won’t find us, but that’s only if we really want to try and find this Shimmer place.  We have no guarantee that it will be there at all.” 
 
      
 
    I puzzled over this myself for a few moments, trying to figure out what course of action felt the best to me.  Traveling back the way we’d come seemed risky, but so did wandering aimlessly through this terrible city.  Was it possible the woman we met here wasn’t an agent of the dark?  It felt like everything here was tainted, and we certainly hadn’t had opportunity to encounter anything friendly before.   
 
      
 
    It was Larsi who finally made a decision.  “We should probably have a look.  Whether or not Shimmer is real or a safe place, it’s a goal that we have directions to.  Right now we don’t have anything else to go on.” She turned in place looking around.  “I can’t see a wall or an end to this place no matter which way I look, even when we crest hills.  It’s like it goes on forever in every direction.  I know that’s impossible, but if we can’t see a way out, and we can’t find a direction to travel, then we’re left with what we have, which I’ll admit isn’t much.” 
 
      
 
    Of course the darkness wasn’t helping us either.  Even at the top of a hill you could only see so far into the murk.  We might have come within a few blocks of an outer wall and never known.  I reached into my pack and pulled out my compass.  “Have we tried taking directions.”  I asked, uncovering the glass and watching the needle as it attempted to right itself.  The point picked a direction and stopped spinning.  “My compass is working.”  Relief washed over me.  I’d half expected it to just spin endlessly.   
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Larsi was surprised as well.  “Those don’t generally work in the expanse at all.”   
 
      
 
    “This isn’t really the expanse.”  It was a conclusion I guessed we’d probably all come to on some level.  
 
      
 
    Korva came over and looked down at the compass.  “I’m not sure it is working, look.”  She tapped the glass and the needle spun again, picking a new direction and stopping there.  It held steady, but as we gathered around to watch, it spun again, picking a new direction and stopping in place.   
 
      
 
    A few of us let out a sigh almost at the same time.  “So much for that.”  I put the compass away.  We really didn’t have another choice.  It was head towards Shimmer, a safe haven that might or might not exist, or wander aimlessly through the city.  It wasn’t really a choice at all.   
 
      
 
    “We could try and exit the way we came in.”  Landen offered.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t think retracing our steps through the square is a good idea, and we’ve run in enough circles since that I don’t think we can easily find an alternate route.  It doesn’t help that the streets here don’t make sense.  Some just end, and others spiral to center points and cut each other off at odd angles.  This place is a maze, and we don’t have a map.  We have one thing to act on, and it’s not even a strong hope.”  Larsi seemed far less than pleased with the situation.  I could hear the agitation in her voice, and see it in her posture.   
 
      
 
    “I guess we have a course then.  We’ll try to find Shimmer.”  Landen said, turning back the way we’d come.  “Korva, did you want to lead?” 
 
      
 
    She gave a single nod.  “The sign will be on the left side as we go back.”  She said as she leaned down to pick up the now clothed Ori.  Larsi grabbed her arm though.   
 
      
 
    “It’s alright, I’ll carry her for a time.  We should share the burden, make sure we don’t exhaust any one of us.  We don’t know what we’ll run into.”  It seemed like sound advice.  Korva nodded and Larsi picked Ori up.  I felt a stab of shame at the realization that I wouldn’t be much help here.  I could carry Ori for a time, but it would be a short time without the aid of my Will to keep me moving.  Ori weighed more than a pack full of weights, and I was weaker than I had been during training now, at least until I recovered more from the shunting process.  I was again proving myself not fully capable of keeping up with the others, and it didn’t feel good at all.  Thankfully no one said anything as we started off again.  Even with their silence I still felt the weight of my own failings.  
 
      
 
    We found the road exactly where Korva said it would be, but then we had to try and decide which way was north.  There were no signs to read, no stars in the sky and no sun upon which to judge a direction or a time of day.  In Prosper the time was always night, and the dark was always absolute.  At least it seemed absolute in a way, though it wasn’t perfect dark either.  I could see around us to an extent.  The facade of old buildings, some with glowing windows, seemed to emanate its own kind of illumination, a dreary light that clung to everything.  It was like I could see, but only just enough to keep moving.  The more I thought on that, the more unsettling the notion became.  We were given just enough to keep us moving further into this place, as though we were being lured. 
 
      
 
    We finally picked a direction and began walking.  We didn’t have anything to judge one direction from the other, so we simply guessed, the intention being that we could turn around and walk the other way if we didn't end up where we were supposed to.  At least, we hoped, we were on the right road.   
 
      
 
    We had a few different things to search for.  We were looking for the Northern end of the street we were traveling, a bakery, or Falchion street.  Any of these things would have been an improvement on our current position.  We kept our eyes open as we went, checking at every crossing to make certain we knew what street we were cutting across, but none of them were Falchion, and if there was a bakery, we weren't finding it.   
 
      
 
    “Castlestone.”  Landen said, coming back down from a side road after looking for a sign.  “Looks like it heads off into a housing district.”    
 
      
 
    By this time Korva was carrying Ori again.  Landen had offered, but Korva had insisted it be her.  My offer had been ignored entirely.  I had to guess it was because the others knew that I would probably slow them down while carrying Ori, and we were making fair time through the city.   
 
      
 
    “We may have gone the wrong direction.”  Larsi didn’t sound pleased.  “I would have thought we’d have at least crossed from South to North by now.  We’ve been walking for . . . what, four hours?”  She asked, looking between us.   
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but then closed it again. How long had we been traveling?  It was difficult to tell.  Time didn’t seem to pass here.  There was no way to mark it at all.  “Maybe.”  I said after a moment.  It had felt like a long time.  I might have guessed closer to six or seven, but my body was sore and the pain was distorting my judgement of time even further.   
 
      
 
    “I thought we’d been walking for at least twelve.”  Landen said seriously.  “I was trying to keep count for a while.  I made it to one hour, but I lost track during the second, and then I was counting the first again and lost track of that.  Normally I can time things well.  I taught myself how to keep time with a cadence, but I can’t seem to get it right.”  
 
      
 
    When Larsi spoke again I could tell she was frustrated.  “Great, so we have no idea how long we’ve been walking.  Hours, though.  Hours.  How long could this road be?  I don’t think we’ve passed any repeated sections of the city, but it also doesn’t feel like we’ve made any progress.” 
 
      
 
    “We could go back the other way.”  Korva offered.  “However, it might be better to just keep walking down this road and see where we end up.  All roads have to end eventually.” 
 
      
 
    That was sound advice normally, but this city wasn’t like other cities.  Prosper didn’t follow the same rules.  “I’m not sure this place will ever end.”  I spoke my mind on the situation.  “I think this road might go on as long as it wants to, as long as we’re willing to keep walking it.  If we spend enough time on it, something will eventually present itself in our path, some new threat.  Prosper, this city, it’s here to destroy us.” 
 
      
 
    “Superstition.”  Landen almost spat the word.  “This place is strange, and there might be some darkness at work here, I’ll admit that, but the city isn’t evil itself.  It has no Will.  It’s far more likely that the cult, the ones in the square, they’ve done something to change our perception of the city.  Perhaps we’ve been drugged.  Maybe we’re just walking in circles on a single block and we can’t tell.  That’s far more likely.” 
 
      
 
    “If we were walking in circles, why wouldn’t the cult just take us out while we were confused?  It’s clear they want something from us.”  I didn’t think he was right, but it was difficult to argue for the fact that this city was cursed, and that it was a trap we couldn’t hope to escape.  Magic, the kind we were encountering, it didn’t exist in our world.  The only true “magic” we had was the Will and the Way.  This mess, whatever it was, was something entirely different.   
 
      
 
    “Wait . . . “  Landen spoke suddenly, and then he walked away from the rest of us and leaned over on the side of the road.  He picked something up and came back to us.  “Look at this.”  He held up an old wooden sign that read “North Gransten.” 
 
      
 
    The entire group seemed to sigh in relief.  “We are on the right path then.”  Korva said.   
 
      
 
    Landen nodded.  “This city must just be larger than we thought it was.  I think it’s bigger than Black Mark, that’s for sure.  It might be a marvel if the place wasn’t such a decrepit nightmare.”  
 
      
 
    Larsi summed up our situation then.  “Now that we know we’re on the right road, we just need to keep walking until we find the bakery.  Then we turn onto Falchion and we’ll be on our way to Shimmer.  Once we find a safe place to rest we can figure out our next step.”  Everyone looked tired, and I had to admit that finding a place to sleep seemed like a wonderful idea.  I couldn’t remember ever having been so worn out.   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t just the physical exertion and the pain that came with it.  I felt fatigued all the way through, as though my exhaustion was seeping into my bones and making them heavier, leaving every motion a struggle.  I knew it was the dark pressure this place exuded.  The miasma of Prosper was poisonous.  It cut you apart in subtle ways that left you staggered and tired, confused and vulnerable.  I hoped Shimmer would be different, though I wasn’t confident in that.  I wasn’t even confident that Shimmer existed.   
 
      
 
    We took a moment to check on Ori who was still lost in whatever world existed inside of her own head, and then we continued on our path, this time watching the buildings to the side of the road closely.  We passed homes, a couple taverns, and then we started to see businesses.  They were spotted amidst the homes initially, but then every building was a shop, and it wasn’t long after this that we came upon the bakery.   
 
      
 
    I had to imagine that in its day this place would have filled the air with the smell of sweet goods, drawing in foot traffic from all around, but as it existed now the effect it had was quite the opposite.  In front of the store were two bodies that had been intricately posed in a macabre scene of death.  They stood facing each other as though locked in some heated debate even unto their own ends.  One had been robbed of its flesh, and this one seemed adorned in the bones of other people, or perhaps animals, though they’d been woven into rotting muscle and sinew so that they looked like parts of the original, but too horrifically arranged to exist in any real world.  Skeletal wings that looked to be composed of rib bones emerged from its back, and it had a collar made of pelvic plates around its neck.  It looked like it wore armor of bone, though armor that was designed to inspire horror and not for any real practicality.   
 
      
 
    The other was somehow more terrible.  The skin left in place made it seem more relatable, more alive.  The man who’d once existed in the body was still present, and the parts of him that were cut away served to point out how terrible the end of his life must have been.  About halfway up his eyes the flesh had been split from his skull to expose the bone, peeled back and laid open like an imitation of hair that hung from the back of his head.  His gaunt face, hollowed by death, had drawn back into a smile that made the dark sockets of his eyes seem full of grim mirth.  This was the worst of it, but the rest of his body was a mess as well, a practice in grotesque exploration that had no reason to exist.   
 
      
 
    “It’s just here to frighten us.”  Korva’s voice broke the uncomfortable silence that had settled upon us.  “They want us to turn away.”  She nodded down the street that this corner joined.  “That’s Falchion, and that’s the way we need to go.” 
 
      
 
    Landen was shaking his head.  “Maybe it’s a warning.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t really matter what it is.”  Larsi spoke up quickly.  “We have no other goal to chase.  There is no other option for us, and the only hint we have at finding a way out of here is for us to head towards Shimmer, if it exists.  Whether this is here as a warning or as an attempt to scare us off, we need to see what lies down that road.  We’re past discussing other plans.  There is no point in arguing again.” 
 
      
 
    There was a steadfast solidarity in Larsi’s tone, one that said she wasn’t willing to open things up to discussion anymore.  It was difficult to argue with the logic of her assertion either.  We’d already had this fight.  This horror before us didn’t change what we’d decided.  It was impossible to tell whether this was a threat or a warning, and without being able to tell, we had no other option then to go on.   
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to voice my agreement, but another voice cut me off.   
 
      
 
    “Go where you will, there is no escaping what hunts you.  Through vale, over mountain, past town or city, the Wurm cuts and seeks, no sloth or pity.”  We all turned in the direction of the speaker.  The voice was coming from the second figure, the one that still wore some of its skin.  It had turned to us.  “You will suffer like we do.  It will break you like it has broken us, like it has broken worlds before.  Run if you will, but it will not be outpaced.”   
 
      
 
    The other figure lurched towards us, the bones rattling and clacking as it took a step towards us.  It was ponderously slow and ungainly, but Larsi snapped forward in a flash.  There was no competition.  If the bones had been meant as a direct threat then they were not effective at all.  Larsi tore the fragile body apart and didn’t stop until it wasn’t moving.  The other thing held its place, laughing as its opposite fell apart.   
 
      
 
    I knew, though, that this wasn’t about attacking us physically.  This was about the mental effect of the unexpected and the nature of the threat, what it meant to us.  This was about inflicting horror and madness, and whether the others would admit it or not individually, I for one felt the effect.  Those things which shouldn’t have moved, and certainly shouldn’t have spoken, had just done exactly that.  Even as Larsi moved to dispatch the fleshy one, the haunting rasp of the voice, and the terrible way this thing of muscle and bone perambulated played over and over again in my head.   
 
      
 
    This was a reminder that terrible things could happen to us, terrible things that were far worse than death.  As we turned down Falchion and left that macabre sight behind us, all of us were feeling the weight of the dark even more than we had before, and it was getting unbearably heavy. 
 
      
 
    21.3   
 
      
 
    My eyes were drawn to the crackling fire and for a moment I found myself staring blankly at the flames as they jumped into the sky.  Why was I staring at a fire?  I closed my eyes a moment and then opened them again, trying to recall what had brought me to this exact moment, but the details were hazy and difficult to piece together.  There had been the confrontation with the two corpse-men, and then we’d walked for some time before Larsi had called us to a stop saying we needed to eat and rest for a short time.  I remembered that, and then here I was looking into the fire.  My body felt sluggish and heavy, my motions slow.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin, it has been a long time, but it always seems we take a long time between visits, don’t we?”  The voice at my back startled me and I spun about as fast as I could, coming to my feet with a stumble even as I reached for my polearm that wasn’t with me for some reason.  I dropped into a defensive posture, almost falling in the process.  Why did I feel so leaden? 
 
      
 
    Ghoul stood just at the edge of the fire, the red and yellow touch of the flame highlighting the shadows around his eyes and mouth and giving him an exceedingly frightening visage at the rim of the dark.  He was material to my eyes, but I knew it couldn’t really be him.  Ghoul was gone.   
 
      
 
    “You’re dead.”  I told his shadow, an affirmation for both of us.  I needed to say the words so that I would be convinced that they were true.   
 
      
 
    “That which touches the dark is never really gone, Lillin.  Do you remember when you dreamed of Ori while she was still a golem?  The people who have felt the grip of the Wurm are trapped in the shadows forever.”  Then he smiled, his familiar mad smile.  “Or perhaps you’re just seeing what you want to see.  I’m flattered.  I guess we really were friends after all.”   
 
      
 
    I did remember the dream he spoke of.  Ori had come with a warning, one that certainly couldn’t have served the dark.  “If you’re a part of the dark, how can I trust anything you tell me?  How would Ori have told me things that the dark might not want me to know?  How would you even know about any of that?”  What sort of answers was I expecting from these questions?  If he was of the dark, he would lie, and if he wasn’t, then was he any more than my mind spinning illusions? 
 
      
 
    Ghoul laughed and shrugged.  “Pieces of us are trapped here, but does a prisoner serve the prison in which they’re held?  Maybe some, but certainly not all.  I am confined, limited, but I am still my own to a degree.  It is more like I am an echo, pieces of memory combined with the reflection of what I was in life.  Or perhaps you’re as mad as I was and you’re just talking to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    This didn't make me feel any better.  “If you’ve come to offer comfort then you’re doing a bad job of it.”  I told him.   
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not here for comfort, Lillin.  That would be nice, but this isn’t the time or the place for comfort.  I’m here to tell you a little about this place, something you need to know and understand.”  His tone had become serious, quiet.  I noticed one of his hands was clenched around something, closed tightly as though trying to crush whatever was held within. 
 
      
 
    “The dark can prey on your mind in many different ways.”  He began to speak again, stealing my attention from his fist.  “It loves to take familiar shapes, and it has many ways it can do this.  It can search your memories and show you painful things from your past, echoes that aren’t real but that will drag you down into misery.  Sometimes, though, it needs a more physical manifestation.  For those, it calls on its servants.” 
 
      
 
    He came forward then, walking into the light.  I thought for sure he was about to launch into an attack, or announce that he was one of these physical manifestations of the dark, but instead he sat down at the fire’s side, leaning in as though enjoying the warmth as it glowed against his pale skin.  A smile touched his lips, almost relaxed.   
 
      
 
    “You recall Arthos and the woman who lead him to the tesseract?”  Ghoul asked, not looking back at me.   
 
      
 
    I nodded before speaking, though the nod made my head spin and I staggered some.  I didn’t like the unusual way I felt.  “Yes, she felt wrong from the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    “That was a mimic.  They are nasty creatures who can latch onto fragments of memory, intense memories tied to trauma.  They can hold their form for hours at a time, but they do a poor job with their mimicry, and if they’re caught they often react violently.  They rely on sentimentality and a desire for what the person is seeing to be true to deceive.”  He explained this as though it was a matter of legend, like he was reciting from a book of knowledge.   
 
      
 
    “For situations calling for more precise control the Wurm can use Dread Shadows, creatures that can draw the form of anything living that has ever been touched by the dark.  They cannot mimic memories, but they can almost perfectly replicate anything with a physical manifestation, as long as the Wurm has sampled it.  These are among the most convincing of the Wurm’s agents.  They will take a form and hold it, insisting they are true.  If discovered they will not give in, but unless they are struck down they will always return to harm you again.  Beware.  They’re clever, manipulative, and skilled in the ways of the dark.”  Ghoul looked at me seriously.  “Beware the Shadows, but there is one other powerful way the Wurm copies.” 
 
      
 
    “Corpse Clingers are fragments of the Wurm’s essence, slivers of dark that can inhabit freshly fallen bodies.  While the person inside the body dies they enslave and twist the original host, taking their memories, their instincts, their very skills and abilities.  They gain all the powers and strengths of their host, but also the weaknesses inherent in the flesh.  Once they take form they cannot be dislodged without dying.”  Ghoul was still looking at me.   
 
      
 
    “There are others that attempt to mimic, but those are the three most dangerous.   They are the three you need to worry about the most.”  He went on.   
 
      
 
    “Why?”  I asked, uncertain what he was implying.   
 
      
 
    “Because you’re asleep right now, Lillin, asleep because one of your companions drugged you.  There is a threat within your group and you need to wake up.”  Ghoul stood suddenly, stepping towards me and grabbing my shoulder with one of his hands.  He held up the other and opened it, revealing a tiny black thing that he had clutched in his fist, something like a seed almost, but it seemed to vibrate in his hand, wisps of dark smoke rising from its surface.    
 
      
 
    I could hear my heartbeat hammering in my chest suddenly, and I felt a strong compulsion to reach out and take it from him.  “What is that?”  I asked, feeling a tendril of revulsion slide through me.  Belatedly I added, “Which one betrayed me?”  Who could it be?  Korva?  Larsi?  Landen?  I didn’t want to believe it of any of them. 
 
      
 
    “You already have enough to figure this out.”  Ghoul said, “You have to think it through, but do so quickly.  The darkness already acts, and if you don’t find it before its plans come to fruition, it will mean much more than just your life.  As for this . . . ”  He took the black seed and dropped it to the ground between us.  It seemed to get larger as it fell until it was almost triple the size it had been in his palm.  It fumed with darkness, still thrumming with some internal energy, like something was pent up inside.  “This is the way out, Lillin.  This is what makes you different, the thing hidden inside of you all of this time.  You were never meant for the Will, it was a stepping stone, a piece you needed so that you might claim this.  Do you hear it calling?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded without meaning to.  I could hear it singing to me, a strange, low melody that rumbled through the ground.  “I don’t understand.” I said looking blankly at the thing in front of me.  “And why won’t you tell me who betrayed me?”  A spark of anger woke inside of me as I looked back up at this man who looked like Ghoul.  Why would he hide the truth from me? 
 
      
 
    “I am part of the dark, even as I am part of you and part of what was Ghoul.  Suffice it to say, I can’t tell you more, but I don’t mean you harm.  Take the seed, Lillin, it will give you what you need, even if it’s not what you want.  Take the seed and wake up. It’s already a part of you.  You need to accept it, and wake up.”  With this last urging Ghoul burned away in front of me, his skin blackening until it was charred dark, and then he swirled away like ash on a breeze.  It happened so quickly that I could still feel the pressure of his hand on my shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “Ghoul?”  I said his name hopelessly into the void as my mind spun, trying to figure out which of the people I traveled with had betrayed us?  Which of my friends was a monster?  Or, and this seemed a distinct possibility, was this all a hallucination of the dark, a trap to make me pick up the dark thing before me?  I remembered only too well Arthos and the tesseract.   
 
      
 
    I looked around the camp, trying to see if the others were here, but I was the only one sleeping around the fire in this place of dream and memory.  Panic was rising up inside of me.  I turned my back to the dark thing and walked to the fire instead, my feet were heavy and my steps uneven the entire way.  I fell to my knees roughly.  I would find my own way to wake up.  I took a deep breath and thrust my hand into the flames.  I expected pain, or shock, something to knock me from my sleep, but I didn’t expect nothing, and that was what my perhaps foolish move won me.   
 
      
 
    The flame wasn’t hot, there was no pain, and nothing changed for me at all.  I knelt before the fire that wasn’t real, my arm half within its flames, and nothing had changed.  I cursed and fought to stand back up, turning to the black seed again.  What would be happening beyond my dreams?   
 
      
 
    I walked back to the dark seed.  Did I trust the thing that had once perhaps been Ghoul? It was that or continue to fight and try to wake myself other ways.  How much more could I do in this terrible haze while my body felt like I was controlling it from across the clearing.  The deep, reverberating hum of the seed called to me.  I was looking at it in front of my feet on the ground, but it felt like the song came from within my chest.   
 
      
 
    I knelt as I had before the fire.  The dark seed thrummed.  “I need to wake up.”  I felt Ghoul was at least right about that.  I could feel impending danger, and I had come to trust my instincts, but was the danger just the darkness in general, or perhaps this thing before me?  No, it was something outside of this dream.  That didn’t mean there was no danger in this thing, but the more urgent worry was outside of this.   
 
      
 
    I would take up the dark seed and worry about the consequences later.  I made the decision suddenly, and with firm absolution.   
 
      
 
    Without another moment of hesitation I reached forward and grabbed the object before me in my right hand.  It felt cold.  I couldn’t remember having ever grasped something that sent a chill through my body with such haste.  At first it was just cold, but then a sharp pain erupted in the palm of my hand and I recoiled, opening my palm as though I’d just grabbed a sharp piece of glass.  I intended to drop the seed.  I expected there to be blood in my palm, and for the seed to fall to the ground, but instead there was a small black spot in my palm as though a thorn was embedded there.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  I spoke the word aloud, a question that had as little meaning as any answer there might have been for what had just happened. My confusion was doubled when the world around me began to melt and I jolted sharply.   
 
      
 
    My eyes snapped open and reality came into focus quickly.  I was slumped in an uncomfortable position, a tin cup laying not far from me as I pulled myself right.  A small fire burned nearby, and across from me I caught the motion of something massive writhing near the other side of the flame.  This drew me to full alert immediately.   
 
      
 
    I grabbed my polearm and stood, my eyes beginning to pull more details from the waking world.  It wasn’t a large writhing monster I’d seen across the flame.  It was Landen and Korva.  They were fighting, fists and knives flashing as they tried to kill one another.  Larsi lay silently to one side, so close to the fire I worried she’d be scorched.   
 
      
 
    “Stop it!”  I growled, moving around the fire.  I pushed Larsi back from the flame with surprising ease.  She was lighter than she looked, or I was stronger than I remembered being.   
 
      
 
    Korva and Landen paused, their eyes flashing in my direction as they lay poised with blades drawn.  Some kind of energy rippled around them, something subtle but perceptible, like a mist that you can barely see, but that you can feel on your skin.   
 
      
 
    “Get her off of me!  She tried to drug us, but I didn’t drink enough for it to take full hold.”  Landen growled.  “She’s gone mad.  She lunged at me with her knife.”  His words were a bit slurred, as though inhibited by a drug.   
 
      
 
    “He’s lying.”  Korva snapped.  “I was the one who didn’t drink much of the poison.  I got groggy and was drifting off when he came at me with his knife.  I barely snapped myself back into focus enough to fend him off.”  Her voice was clear and sharp. 
 
      
 
    Blackened, was Korva the one who had betrayed us?  A terrible chill rose up in me as I remembered our flight from the King as he’d burned the city of Black Mark to the ground.  Korva had fallen and I’d used my Will to draw her back to life, or I’d thought I had used my Will to draw her back.  The truth was I’d never done anything like that before or since.  Perhaps it wasn’t me that had brought her back at all.  We’d been enshrined in the darkness.  It might have been one of the entities that Ghoul had told me about.  Corpse Clingers.  They inhabited the dead and took their form and abilities.  Maybe that was what really had drawn Korva back from death.   
 
      
 
    Grief rose up like a terrible tide within me.  Was Korva really gone, some monster lurking in her place? 
 
      
 
    All of these thoughts flashed through my head in a moment as I stepped forward, keeping my polearm pointed at both of them.  “Move apart.”  I growled.  “Both of you, move apart.  I need to think this through.”  I ordered, my mind desperately trying to find some evidence that I was wrong.  Certainly Ori or myself would have noticed if Korva had changed.   
 
      
 
    They separated, though neither dropped their knives, and I could still feel that strange sensation in the air.  “This is foolish, Lillin.  If I wanted you hurt I could have done it any time.  I’m far stronger and more skilled than you are now.” Lan spoke to me but kept his eyes on Korva.  “I could take that weapon from you now if I wanted to.  I’m only standing off because I respect you.” 
 
      
 
    Korva was shaking her head.  “I’m your friend, Lillin.  We’ve been together for a long time now.  I taught you how to master your Will, and I’ve followed you even when it was the hard thing to do.  You have to know I would never betray you.”  She looked at me quickly, but her eyes immediately went back to Landen. 
 
      
 
    Ghoul said I’d know which one wasn’t real, but I didn’t know.  How could I?  They both looked to me exactly as they had, and I’d traveled with both of them for some time.  Neither seemed wrong.  Larsi hadn’t noticed if Landen wasn’t himself.  At least she’d never indicated that anything was wrong. This situation was just like what had happened to the other group of Wardens when they thought they’d been traveling with Larsi and Landen.   
 
      
 
    “Both of you put down your weapons.”  I told them, trying to keep things calm while I thought this through.  They did lower their knives, but I could still feel that strange sensation on my skin and tension crackled between us. Everything pointed to it being Korva, and yet I kept pressing back through my memory looking for some reason why it wouldn’t be her.   
 
      
 
    The other Wardens had traveled with Larsi and Landen, the things they thought were Larsi and Landen, for days.  There were three types of these creatures.  Mimics that could only hold their shape for hours at a time, and they were bad imitations.  Corpse Clingers, they couldn’t form themselves from memories.  They had to have a body to occupy.  Dread Shadows, they could only take the forms of things that had been touched by the darkness.  There was something there, some detail that was important.   
 
      
 
    The other Wardens had traveled for days with Larsi and Landen.  The things they’d traveled with couldn’t be Mimics.  That would be impossible.  They would have seen the bad imitations for what they were, especially since they couldn’t hold their forms indefinitely.  They couldn’t have been Corpse Clingers because that would imply ithat Larsi and Landen were dead, that meant they had to be Dread Shadows, and Dread Shadows could only imitate things that had been touched by the darkness.   
 
      
 
    I knew that Larsi had been touched by the darkness.  I was there when that happened.  We’d been together in Black Mark, and we’d both been near the King, but Landen had not been in Black Mark.  As far as I knew he’d never touched the dark.  How, then, could a Dread Shadow have taken his form?  The answer, then, was that Landen had indeed touched the dark, but it had likely happened while he was alone and waiting for Larsi.  Something had gotten to him, and by the time we reached him, he was either a Dread Shadow or a Corpse Clinger, but he wasn’t really Landen anymore.   
 
      
 
    I worried I was just finding these connections out of a desire for it not be Korva, but it made sense.  A passable version of Landen couldn’t have traveled with the other group of Wardens if he’d never touched the dark before then.  As long as what Ghoul had told me was true, Landen was the one who had betrayed us.   
 
      
 
    “One of you is a thing of this place.”  I spoke clearly and calmly.  Both of them looked shocked, their expressions too genuine for me to judge.  I wanted to call Landen out now, but I still harbored doubts.   
 
      
 
    Korva’s denial came quickly.  “You can’t think it’s me?  Lillin, we’ve known each other a long while now.  We spent day and night together for weeks at a time.  If I wasn’t who I appear to be, then you’d know.” 
 
      
 
    “Larsi and Landen know each other very well too.” I pointed out.  “I may not know Landen that well myself, not from before all of this mess, but she does.  Whatever is doing this, it is very good at imitation.”  That begged the question of why it would strike now.  Why was now an important time to make a move?  What was to be gained? 
 
      
 
    “I’m the same Landen I’ve always been.”  Lan raised his voice in defense.  “Which one of us saw the path we were supposed to take and didn’t mention it to the others?  We had to backtrack losing valuable time.” 
 
      
 
    “Say what you will, Landen, I know what happened.”  There was a dangerous anger in Korva’s voice, one I wasn’t used to hearing there.   
 
      
 
    “And so do I, so how is Lillin to believe either of us?  Neither of us can produce any evidence, and both of us, I’m certain, aren’t going to admit to being a spy.  Where does that leave us?”  Landen didn’t sound pleased, but this was a bad situation for all of us.  I had to trust in my convictions.   
 
      
 
    “Landen, I know you’re not what you say you are.  There is no way you could have been copied to travel with the other Wardens and still be yourself unless you’d encountered the dark before, and you hadn’t.  You claimed not to believe it existed, so there is no way you’ve been through it previously.”  I tried to sound more firm in my belief than I felt.  It was hard to feel completely confident in this. 
 
      
 
    Landen’s expression set in a firm line.  “So you think I’m some monster?  You and Larsi have traveled with me a long time.  I’ve helped carry your friend, someone I didn’t even know.  I’ve fought beside you.”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I’d like very much to know why you did all of these things, but I don’t believe you’re really Landen.  It doesn’t make sense.”  I wished he were more like the mimic, that he would just attack now that I’d caught him, but nothing had changed.  He hadn’t suddenly become monstrous and attacked, he hadn’t laughed maniacally and made threats.  He still looked and acted like Landen.   
 
      
 
    “You’re making a mistake.”  He said firmly.  “You trust her more than you do me, but this is a mistake.  You’re setting yourself up for disaster.  I don’t know how to explain what you think you know about this place and things in it, but I am not some servant of the dark here to cause trouble.  I’m certainly not going to lay down if you think you’re going to try and kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “We could just have it stay behind while we go on.”  Korva offered her opinion, having apparently relaxed some in light of my decision, though she still seemed on edge.  That made sense.  I wasn’t exactly happy with the way things were going either.  I’d wanted everything to seem clear once I made a decision, instead there was no less uncertainty.   
 
      
 
    “You’re going to leave me alone in this place?”  I could tell he was both angry and shocked at the suggestion.  “If you’re going to try and kill me at least have the nerve to do it with your weapons.  I do not intend to be left alone to wander this blackened city.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi groaned from where she was laying not too far from the fire, but she didn’t stir yet.  Ori was laying near her, still unmoving.  My memory of just before the dream had begun was starting to come back together.  I remembered Landen boiling the water for tea, and I remembered him handing me the cup.  It had to be him.   
 
      
 
    Korva was shaking her head.  “We can’t just bring it with us.  It’s dangerous.  We don't know what it might do now that we are aware that it’s here.  Every moment we allow it to travel with us, we allow it another chance to do harm.  I’m not saying we should kill this thing, but we can’t just keep traveling with it either.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you’re wrong, Lillin, you’re forsaking someone who is innocent and putting your trust in someone who is a threat.  You’re just making yourself even more vulnerable.  Who can you trust?  Can any of us even be certain about Larsi and the other one?  They’re unconscious now, but this place can play some nasty tricks.  That one,” He pointed to Ori.  “She was gone from us for a long time, and now look at her.  She doesn’t even have the armor anymore.  She is completely changed.  What are the chances of that happening?  As for Larsi, well she was a bit . . . “  He shrugged.  “We all know what is wrong with her.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned at this.  I didn’t agree with him at all.  Larsi and Axiome were strange, certainly, but there was nothing “wrong” with her.  They’d both proven to be reliable and strong friends and allies.  “Enough, Landen.  You can travel with us as far as Shimmer, but then we split company.  I don’t trust you anymore, and if nothing else, that is a good reason for us to head our separate ways.” 
 
      
 
    Landen let out a sigh, his shoulders slumping.  “I’ll have my say with Larsi when she’s up.  I’m not just giving up this easily.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you will, but I remember who poured the drinks, Lan.”  I told him firmly.   
 
      
 
    “Do you?”  He asked with a bit of a smile.  “Or do you just remember who boiled the water for the drinks, or who handed you your cup?” 
 
      
 
    “I poured the drinks, Lillin.”  Korva admitted, and doubts flared back up inside of me.  “Landen had already set the tea to steep, but I poured it into our cups.”  Which would have given her time to tamper with them.  This did not help my conviction.     
 
      
 
    “I don’t even understand what is served by drugging our drinks now.”  Korva finally said, breaking the silence that had fallen over us.  “Was it really to kill us now?  We’ve been traveling together long enough that this kind of attack could have happened anytime.  Why now?”  She was looking at Landen.   
 
      
 
    Landed glared back.  “I’d guess it was now because this is the first time we’ve been fully vulnerable inside of this place.  It’s much easier to get at us while we're tired and trying to recover than while we’re at our best.  Plus, we’re on their ground.  They know this place.  They’ve picked the battlefield that serves them best.”   
 
      
 
    “Dissension.”  I added.  “This is less about killing any of us and more about sowing the seeds of dissension.  If they can stop us from trusting one another it makes the group weaker as a whole.  Even if I’m certain who betrayed us, there will always be doubts.  Once that barb is in, it’s not going to come back out without a fight.  This is to rip us apart, make us easier to break down and attack. The darkness is trying to get something from us, and it gets that by making us fight amongst one another.”  I’d seen the effects several times now.  It was like a disease that crept in and weakened the host until there wasn’t enough left to resist, and then it ran rampant until the host died.  Right now our small group was the host, and we were being quickly drained.  I wasn’t confident we could last long this way, but I also didn't know how to stop what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds a bit paranoid.” Landen wore one of his half grins as he spoke.   
 
      
 
    “That is exactly what is happening.”  Korva’s arms were crossed and her face was stern.   
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say it wasn’t, but it still sounds paranoid.”  Landen shrugged.  “So what do we do now?  I’m not leaving without at least speaking to Larsi, and even then, if you force me out you’re just dooming me to be trapped alone here.  You’d be better off killing me, or trying to.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re something of this place, then we’d be better off killing you anyway.”  Korva noted darkly.  “But I won’t attack you first.  If you leave peacefully then so-be-it.  We each go our own way and no one need die.” 
 
      
 
    “Except for the fact that I will die if I’m out here alone.  How long can anyone live in this place with no one to watch their back?  This city isn’t exactly crawling with happy people.  The things that crawl here are all monsters.  What about you, Korva?  If we discover that you’re the traitor, do you just walk away?” 
 
      
 
    Korva gave a short nod. “I’m not the traitor. I would never hurt Lillin or Ori, but if you all decided fairly that I was the one who was a threat, then I would walk away.  I’m not going to add to the turmoil already present by fighting for the sake of doing so.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good answer.”  Lan said thoughtfully.  “It’s almost enough to make me believe you’re innocent.”   
 
      
 
    The air was heavy with unease as we sat waiting for Larsi to wake.  I sat between Larsi and Ori, both of them in some form of sleep, though I didn’t know if Ori would ever wake from hers.  She’d not stirred since we’d discovered her like this.  My concern for her was only stilled by the terrible unknown of who had betrayed our group.   
 
      
 
    Korva and Landen set quietly on opposite sides of the fire, both tense and ready.  What would I do if they decided to resume fighting?  What could I do?  I wasn’t strong enough to stop them.  There was a strange ache in my right hand and I opened and closed it a few times, trying to work it out before I finally looked down to see if I’d injured it.   
 
      
 
    In the center of my palm on that hand was a small black dot, no larger than a fingertip.  I lifted it to my face to see it more clearly.  The skin there was colored black like it had something on it, oil or perhaps ink.  I ran the thumb of my left hand over it and pain streaked up my arm, originating at the black dot and flashing up through the bone.  I drew in a sharp breath and pulled my left hand away.   
 
      
 
    I frowned and looked more closely at it.  There was something strange about the spot. It hadn’t smeared when I’d tried to wipe it away, but the closer I looked at it, the more it looked like the edges were slow, almost imperceptibly so, shifting and undulating.  It was then that it occurred to me that the rest of my body felt fine.  It felt great, actually.  I couldn't’ feel that terrible tingle in my nerves any longer, the pain that had been a constant presence since I’d been severed from my Will.   
 
      
 
    Since I’d had the dream of the black seed and Ghoul, that terrible separation from my own body was just gone.  Out of curiosity I tried to excerpt my Will, reaching for it and pushing at a small stone that was nearby.  Nothing happened.  It didn’t even give the slightest movement, and I felt nothing at all from the effort.  That wasn’t fixed.   
 
      
 
    I looked at the black dot again.  I knew what it was, even if I didn’t know how a shard of some strange dream could have infected me.  It had to be the seed I’d picked up.  This was the hand that had lifted it, but what was it doing.  Why did it hurt the way it did, and what did it mean for me?  Was I now infected by the darkness that infected all of this place?   
 
      
 
    Larsi groaned and turned over, pushing herself up from the ground and looking about in a haze.  “What is . . . I’ve been drugged.”  Her eyes sharpened, and I felt a prickling sensation run across my body as her expression cleared and she seemed to come fully awake.  I recognized the sensation as the same one I’d felt when Landen and Korva were fighting.  Was I sensing Will at work?  It seemed ridiculous.  That should have been gone with my ability, but what else was I sensing?  It was different than it had been before though.  It wasn’t like it was a weaker sense, but it didn’t feel the same.  It had changed.  I had changed.   
 
      
 
    “One of our friends isn’t what they seem.  One of them drugged us, but I’m not sure which.”  I explained as Larsi got up and drew her weapon.  “They both claim the same story, that they didn’t drink much of the tea and woke to find the other attacking them.  I can’t be certain which is which, but I believe it might be Landen who is the imposter.”  I attempted to quickly appraise Larsi of the situation, but she just looked confused.   
 
      
 
    “Imposter?  When?  How?”  She asked, looking back and forth between the two.  “I’ve known Lan a long time.  He hasn’t seemed unusual.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve known Korva a long time, and she hasn’t seemed unusual either.  I think something got to Landen before we met up with him, killing him and taking his shape.  It can use his form because it came in contact with him, and it can perfectly recreate him while it hides amongst us.”  I stated my theory.   
 
      
 
    “You know that’s not true.”  Landen said with a sigh.  “I don’t think Lillin is crazy, but I think she desperately doesn’t want the traitor to be her friend.  She’ll make any excuse for it to me instead.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to achieve anything like this.”  Korva said.  “Fighting over which of us isn’t really who we say we are doesn’t do any good if there is no proof.  We need a way to pick the imitation out from the real thing, and a test of knowledge isn’t going to work. It’s clear whatever has taken. . . one of us,”  She looked like she’d been about to say “Landen” but had begrudgingly chosen the other wording.  “Can perfectly emulate what it has taken.  We either get the monster to come forward, or you can never be certain of which of us is what we say we are.”   
 
      
 
    Larsi was shaking her head.  “This is pointless.  Arguing over this doesn’t accomplish anything at all, and looking for a test to figure out who is who doesn’t help us either.  We need to get free of this place before we worry about who might pose an internal threat.  We’ll keep moving towards Shimmer, and once we get there we’ll figure this mess out.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you intend to just ignore this very serious problem?”  Landen was incredulous and I was concerned for a moment that he might do something brash.  Then he sighed and his shoulders slumped.  “I think it’s a mistake not to get this settled.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.”  Korva nodded.  “It’ll be dangerous to travel together with one of us working against the group from inside.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt.  I couldn’t pick one of them to cast out, though my inclination was still to mistrust Landen.  It made sense that he might be the one to distrust, but then I had to be certain that what I’d seen in my dream was real.  I looked at the palm of my hand again, the small black dot that pulsed in angry pain stared back at me.  Something from the dream was real.  I was certain that hadn’t been there before.   
 
      
 
    The people of Shimmer existed in this darkness.  Perhaps they would know something we didn’t about our problem.  They had to protect themselves from the madness through some means, and that meant they couldn’t constantly suspect one another of being spies.   
 
      
 
    “I’m for going to Shimmer.”  I said, looking back up at the others.  “They might know something we can do to figure out this problem.”  I was assuming Shimmer was real, and the old woman hadn’t just been mad.   
 
      
 
    Larsi gave me a half smile.  “It’s settled then, Axiome and I agree with Lillin.  This means our vote holds majority. We go to Shimmer and solve this problem there.” 
 
      
 
    Landen looked as though he were on the verge of protesting this, perhaps by attempting to claim that Larsi and Axiome were the same person, but a scathing glare from Larsi stilled his tongue and he just mumbled silently to himself before gathering his things and preparing to travel again.  For her part, Korva seemed unhappy in a profound way.  She didn’t seem angry, but a dejected sadness clung to her that I thought I could understand.  It must be hard to know that she was suspected of being a traitor by the people she considered allies.  It would be alienating.  Could that look be an act?   I didn’t want to believe so, but I hated the uncertainty.   
 
      
 
    Larsi picked up Ori and together our shattered group started the walk to Shimmer.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Shimmer 
 
      
 
    22.1 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realized how little faith I’d had in Shimmer actually existing until the glow of the place came into view through the perpetual haze of Prosper.  There was no doubt about what we were seeing as we drew nearer.  It wasn’t that Shimmer was “bright” exactly, but it wasn’t dark.  The hours I’d spent wandering down that cursed city had forced me to grow accustomed to the dreary, stifling shroud that it perpetually wore, and this made Shimmer almost seem to shine like a mirror reflecting the sun to my eyes. The truth was, however, that Shimmer was just a section of the town that the dark yet didn’t cling to for some reason.  
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a border, no guards that I could see, and the wall was only present in some places.  The aspect that separated it from the rest of city was an abrupt shift from dark to light as the street we were on suddenly became less dim, and the weight of oppression lifted from our shoulders.  There were people here, men and women moving about this section of the city as though life could be carried out with some semblance of normality here.  This wasn’t to say that they looked like the carefree sort about the business of their daily lives.   
 
      
 
    These people had a ragged and weary demeanor about them, much like the woman we’d encountered in the alley who first told us how to get here.  They looked tired and afraid, scuttling about their tasks with an urgency that seemed to lay bare the fact that they were uncertain how much time they had left.  Many looked up at us as we approached, haunted eyes watching our passing into their sanctuary with the expectation that we might be something dangerous.  They were a strange collection of people.  It was difficult to quantify exactly what made them so strange, but while trying to do so it occurred to me that they didn’t “match.”  That of itself was hard to rationalize in my mind.  These people didn’t look like they all came from the same place.  Their outfits varied, and their mannerisms were vastly different.  There were other differences as well.   
 
      
 
    Some few of the people had animal-like features, ears that were long and pointed like a dog’s, or eyes with slitted pupils, and others were human as we were.  Some few had sharp, long, stiletto like ears and eyes that seemed placed far too wide. There were some with skin in shades of blue and green, and others who had scales upon their necks and arms, fine and supple like those of a lizard.  I had never seen such a wide variety of people before, nor such a wide variety of clothing and styles.   They looked mismatched, the only thing making them seem the same being the sense of trauma that hung over all of them.   
 
      
 
    The buildings here didn’t have the same look of decrepitation that dressed those beyond Shimmer, though they were run down and dingy in their own right.  The streets were relatively well kept, better even as we drew further into Shimmer.  The outskirts were less well maintained, and I could guess at the reason for that.  The further into the light we drew, the safer I began to feel.   
 
      
 
    As we moved deeper into Shimmer a part of me expected one of my companions, either Landen or Korva, to make some excuse to turn back.  Either that, I thought, or they might burst into flames and begin screaming as we drew into this alleged safe haven.  One of them, I knew, was a thing of the darkness, but none of this happened.  If Shimmer had any negative effect on the agent of the enemy within our number, it didn’t show any outward signs.   
 
      
 
    That begged the question, if things from the dark could walk freely through Shimmer, then what protection did this place really offer?  Why was this place safer than the world beyond?  As always there were far more questions than there were answers.  I made a point of reminding myself that this place might feel safer, but that I still needed to be on my guard.  We didn’t know what we might find here.   
 
      
 
    “Is there an Inn here?”  Larsi asked a man with sharp ears and wide purple eyes.  He had chiseled features that were almost too sharp and angular.   
 
      
 
    He shook his head and started to speak, a tumble of words falling from his lips like music, but music without meaning.  He didn’t speak our language.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you anyway.”  Larsi offered a small bow of her head before moving on.  To us she added, “This place is strange.  It doesn’t feel like it belongs in this city, nor do most of these people.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t belong in this city.”  Korva noted softly.  “I bet the others are like us, from other places entirely.  This is a crossroads of worlds, not just Shimmer, but the entire dark city.  Whatever makes it like this, it reaches from place to place the way the doors do.” 
 
      
 
    We kept moving, Larsi stopping to ask people we passed if there was an Inn.  Many didn’t speak our language, and some few that did, didn’t do it all that well.  Finally we found a woman with a stall setup along a busy street.  There was a sign above her head that had a single word on it. “Barter.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there an Inn here?”  Larsi asked, repeating the question I’d heard a half dozen times now. 
 
      
 
    The woman gave a brief nod of her head. “Yes, well, an Inn of sorts.  They don’t charge for rooms, not but labor.  There is no currency in Shimmer.  You’re new?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, we’ve only just arrived.”  Larsi answered, and I thought she seemed a bit relieved to have found someone who she was able to communicate with.  
 
      
 
    “If there is no currency here, then how does one buy things?”  Landen asked, looking at her stall.  It had a variety of different items.  There was rope, knives, candles, a couple flint and steel kits, lanterns, blankets, some clothing items, as well as various other supplies and sundry.  
 
      
 
    “We barter mostly.  We don’t accept any of the Wurm-spawn’s coin, but we trade for items of use, things that have value because of what they are.”  She explained.  The woman was short with long dark hair and eyes that were a soft shade of blue.  They darted about quickly, watching each of us as though we were a threat.   
 
      
 
    “Where can we find the Inn?”  I asked, wanting to move on.  I didn’t like the woman’s suspicion, even if it was probably warranted in this place.   
 
      
 
    She pointed down a road near where we were.  “It’s down there, in the direction of the park.  It’s called the Meadshead, and they’ll take in all kinds as long as you’re willing to do some work.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.”  Larsi told the woman, and then we turned and started on our way, a destination in mind.   
 
      
 
    It didn’t take us long to reach the Meadshead.  We passed a surprising number of people on the way, all wary but otherwise rather normal for where this place existed.  The Inn door was unlocked so we all walked into the common room.  It was quiet inside, three tables full with another twenty laying empty.  A bell on the door announced our arrival, and a tall, well muscled man came to the counter.   
 
      
 
    “New to Shimmer?”  He asked, his accent thick but words recognizable.  He had a great long beard in shades of gray and white, and skin as dark as the night sky. His eyes glistened gold, darker at the edges and light in the center.    
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Larsi again took the lead.  “We’re just passing through, but we could use a place to rest for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.  I need the beds turned down in all of the rooms now, and again in the morning.  Clean sheets and blankets are ready.  Also I want help with breakfast in the morning.  That is the cost of a night and a single room to share.  If you want separate rooms, then I have wood that needs splitting, and there are repairs that need doing as well.  We work on the barter system here in Shimmer.”  He spoke firmly, but there was a gentle undercurrent to his tone.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll need three rooms, but close together.”  It was clear Larsi didn’t want to split our group up too much, but with the lack of trust in the party it made sense to give us a locked door between us.  “If you show us where the linens are kept we’ll get to work immediately, and then, if you wouldn’t mind, we have questions.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed and nodded.  “Newcomers always have questions, and I’ll do what I can to answer, but you’re not going to like the answers, what there are of them.  I’ve been here for fifteen years and what I know about this place wouldn’t fill more than a couple pages.  Still, you can ask as you will, and I’ll give what answers I can.”  Then he smiled, revealing a set of teeth that were a strange shade of dark blue and slightly pointed.  “First, though, you work.  There is time for company later.”   
 
      
 
    22.2 
 
      
 
    It was several hours before we were finished with the work the Innkeeper set us upon.  The man’s name was Rhaal, and he was from a place where most folk looked a lot more like he did.  Our language wasn’t his native tongue, but he’d learned this one while here because it seemed the most commonly used in Shimmer. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t willing to leave Ori alone in the room we were going to share, so Rhaal came up to my room and the others piled inside as well.  He had to wait until his assistant was able to take over the counter, so there was a prolonged period of uncomfortable silence amongst our group as we waited.  Rhaal insisted the door stay open while we spoke, but that seemed a fair compromise for not having to leave Ori in the room without anyone watching her.   
 
      
 
    The room itself was nicer than I’d expected.  There was a single bed and a chair with a desk packed into it, allowing just enough room to walk around them.  It wasn’t ideal, but I’d had Larsi lay Ori in the bed and I put my pack next to it and sat down on the somewhat lumpy and worn mattress.  I’d slept on worse, and everything seemed to be clean, so I really couldn’t complain much.   
 
      
 
    “New people come and go.”  Rhaal was saying.  “They always have questions, and most of them take what answers I have to give and leave.  Other than the hunting and gathering parties, almost no one ever leaves and comes back.  If you’re smart you’ll apply for a home assignment and just stay here.  It’s not perfect in Shimmer, but it’s better than what is beyond.” 
 
      
 
    “How does this place keep the people inside safe?  Why isn’t it affected by the dark the way the rest of this city is?”  Larsi asked her questions, almost seeming to ignore Rhaal’s words.   
 
      
 
    “We’re not safe here.  Shimmer doesn’t keep the things of the dark out.  They come in from time to time, but I think it is uncomfortable for them to be here.  They prefer not to walk beneath the light, and when they do it’s often in disguise.  I think they’re weakened as well.  We’ve killed a few, but the truth is that we’re mostly here because the dark outside doesn’t seem to care that we exist.  We’re not a threat, and we have nowhere to go.  If it decides we’re a problem, we’re easy enough to snuff out, concentrated in one place as we are.”  Rhaal spoke like a man who was accustomed to having lost.   
 
      
 
    Landen raised his voice next.  “How do you find things of the dark here?  There has to be a way to tell them from normal people.”

“Like I said, being here seems to weaken them to an extent.  We’re just watchful.”  Rhaal looked uncomfortable for a moment before he went on.  “Occasionally we are wrong.  Sometimes the wrong people die.  For that reason we don’t actively hunt for those who don’t belong in the light.  It’s dangerous, and it’s a game that would rip us apart.  We just try to live as well as we can here.  We make hunting excursions to the park and gather supplies from the city.  Those are dangerous tasks, but those willing to make the excursions are well rewarded for their work.  They have the best homes and are provided for first.  We have systems and things work here.  That’s better than can be said for out beyond the light.” 
 
      
 
    I could tell by the faces of the others that these weren’t the answers they’d wanted.  They weren’t the answers I wanted either.  Shimmer wasn’t really safe.  This was an island in a sea of madness, but the ocean was nipping away at the shore and it was only a matter of time before this small bastion of light was gone as well.   
 
      
 
    “Where do the new people come from usually?  If people can get in, there has to be a way to get back out.”  Korva was laying on a bed at the far side of the room.  This was the first time she’d spoken since we’d arrived.   
 
      
 
    “They come as you did, wandering in from beyond.  No one just appears in Shimmer.  When they leave, they just walk across the border into the city beyond and eventually they’re gone for good.  It’s like walking into the mouth of the Wurm.  It doesn't even have to know you’re there to swallow you up.”  Rhaal’s voice was melancholy, but his reference of the Wurm caught my attention.   
 
      
 
    “What do you know about the Wurm?”  I had to ask. 
 
      
 
    “What does anyone know of the Wurm really?”  Rhaal responded with a question of his own.  “It’s some kind of old god, the terrible, world-ending kind.  They exist in a lot of legends, but this one is real.  It does things with no apparent reason, and often times those who follow it are more dangerous than the entity itself.  Everyone has theories about it.” 
 
      
 
    Rhaal pulled a pipe from his pocket and began to pack it with some form of plant as he continued speaking.  “Those who come here, all of them have different stories about the Wurm, where it came from, how it began.  A group of sailors told me that it was a curse from the ocean, an old one, and that their people had woken the Wurm by over-fishing the waters near their city.  Another, one who claims that her people have ships that sail through the stars, she believes that her people set the Wurm free when they were trying to discover a faster way to travel between worlds. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard others say that the Wurm is a manifestation of our own evil, a reflection of the darkest parts of us.  Some don’t believe the Wurm is real, just a construction of other agencies with their own dark designs on existence.  No one really knows what the Wurm is, or what it wants.  I personally believe it is very real, and that it exists just to break and twist everything it comes in contact with.  It is like a sickness of the mind that sometimes grips the very old, but this one is gripping reality.  As with those who become infirm in such a way, so too does this mark the end of us all.”  He ended on a bleak note as he finished sparking the material in his pipe.  As it burned it gave off a sweet, almost candy-like smell.  A deep drag from the short black pipe seemed to calm Rhaal’s nerves to a degree.   
 
      
 
    “You see what I mean about the answers I have to offer?  They’re not much.  No one is certain of anything here.  There is no certainty left in this world.  The best thing you can do now is try to relax and enjoy what time we have left.  Shimmer is relatively safe.  The dark seems mostly uninterested in us.  You can manage here.  That’s what I’m going to do, and I’d recommend the same to you, though I get the feeling you won’t stay long.  You look like the ‘passing-through’ type.” 
 
      
 
    “We have important business to be about.”  Larsi agreed with a nod.  “While it may seem easiest to give up and remain here, I think we’ll keep going forward.  Are there any safe places beyond Shimmer?  Is there a way out of this city?” 
 
      
 
    “No and no.”  Rhaal answered.  “To elaborate, Shimmer isn’t a safe place really.  It’s a safer place.  There are other places like Shimmer in Prosper.  I’ve never been to one, but we’ve had travelers who have seen them.  Most are smaller than this one, but they all exist pretty much as we do, though I’ve heard the larger ones have started to shrink.  Shimmer is the same size it has always been, for now anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “As for ways out of the city, there are ten gates around Prosper, four major gates, and six smaller, but getting to them is impossible as far as I know.  The roads don’t lead where they’re supposed to, and they shift and change while you walk them.  There are some few places that hold a position, points of note.  They seem fixed to a degree.  If you know where to look and get going in the right general direction you can usually find one of these.  It’s strange, but knowing where these places are helps you get to them, even though the roads you must take might curve or twist strangely.  The entire city is an amorphis mess, but I think those places have become anchors that tie Prosper to the dark, or to reality.  I’m not sure which.”  Rhaal gave a small shrug.  “That’s just a guess of mine.  I don’t know for sure how any of it works.” 
 
      
 
    He’d been right. His answers weren’t great.  For all of our questions it felt as though we really hadn’t learned much from Rhaal.  It wasn’t really his fault.  He clearly wasn’t trying to hide anything, but there wasn’t much to tell.   
 
      
 
    We asked several more questions, and received nothing else to help us.  When Rhaal left, we found ourselves in the same position we’d been in before speaking to him.  There were four of us, and one of our number wasn’t to be trusted, but we didn't know who that was.  It had to be either Landen or Korva.  They’d been the two fighting when I woke up.  One of them was a threat, but now neither of them gave the slightest indication of not being who they seemed to be.   
 
      
 
    “What benefit is there to infiltrating this group?”  Larsi asked, looking back and forth between Korva and Landen.  “We must have something of value, something they want.” 
 
      
 
    “I think they want me.”  I said, uncomfortable making that announcement.  “The King was fascinated with me, and the darkness has singled me out in the past.  I haven’t done anything of particular import, but for some reason they have been after me for some time now.  They came looking for me at Night Watch, and I was singled out in Black Mark.  I’m of some kind of use to them, though I don’t know what or how.” 
 
      
 
    Landen was a bit angry as he responded.  “Then this is your fault, not any of ours.”  
 
      
 
    “We wouldn’t let them just have Lillin because they want her anyway, Landen.”  Larsi snapped at the other Warden. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, giving this force exactly what it’s looking for seems more than dangerous, and if you even tried I’d cut you down where you stand.”  Korva’s entire body seemed tense with anger.  I was flattered, and also a bit worried that things might escalate.  I opened my mouth to say something but Landen just shook his head.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not saying we should give her up, just that all of this mess is her fault.  We’re fighting amongst one another, but this is because we are targets, made so by Lillin being here.”  He nodded at me.  “I don’t know why you attacked me, Korva, but if you’re mind isn’t your own, it’s her fault.” 
 
      
 
    Korva frowned at him, but she didn’t bother to retort.  I almost wanted her to deny the accusation, though I knew that was a circular fight that couldn't be so easily won.  Still, I thought it would have put my mind at ease to hear her deny it once more, as if by speaking the words it made them carry more truth.  
 
      
 
    After our talk with Rhaal we split up for the night, the others heading to their rooms as I lay down next to Ori.  She was still locked inside her own mind, little more than a corpse, though one with a heartbeat that still drew breath.  I worried that she hadn’t shown any sign of waking yet.  For a time I lay next to her in the narrow bed and stared blankly at the ceiling.  I was exhausted and I wanted to sleep, but I couldn’t make my mind quiet.   
 
      
 
    I raised my right hand and looked at the black spot on my palm again.  I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not, but I thought the pain I was feeling radiating from the spot was spreading.  The ache I was feeling was deep inside my palm, a dull thrum that beat to its own pace, not that of my heart.  It streaked up into my arm as well.  Something inside of me was changing.  The Will hadn’t returned to me, but some other power was filling the void that had been left when my Will was severed.  It had allowed me to punch through the wall of drugged sleep and it had done something to make my body function better than it had since I’d been shunted.   
 
      
 
    Power, I knew, always came with a cost.  This new force rising inside of me would have a cost.  I was certain of that.   
 
      
 
    I felt the hairs along the back of my neck prickle and on impulse I looked to the side of the room, to a corner by the desk.  I recoiled in horror, scrambling to my feet as something darker than shadow stepped back into the corner and seemed to vanish like it had never been there at all.  It had been vaguely human in shape, taller than me even as it stood hunched over, staring in my direction.  I’d been able to see lines of its limbs and its body, though it had been a thing of pure dark which should have made such details impossible to determine.  Then, when it stepped back it seemed to flow into the shadow in that corner and vanish like it had never been there at all. 
 
      
 
    I was breathing hard as I grabbed my polearm and walked to the corner.  It had been watching me as I lay in bed, but how long had it been there and what did it want?  I stood staring at that point into which it had vanished, waiting for the moment when it would come crawling back out to strike at me, but nothing moved.  The room was quiet, and the light only moved as the small candle on the desk began to flicker towards its end.   
 
      
 
    On some mad impulse I took the point of my polearm and drove it into the shadow at the corner, half expecting to hear a scream or a roar as I punctured the hiding thrall of shade, but the blade touched only wall, leaving a scuff and nothing more.   
 
      
 
    The candle on the desk gave out and the room was submerged in night.  I carefully stepped back to the bed, crawling in beside Ori, though I didn’t put down my weapon.  I had no intention of sleeping anymore that night.  If it was night.  Time was a mystery in Prosper.  It was always night, and the dark only differed by degrees of depth.   
 
      
 
    I knew this was going to be a long evening, and that just meant that tomorrow would be longer still.  I considered going to Larsi and telling her what I’d seen.  She’d likely believe me, but that would mean bringing Ori with me, and I would be defenseless while I carried her.  I certainly wasn’t going to leave her here alone.  What if that shadow hadn’t come for me, but for her?  Maybe it was looking to get inside of my friend as she struggled to get back to her body?  That thought was an unsettling one, but it solidified my intent to stay awake and alert.  I wouldn’t let them have Ori.  We’d come too far for her to die now, like this.   
 
      
 
    Exhaustion and darkness can play tricks on the mind.  I knew that well enough, but I also knew that there were things in this place that haunted the deep shadows between the relatively safer places of light.  I stayed next to Ori, eyes open and watching, and around me the room seemed to breathe.  I saw shapes form from the dark and glide from place to place, and subtle motions at the corner of my vision drew my gaze while something heavy knocked into the desk at the other corner of the room.  I knew this wasn’t just exhaustion.  This was a concerted effort by some force to keep me on edge and it was working.   
 
      
 
    I clutched my weapon and waited for the attack that I was certain was only moments away, and that’s when I felt a stirring next to my leg.  My eyes snapped in that direction and I saw that Ori was moving.  At first panic took grip as I assumed that something had gotten to her, but then she stretched and sighed and rolled in my direction, her hand clasping my leg as she turned.  Her eyes opened.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin?”  She asked, her voice dry and raspy.  Then her eyes got wider and she sat up, reaching down to touch her body before her fingers came back up to slide over her face, tracing every contour there.  “I’m dreaming . . . “  She said softly.   
 
      
 
    An unbelievable relief washed through me, a spark of hope I’d long since thought dead, crackling back to life.  I let go of my polearm and threw my arms around the other woman, holding her tightly.  “Ori.”   I leaned my head into hers.   
 
      
 
    Ori was stiff at first, uncertain, but then she relaxed and put her arms around me, hugging me back.  “I don’t understand what’s happening.”  She admitted quietly in the stifling dark of the room.   
 
      
 
    “I can’t explain everything.  All I know for certain is that Ghoul meant for this to happen when he put you in the new suit.  He called it a chrysalis, like the pods that change caterpillars to moths or butterflies.  I thought it was just a reference to a shell, but here you are, whole again.  You’ve been unconscious for a long time.  We carried you here, but things have gotten bad while you’ve been out.  Korva or Landen, one of them has betrayed us.  We’re stuck in the city of Prosper, that place I told you about that existed through the door.  At the moment we’re in a relatively safe place, like an island of light within the city, but we still don’t know whether Korva or Landen is working against us.”  I sighed as I finished speaking.  There were so many other details to give.  I realized belatedly that this was a great deal of information to spill onto my friend all at once.   
 
      
 
    She was shaking her head, clearly confused as she tried to piece it all together.  “Korva?  It couldn’t be her!”  Ori said firmly.  “We’ve known her so long, how she could possibly hide her nature from us if she was changed?”   
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “Larsi and Landen have known each other a long time as well, and Larsi can’t tell if Landen isn’t what he seems.  Whatever it is that has taken one of them is very good at mimicry.  It’s a bad situation.” 
 
      
 
    Ori nodded, but then she smiled again, looking down at her body.  “I can’t believe this.  I can’t believe I can feel again!”  She laughed delightedly in the dark.  “I’ve dreamed of this for so long, Lillin, but it became more of a nightmare than a dream.  I hated having to wake up in that shell again.”  Her tone became grim. “This is real, isn’t it?  I’m not going to wake up from this?” 
 
      
 
    “This is real, Ori, but it’s not the best place to have lost your suit of armor.  Things are dangerous here.  This place is called Shimmer. It’s a small area that the dark doesn’t like to remain in for long, but it’s in the middle of the city.  We can’t stay here, and it’s not entirely safe anyway.  We need to get out of Prosper if we wish to survive, and none of us have any idea how to do so. The city doesn’t want us to leave, and it changes to keep us here.” I realized I needed to give the whole truth to Ori, even if it was uncomfortable.  “I think it wants me for something.  The rest of you are caught up in this because I’m here.  Everything bad that has happened to you is probably because of me.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Ori spoke firmly.  “Bad things have happened, but I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you.  It hasn’t been easy to get here, and I have terrible memories of the things that happened to me, but I am still alive because of you.  I get to have a chance.  You’re my friend, and I owe you a great deal.”  She spoke with a conviction that put a small smile on my lips.  I wasn’t sure that I entirely agreed with her, but I was happy she didn't hate me.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you.”  I told her, an embarrassed blush warming my cheeks.  I didn’t want to be thanked for my part in things.  I pushed through her thanks.  “Unfortunately we don’t have much time to enjoy this.  Once the others are awake we have to decide what our next move will be.  We can’t stay here in Shimmer, but that means we have to figure out where we’re going from here, and we still have no idea which of us isn’t to be trusted.  I believe it’s Lan, but I’m basing that on a strange vision I had while unconscious.”  Saying that out loud made me feel like a bigger fool than I had before.   
 
      
 
    Ori hesitated a moment before speaking.  “I’ve heard there are people who can catch glimpses of the future.”  I thought this was likely an attempt by Ori to offer some comfort to me, but I didn’t think that I was some kind of prophet.   
 
      
 
    “I didn’t really see the future, I saw someone I knew, someone who died, and they told me things about this place.  Strange as it might sound, it would be far easier to doubt those visions if I was awake when they happened.  This place shows false faces all the time, but I had a similar dream last time I was here.  In that one you came to me and told me to beware the course I was on.  You were right.” 
 
      
 
    Ori frowned, a look of focus coming over her as though she were trying to remember something.  “I think I once dreamed of you, well, I dreamed of you many different times while in the metal suit.  You live your life over and over again when trapped therein, but one time it was different because it wasn’t a dream of something we’d done.  We were in a dark room, one I didn’t recognize, and everything seemed so substantial.  I had something I urgently wanted you to know, but I don’t remember if we actually talked or not.  You were asleep when I first arrived.”  She shrugged.  “I don’t know what that memory means, or if it relates to your vision or not.  I’m not even sure if I was in any kind of control of that when it happened.” 
 
      
 
    Her words sent a chill down my back.  She had been there in some respect.  What did that mean for the vision of Ghoul that I’d seen?  Was the poor man some kind of wraith trapped in this place now? Did that mean that I could possibly free him?  There had been a physical presence of Ori left when I’d seen her, but Ghoul didn’t have that.  He was just gone, and there was still no saying that was really him.   
 
      
 
    It was endlessly frustrating that you could never be certain of things while you were in Prosper.  Nothing was quite as it seemed, and every shadow was out to destroy you if you took your eyes from it for too long.  That reminded me that I was deeply exhausted.  I hadn’t slept, not with the shadow thing in the corner of the room.  
 
      
 
    “How do you feel, Ori?”  I asked the other woman, trying to decide if I could sleep for a little and leave her watching.  It felt wrong to ask, but I was painfully tired.  My eyes were heavy, and my body felt weak.  The ache coming from the center of my hand, and my fear of what might come for me if I didn’t watch was the only thing keeping my eyes open.   
 
      
 
    “I feel good.”  She said firmly.  “I’m not sure if it’s just because I’m back in my own flesh, but I feel strong and rested.”  She seemed to have picked up on my state of exhaustion.  “Do you need me to keep watch for a time?”  She asked. 
 
      
 
    Guilt flooded through me.  She was only just back and I was already asking things of her.  “I am very tired.”  I admitted.  “I thought I saw a shadow move earlier, and not one reflected by a candle.  In this place shadows can come to life and cause substantial damage.  I have been awake all night . . . or day.  I’m not actually sure what time it is.  The others will be up soon, though, and I could use as much sleep as I might find.” 
 
      
 
    Ori smiled and bowed her head to me.  “I’ll keep watch for a while then.  You rest, and I’ll make sure nothing moves in here.”   
 
      
 
    I let out a sigh of relief.  “Thank you, Ori.”  I handed her my weapon.  “I’m afraid this is all I have for you.  I know it’s not a sword, but I think you’ll do fine if you need it.” I didn’t add that if she did need it we might be in far too much trouble for any weapon to matter.   
 
      
 
    Ori took the polearm and held it as she shifted herself into a more ready position.  The bed was small enough that, as I lay down to sleep, I found myself curled up at Ori’s side.  
 
      
 
    “Rest well.”  Ori said, and I closed my eyes, the warmth of Ori’s body radiating against mine.  As soon as my eyes were closed my mind brought back a memory of Dreea, and the nights we’d spent curled together.  I wondered where she was now, and if she was alright. Being physically close to someone reminded me just how much I missed her.   
 
      
 
    I went back to when the willifen and I had laid together beneath the stars, and the world had seemed to be comprised of just the two of us.  I dreamed. 
 
      
 
    22.3 
 
      
 
    I was barely rested when our group came back together to figure out what our next course of action would be, and the others didn’t seem much better off than I was.  Exhaustion hung on us like weights, making everyone irritable.  Even with Ori’s recovery our spirits weren't lifted. Korva and I were both happy to have her back, and Larsi seemed pleased that she wouldn't have to carry the other woman anymore, but beyond that there were too many other problems for anyone to actually find a moment of respite.   
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay here.  This place is just as dangerous, if not more so, than being out in the rest of the city.  Here we are being lulled into a false sense of safety.” Landen’s argument seemed to make sense, and this time Korva agreed with him.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was of the opinion that we should stay in Shimmer and gather as much information as we could before moving on again.  She believed that while we weren’t perfectly safe here, we were less exposed to the elements than we had been while on the normal streets of Prosper.  I couldn’t fault that logic either.  In my mind gathering information seemed reasonable.  Spending at least a few hours walking around and seeing what there was to see couldn’t hurt us.  We’d been running blindly for far too long at this point.   
 
      
 
    Our argument was getting louder, filling the empty commons of the inn, when the door opened and someone walked in from outside.  This disturbance seemed to be enough to silence the loudest of us for a moment as our attention turned to the newcomer.  He was a tall man, older, maybe in his late forties, though it was difficult to be certain.  He looked human and in good shape.  He had a short, scraggly beard of gray and black, and eyes that were a bright blue, set in a face the tone of tea stained paper.   
 
      
 
    His clothing, I noted, was more like armor.  It covered most of his body, even having a high collar.  The leather of his shirt and pants looked hard, and it was reinforced with bone ribs.  It gave him a monster-like look.   
 
      
 
    Rhaal greeted the man with a weary smile.  “Tsinza, it has been a long time since you’ve been back.  We feared you were taking the final walk.”   
 
      
 
    The man, Tsinza, shook his head.  “No, it hasn’t gotten that bad yet.  I’ve brought back two carts of supplies and killed several stalkers just beyond the outskirts.”  He hesitated, his voice lowering, though I could still hear when he spoke.  “I’ve been to the Seer as well.  She has dire news.” 
 
      
 
    Rhaal’s pretense of a smile fled.  “There is no saying we can trust the oracle.”  He said firmly.   
 
      
 
    “She has never lied to us.”  Tsinza didn’t drop his eyes.   
 
      
 
    “She isn’t one of us.”  Rhaal was dismissive.  “I know your people think she’s trustworthy, but she isn’t like us anymore.  She took her final walk.” 
 
      
 
    Tsinza nodded.  “She did, but she transcended the blight, Rhaal.  We would be fools not to at least hear her words.  You should call a meeting, gather the leaders.” 
 
      
 
    “Yunna walked.”  Rhaal’s sudden change of subject seemed an attempt to talk about anything else just then.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza sighed.  “We knew she would soon.  Women always hold longer, but she has been blighted longer than most of us that remain, but you’re changing the subject.  I need you to call the leaders, Rhaal.  We must talk about what the oracle said, and in the meantime, get your men out to gather the supplies I’ve brought.”   
 
      
 
    Rhaal looked on the verge of telling Tsinza he had no intention of doing what he was asked to do, but then his shoulders slumped some and he nodded.  “Alright, but you know they’ll be resistant.  They don't trust the Seer anymore than I do.  We should have cut ties with that one long ago.”   
 
      
 
    “Living in both worlds gives us a different perspective Rhaal, the darkness is deep and terrible, but not everything that resides therein is without compassion.  The Wurm corrupts and bends good men and women to its will, but that doesn’t mean those people are not capable of resisting.  Shimmer is proof enough of that.”  Tsinza spoke in a soft but firm way.  This was something he’d said before.  It came off his tongue with familiarity.   
 
      
 
    Rhaal didn’t look convinced, but he turned to do what he’d been asked.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza looked up and seemed to notice us for the first time.  “Newcomers?”  He asked, nodding to himself.  It wasn't really a question.  “You’ve come at a bad time.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there ever a good time to be here?”  Larsi asked, a playful spark in her voice.   
 
      
 
    The man called Tsinza smiled.  “No, I suppose there is not, but some times are worse than others.”  
 
      
 
    Larsi, who seemed naturally prone to acting as our voice, took the lead again. “You seem to understand what is happening here.  Do you mind if we ask you some questions?”  
 
      
 
    Tsinza walked over and sat down at a table near the one we’d taken as our own.  I'd thought him in good shape before, but now that I could see him up close, I could tell that he was in incredible condition. He looked as though he’d spent most of his life in the pursuit of martial skills.  Everything about his posture and the way he moved told me that he was a man who had trained and honed himself into a fine weapon.  I wondered if he was some sort of professional soldier for Shimmer, and if not, where had he gained his discipline? The conversation we’d overheard had certainly raised many questions.  
 
      
 
    “It just so happens that I'm due for some rest. So now would be an ideal time for questions. What is it that you would like to know? If you've made it to Shimmer, you must certainly be capable because the city of Prosper isn't a place that just anyone passes through.  You all certainly look resilient.” His eyes were intense as he studied us.   
 
      
 
    “You seem to be an authority here.”  Larsi stated.  “Does this mean there is a military presence in Shimmer?  There were few guards at the border and they didn’t look particularly well trained.” 
 
      
 
    “Military?”  Tsinza seemed a bit taken aback at that.  “No, Shimmer doesn’t have a military force, not in any traditional sense.  We have a system in place to gather resources and keep this place working.  We can’t grow much from within, even with some of the strange magics we’ve acquired over the years.  There is a need for constant supplies.  Years and years ago a decision was made to send people out into the city to gather the things we need to survive, and over time we found better ways to go about this.  The dark beyond is dangerous, and it will devour most who go into it too often.  The only things it doesn’t destroy completely are those that it thinks belong.  That’s what myself and people like me do, we allow ourselves to be a part of both worlds, but continue to serve this one until we can’t any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I understand what you mean. Part of both?”  Larsi’s words echoed my own thoughts.  How could anyone be a part of Prosper and still serve the people trying to live normal lives?  Also, they’d mentioned Yunna.  That had to be the woman we’d met, the one who’d told us to come to Shimmer in the first place.   
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s no secret really.”  Tsinza reached up with his left hand and pulled the glove from his right before starting on the clasps at his arm, but already I could see that something was wrong.  The fingers of his right hand were black, the skin seemingly rough and torn with streaks of dark blue and purple running like cracks in the surface. At first I thought his entire hand was like this, but I could see that parts of his fingers were unchanged, and as he unfastened his vambrace on that side I could see that the dark ran up into his arm as well, an intricate pattern of interwoven lines, mostly black, but crossed with some dark blue and purple like a system of veins running through it.   
 
      
 
    He held up his hand and closed it into a fist.  The movement didn’t seem restricted in any way, but the outline of the black seemed to shift subtly as his hand moved, the dark blue and purple lines changing positions as though they flowed through his flesh.  I closed my hand over the black dot on my palm without thinking about it, but when a surge of pain washed through me, spreading out from that dark center, I had little trouble drawing parallels.   
 
      
 
    “Does it hurt?”  I asked, interrupting whatever it was that Larsi had been about to ask.  I had to know if it was the same.   
 
      
 
    He nodded.  “It does, young one.  It hurts, and it grows.  The growth is slow, but eventually it will consume me entirely and I will become something different.  Before that happens I have to choose to walk from this place out into the dark.  I will go out and find my end amidst the enemy, and hopefully I can use what good is left in me to strike a blow at the dark.”   
 
      
 
    “You can’t be rid of it?”  Korva asked, and I was happy she did because I’d wanted to, but I was worried that asking such a question would draw more attention to me.   
 
      
 
    “No, once blighted the infection will spread until it takes every piece of you.”  He reached up and unfastened his collar, opening it for a moment.  There were black streaks on his neck, the curling lines seeming to crawl up towards his face.  He refastened the collar piece and shrugged.  “Once it’s on your face your time is very limited.  My time is getting short, but there are few of us left here, and no one new is willing to make the sojourn to take up the blight.  Without the blighted, Shimmer has little hope of survival, so I hold on a little longer.” 
 
      
 
    He began to refasten the vambrace before drawing his glove back on.  “We keep the markings covered.  They make the people uncomfortable, and touching someone with the stigmata who is not themself marked causes terrible pain.” 
 
      
 
    “You said that this is something people take up willingly?”  I had to know.  “How does one become blighted?”  What had I done that had started this change in myself? 
 
      
 
    “It’s a plant, a rose, it grows in one part of the city that we know of, but I have seen dead plants in other places so it must occur randomly out there as well.  The trip to the place where we know it to grow is dangerous, but if someone isn’t capable of making that journey than they’re probably not capable of carrying the blight either.  It’s not a pleasant thing.  There are advantages; strength, fortitude, a certain clarity of mind, and an ability we call the aura, but there are many more disadvantages.  The pain is the easiest of those to deal with.”  I waited for a moment for him to talk of the other disadvantages but he didn’t.  I got the impression that he didn’t wish to speak more on that topic.   
 
      
 
    “So you eat the plant, it’s seeds perhaps?”  I remembered the small seed I’d picked up and how it had burrowed into my palm.   
 
      
 
    “What?!  No, absolutely not!”  He said quickly.  “The plant is poisonous and carnivorous.  I call it a rose, but that’s only because the flowers look like roses.  It’s something else entirely.  The sting of the plant is what changes a person, but it must be a small scratch on one of the extremities, the hands or the feet.  Anything more and it will kill you before it gives you any kind of strength.  I don’t think the plant has seeds, not that I’ve seen, and ingesting a leaf, a vine or a petal would likely kill you quickly.”  Tsinza stated this firmly.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t believe he was trying to cover anything up, but the experience he described was nothing like what had happened in my dream.  There had been no flowers around, just the seed, and I hadn’t been forced to eat it.  Things didn’t add up exactly.  I wasn’t sure what to make of this.  Perhaps the spot on my hand was unrelated to whatever it was that Tsinza was a part of.   
 
      
 
    “What of this Seer?”  Larsi asked, clearly not as interested in this topic as I was, but then I hadn't told anyone about my hand yet.  I was afraid to, afraid they might see me as a threat.  “She tells you things, helps guide your people?” 
 
      
 
    “In a way.”  The blighted man answered, though he seemed hesitant.  “The Seer was once blighted like those of us who protect Shimmer, but when it came time for her to walk, she didn’t strike out and attack the Wurm.  Instead she went to the Fallen Library and began to read as the final changes took hold.  We didn’t know she was still alive for nearly ten years until we found her crawling amidst the stacks. She was . . . well, she is something else entirely now.  She’s wise, but she’s also not one of us any longer.  She’ll answer questions, but one can never be certain whether she is answering for your benefit, or to lead you astray.  She has never lied to us, but she uses truth like some men use a sword.”   
 
      
 
    “Why continue to see her if you know she is a danger?”  Korva asked, and it occurred to me that Landen hadn’t bothered with questions. He looked almost bored.  Was it my suspicion of him again, or was this something more sinister? Was he not compelled to ask questions because he already knew the secrets of this place, because he was one of its agents, or did he not feel like asking questions simply because he didn’t care?  Landen certainly seemed to have a narrow focus at times. 
 
      
 
    “I think all of the blighted are drawn to her. She is a sign of what we become if we fail to walk when we should, but we also maintain hope that she retains some part of what she was before.  She lived to protect, and I think we all want to believe that is still a part of her nature.”  He sighed and gave a small shrug.  “Sometimes fools look for hope in dark places, but that is because dark places are where it shines brightest.”   
 
      
 
    “We need to meet the Seer.”  Larsi said suddenly, and her words startled me because I’d been trying to find a way to say the same thing.  The Seer, whatever she was, would have answers.  If anyone knew a way from the city it would be her.  If anyone could tell us who the monster lurking in our group was, it would be her.  Perhaps she might even be able to tell me what had happened to me in my dream, and what the dark spot on my palm meant.  I hadn’t expected Larsi to see a need to meet this woman too.  That was surprising.   
 
      
 
    “You want to meet her?”  Tsinza didn’t exactly sound surprised.  If anything he seemed curious, intrigued by our interest in this subject.  “I’m not sure what you could hope to achieve by meeting her, but I promise you the experience would be unsettling. We are all close to human here, but she isn’t, not anymore.  Her current form is distressing, and often what she has to say is also distressing.” 
 
      
 
    “We need answers, Tsinza.”  Larsi spoke plainly.  “Even if the answers are difficult we need them to go forward, and we need to go forward.  We have to find our way back to our own lands.  We didn’t come here intentionally.”   
 
      
 
    “Very few come here intentionally.”  He replied, but he was nodding slightly to himself.  “I’ll take you to her, but you must promise not to attack her.  As I said, she isn’t human, or anything near human anymore.  She is disturbing to look at, and harder to hear, but she poses no physical threat.  I’ll not bring harm to her.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”  Korva was shaking her head.  “We have no idea what sort of questions she might answer, or what those answers might lead us to believe.” 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t lie.”  Tsinza’s voice was firm.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not worried about lies.  As you said before, if she wields information like a weapon, then the truth might well be a greater threat than lies.  I think this is a dangerous move, but if it’s what the rest of you want to do . . . “  Her voice trailed off and she offered only a small shrug.   
 
      
 
    I found myself looking at Landen to see what his opinion was, and Larsi was looking as well.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  He asked after a moment.  “You aren’t particularly listening to me anyway right now.  What does my opinion matter?”   
 
      
 
    “We haven’t stopped listening, Lan.  Your opinion is valuable as well.  I just won’t promise we’ll heed your opinion.”  Larsi replied with a small sigh.   
 
      
 
    “Well, in my opinion this is a bad idea.”  He stated with a nod.  “But I’m not so certain it’s worse than any other idea we’ve had recently.  I don’t even know what a good idea might look like right now.  If you want to go and see this Seer, then let’s do it, but we should very carefully consider any answers she gives us.”   
 
      
 
    Larsi thought this over for a moment before looking at me.  “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    I was ready for this question. “I think we should see her.  Even if her truth is challenging, it’s still truth. We could use some solid information.  There has been little of that since we’ve arrived here, and I’m tired of being confused.”  I also very much wanted to ask her about the spot on my hand and what it meant.  I wanted to ask Tsinza as well, but I didn’t think I’d get the chance without the others around, and I wasn’t ready for them to know. Not yet.   
 
      
 
    “And you?”  Larsi asked Ori as well. 
 
      
 
    “I go where Lillin leads.”  She answered simply, but then added her own thoughts.  “I agree with her opinion as well.  It’s better to get as much information as we can.  I think that’s the only way we get out of this alive.”   
 
      
 
    The blighted man was nodding.  “I will take you if you insist upon going, but keep my warnings in mind.  I think you would be better served by staying here and looking for a way to live peacefully amongst us, though something about you makes me think you’re not the peaceful sort.”  Tsinza’s words bothered at me to a degree.  He was right about us, of course.  Warden’s weren’t the peaceful sort.   
 
      
 
    “When can we go?”  Larsi asked. 
 
      
 
    “So impatient.”  Tsinza laughed, though it wasn’t exactly a mirthful sound.  “Soon enough, but I have news to deliver to the leaders of Shimmer now.  It’s important.  You can stay while I talk to them if you’d like.”   
 
      
 
    “Fair enough, we’ll break our fast and be ready to go when you are.”   
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for the leaders of this oasis in the dark to come together.  There were four of them including our host of the previous evening.  Gwin looked human as far as I could tell, though she had a certain timeless quality about her.  She claimed to have been the first person to come to Shimmer, and that seemed reasonable to me.  She was tall with bright red hair that she kept shortly trimmed.  There was an air of authority about her, and Rhaal referred to her as the Star Captain on a few occasions, which led me to believe she might be one of those who allegedly sailed through the stars.   
 
      
 
    Next to arrive was Sollivan.  He was almost a head shorter than I was, with a stocky body.  He had bright yellow eyes that were intimidating to look at, full of challenge, and his skin was faintly red hued.  He had a long, whip-like tail.  His expression was almost always upturned in a smile, and he was quite soft spoken, his mastery of our language a bit rough around the edges.  
 
      
 
    Elzibenna followed Sollivan in.  Rhaal introduced her as being from Prosper before it fell into darkness.  Elzi had only been in Shimmer for a little over ten years, but Prosper had been fallen to the dark for far longer than that.  Elzi had come from some version of Prosper that was only more recently turned to dark.  She had a haunted look about her.  She had the animal-like ears that many of the local folk seemed to have.  Hers were orange, and she had bright green eyes.   
 
      
 
    The first thing I noticed about all four of the people gathered here were the sincere intensity they brought with them.  Shimmer was clearly important to them, and protecting its people was the most important task they carried out.  The fact that this was clearly true for all of them was endearing.  In places like this, lost in a sea of madness and torment, it was never more important to have people who actively sought to bring calm and safety.   
 
      
 
    “You rarely call us all together, Tsinza, what is this about?”  Sollivan asked, his tail flicking in what appeared to be an anxious tick.   
 
      
 
    “I spoke with the Seer last night.”  He answered, cutting to the point.  “She says that the Wurm has turned his eye inwards.  His gaze is on Propser again, and his agents are returning.”   
 
      
 
    “This is concerning news.  Has he fully wakened then?”  Elzi’s voice was solemn.   
 
      
 
    “No, he still sleeps, but his shift inward is surprising.  Prosper has been relatively calm for years.  His attention was elsewhere and we have remained safe because of that.  This shift in focus could be very dangerous for us.”  Tsinza warned, and there seemed to be a general consensus of agreement.   
 
      
 
    “We need to increase our blighted.”  Gwin said firmly.  “Perhaps it is time to consider drafting able bodies.”   
 
      
 
    “No!”  Tsinza’s voice was firm.  “Gwin, we’ve had this conversation before, and my mind has not changed on this.  You can’t force someone to become blighted.  That is asking for disaster.  There is a war that lives within the bodies of the blighted, and it is only the will to protect that keeps the dark at bay.  Forcing someone to become blighted means inviting the dark amongst us.  They will fail to hold it at bay, and when they turn, they will destroy us.” 
 
      
 
    Gwin gave an angry sigh.  “Then what are we to do, Tsinza?  You come to us with a warning, but what are we supposed to do with that information?  We need people who can fight, who can protect us, and we are painfully short on those.  You’ve heard that Yunna is gone?” 
 
      
 
    Tsinza nodded.  “It was well past time for her to go.  She had to Walk or risk losing herself.”   
 
      
 
    “And what of you, Tsinza, you’ve been blighted nearly as long as she has.”  Sollivan spoke softly, his smile having gone for the moment.  “How long can we rely on your protection?” 
 
      
 
    “A little longer yet.”  He answered firmly, but as he spoke it felt like I could hear the weariness in his voice.  There was strain just beneath the surface of his words.  He was getting tired.  “We can bring the people together, tell them what is happening.  Maybe some will step forward.  There are still strong people amongst us.  Shimmer must hold.”   
 
      
 
    “Shimmer must hold.”  Gwin agreed with a nod.  “If anyone knows how we can make that happen, I would love to hear your theories.” 
 
      
 
    “We should finish building the wall.”  Elzi spoke up. “We’ve talked about it before, but maybe it’s time to start up again.  We could at least keep track of who is coming and going.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have a force to man the entire wall.”  Sol was shaking his head.  “The people here, for the most part, are tired and afraid.  We can’t raise a force large enough to watch a wall, and that problem would only come after we found enough willing to actually build the wall to begin with.  That could take years.  I don’t think we have that kind of time.”   
 
      
 
    “How long will this shift in focus last?”  Larsi spoke up then, and all eyes fell on our group for the first time since the others had arrived.  “Are you planning for a short defensive pull, or is this more likely to be a siege?” 
 
      
 
    “The Seer didn’t know, or wouldn’t tell me.”  Tsinza admitted.  “It might last hundreds of years, or it might already be done, but I doubt that last one.  There has to be a reason it’s looking inward.  For all we know it might be trying to cut out the last few fonts of light in Prosper.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s just looking for someone or something.”  Sol offered.  “If it finds what it wants, it might look away again.”   
 
      
 
    “What if it is looking for someone, Sol?”  Tsinza asked.  “Do you suggest we start sacrificing people to the dark in hopes that we can give it what it wants and it will leave us alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Now wait, Tsinza, that wasn’t what I meant at all.”  Sol spoke firmly.  “I’m just offering another theory to explain what is happening here.  I’d no sooner turn people out into the dark than I would sit back and watch this place fall without fighting.  If it wants something, though, it might already have agents here looking for whatever it’s after.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no point in arguing over an issue we can’t control.” Elzi’s voice was soft, but the others stopped and listened.  “Like everything that happens here, I fear we’ll just have to do our best to adapt as we can.  Thank you for the warning, Tsinza.  We can at least prepare ourselves for the worst.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you leave Prosper?”  The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them from slipping over my lips.  It seemed like an obvious solution.  Why stay in the middle of such a dangerous place?  Any other place had to be safer.  Living in the center of this dark city was the furthest from safe they could possibly be.  Those eyes that had fallen to Larsi when she spoke now turned on me instead.   
 
      
 
    “There is no leaving Prosper, young one.”  Sullivan shook his head as he answered.  “Those who try to escape die.” 
 
      
 
    “He speaks the truth.”  Elzi agreed.  “If it was so easy to leave we would have done so years ago.  It is safer to keep our heads low and try to ride out the storm here.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t living.”  Korva said firmly.  “You’re just waiting to die.  Trapping yourself here might keep you alive in the short term, but this place is slowly squeezing the life from all of you.” 
 
      
 
    Korva sparked the idea, but Larsi picked it up.  “We’re looking for a way free of this place.  If we find one, we could come back and guide those who wish to leave out of this place.  It might not be easy, but you have to know staying here is nothing more than a delayed death sentence.  You’re buying time, but the price gets steeper constantly.  How much longer will you find the coin?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a stirring of pride. This was what Wardens were supposed to do.  This was the kind of thing that I’d thought I would be doing when I became a full Warden.  We’d discovered people in need of help, and we were offering our lives and service to make their lives better.  It might not be the easiest thing for us to do, but we would try.  Whether we failed or succeeded, this felt right.   
 
      
 
    “What makes you think you can get us to safety?”  Sol asked, clearly skeptical of our offer.   
 
      
 
    “We’re Wardens.”  Lan said firmly.  “Our Will cannot be broken.  If we say we can get you free from this place, then we will do so.”   
 
      
 
    This was the first time we’d come together to make a cohesive decision in what felt like a long while.  It was good to hear everyone taking a firm stance.  Ori hadn’t spoken, but she stood at my side, solid and firm, as resolute as the others.  For a few moments I was able to forget entirely that one of these people, one of my friends, was possibly a traitor.   
 
      
 
    Possibly.  I was trusting in a dream, in the actions of two of them during a strange haze that might have any number of origins in this place.  Perhaps it was wrong of me to assume the worst.   
 
      
 
    The leaders of Shimmer looked back and forth between each other.  I could see doubt, hope, fear, and a hesitance to believe that anything would ever change for the better.  These were people who had lived on the edge of madness for so long that the thought of it being anything else was as alien to them as Prosper was to us.   
 
      
 
    “We need to discuss this.”  Sol said.   
 
      
 
    The others nodded their agreement as he spoke.  “We can’t make a choice like that lightly, not when it involves so many lives that have been entrusted to us.  You were going to make a trip to the Seer?  Perhaps you should do so.  If you return whole from that sojourn it would be a vote of confidence in your abilities.  While we wait, we’ll discuss the matter.” 
 
      
 
    Tsinza didn’t voice his opinion on the matter.  His eyes, however, showed a degree of distrust.  I couldn’t fault him for that.  This wasn’t a place of trusting, and we were asking to be put in a position where many lives would rest on our abilities.  I had no doubt that his report of our trip to the Seer would have weight in whatever decision the others made.   
 
      
 
    With this matter as well decided as it was to be without further consideration, Tsinza helped us find some equipment for Ori and then we made our way to the edge of town.  Dressed normally again, and with a sword at her hip, seeing Ori made me smile despite myself.  She looked whole, and she looked ready to face the world.   
 
      
 
    “The library is at least six hours from here, sometimes as much as a full day.”  He explained as we reached the border of the light and looked out into the dark beyond.   
 
      
 
    “Is nothing here ever constant?”  Larsi didn’t sound particularly amused.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza shook his head.  “No, and distance is one of the things that shifts the most.  However, key areas are always where they should be.  Sometimes it just takes longer to reach them.  The library has always been constant.  The market is usually close to the same place.  The castle can be reached by heading towards the center of the city.  The King’s bestiary, and the royal gardens are usually north of Shimmer, though they have been known to shift west at times.  There are a few other places, but learning what you can rely upon and what you might never find is a matter of trial and error that most don’t get to enjoy.  Errors here often mean death.” 
 
      
 
    “Does Shimmer change position?”  I asked.  We’d followed directions to get there, and that was a matter of interest to me.  Had there been a possibility that we’d never find it? 
 
      
 
    “Points of light don’t shift at all.  The roads do, however, so sometimes it becomes more difficult to find traces of the path.  There are key places that once found will lead you back here.  Each direction you might approach from has at least four different signs to watch for.  As long as you know those, then you’re likely to find your way home.”  Tsinza gave a small shrug.  “Navigating Prosper is like navigating a city that you only know partially, or that you are only familiar with from an old map.  Key places generally have directional significance, but other than that you’re working blind.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you keep track of the directions?”  Ori asked.  “Our compasses don't work.”   
 
      
 
    “That’s because you don’t have a proper compass.”  Tsinza grinned, and reached into a pouch at his hip.  He pulled forth a device that looked very much like a regular compass, but the needle at the center was strange.  It looked like a sliver of jagged, unshaped metal was in place of the normal needle.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was frowning.  “What is so special about that?” 
 
      
 
    “This points towards the crashed ship.  Always.  As long as we know where that is, we know which direction is north.”  He stated this as though it should make sense, but we looked amongst one another with uncertainty.  
 
      
 
    “The crashed ship?”  Lan asked.  “How does a crashed ship help us?” 
 
      
 
    Again Tsinza seemed amused and just a little excited.  As he began to speak again, he started walking and the rest of us followed after.  “It’s a sky ship, and it crashed north of Prosper.  Gwin came here on that.  She says it’s what infected this place with the darkness, but after it landed all the compasses in the area stopped working.  The shard of metal is from the ship’s sails . . . or something like the sails.  Gwin explained it once, but it was very confusing.  The metal is part of a single, solid piece that was torn apart by the energies involved in it coming here.  It’s not supposed to break ever, and it always wants to come back together.  We can use that to keep directions.” 
 
      
 
    I could tell why he was excited.  The whole story of a star ship, a ship that swam through the black void beyond the clouds was a fanciful, exciting thing.  Any evidence that it might be true was entrancing, though I was still having trouble believing such a thing could exist.  “Do you believe in the star ship?”  I had to ask him.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course I do!”  He answered quickly.  “I’ve seen it, or pieces of it.  There are fragments in Prosper and sometimes, when the streets wander and malice strikes, you can find yourself inside the ship’s corridors.  They are unlike anything of this world.  Gwin’s people were possessed of skills well beyond anything we can imagine.  I’ve seen some of the things she kept from her time before Prosper, things her people made, and they are all artifacts of incredible power.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of things, can you tell us about them?”  Ori sounded as interested as I felt.  Lan looked skeptical, Korva seemed interested but in a way that said she was trying to appear as though she didn’t believe what we were talking about.  Larsi was much harder to read.  She had a small bemused smile on her face, and sometimes her mouth moved a bit as though she was having a silent conversation.  She probably was having a silent conversation.   
 
      
 
    “Gwin has a small painting that shines with its own light, and the images in the painting move . . . but it’s less like a painting and more like a window.  You can’t reach through it.  The front is made of glass, but you can see actual people moving beyond the window.  She says that the images are like memories, and she can play them as much as she wants, but I don’t think they’re her memories.  Maybe her people collect memories for all to see.  I don’t understand it exactly, but it seems she can summon almost anything you’d imagine to the little window.  It can also show text, though I can’t read the words myself.  It’s all in her native language.  She says there are more books in the little window than in the great library here in Prosper.”  He began his explanation of the wonders Gwin possessed, going from one thing to the next.  He described a bow that had no string and shot arrows that could scorch through metal and yet vanished when they hit. He talked of a chariot that was drawn by no animal, and of small boxes that could be made to play strange music. It all felt like a list of fanciful things that he’d made up, and yet he spoke of them with such fervor that it was difficult not to believe his recounting.   
 
      
 
    “I believe some would have thought them to be gods.”  Tsinza finished after we’d been walking for some time.  He paused for a moment, stopping our group as he looked around.  “The road has shifted.  Our path has changed.”  He announced, and then he turned down a side road and began to walk again.  “Be wary.  When the path you’re on changes as you walk it, that means Prosper has noticed you, and that means she will be looking for a way to drag you into the dark.” 
 
      
 
    The way he spoke of the city sent a shiver down my spine.  For some reason it sent an image of the entire city as some kind of giant, overturned insect, it’s legs, the buildings and towers of the city, sticking up into the air and writhing as it could feel us walking over it.  It was a nonsensical thing to imagine, and nothing like our situation at all, but it was that type of dark, troubling imagery that Prosper inspired.   
 
      
 
    A strange sound came from ahead of us, something like a dog bark being blown through a deep-toned reed whistle.  Tsinza stopped and held up a hand for the rest of us to do the same.  A moment later the same sound, or a very similar one, came from off to our left.  Our guide frowned and nodded to himself as though confirming his suspicions.   
 
      
 
    “Hook hounds.”  He told us.  “They hunt in packs of four or more.  They’re about half as tall as a man and run on all fours.  Their feet are single hooks that click on the street as they walk, but the hooks hinge and can be used for gripping and ripping.  Their heads unfold like the petals of an opening rose, and each piece has a barbed hook on its end, but their head isn’t where their eyes are, or even their mouth.  Their mouth is on their underside, on their belly.  They grab you with their hooks and pull you towards it.  They have eyes on their front and back shoulders.  Those are their weakest points. They won’t stop attacking until they’re dead or you are.  Their hearts are near their hind legs, up where the end of the ribcage would be on a normal beast.  The organs are deep inside, near their brain.  That makes them hard to kill with a single fatal hit.  Go for the eyes, and then try to get an attack into their mouths.  They’re softest in there.” 
 
      
 
    “No chance they’ll leave us be, then?”  Lan asked, though he was already getting ready for the fight.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza shook his head.  “They know where we are.  They’re tracking us now.  If I was alone I might try to escape them, but with this many people it’s going to be a fight.  They’re not that dangerous once you know how to deal with them.  If you lot think you can get us out of this city, you better be able to deal with a few hook hounds.  They’re the least of what hunts men in Prosper.” 
 
      
 
    The hook hounds didn’t keep us waiting long.  We chose an area that would be ideal for the fight, and then we waited for them to approach.  Within a couple minutes the creatures crawled out of the dark.  We heard them before we saw them.  The clicking of their strange feet was the first indicator of their approach, and the best.  
 
      
 
    The hook hounds looked as though they had been assembled from parts, individual strips of flesh woven over a maddening skeletal design.  Their skin was taut in places, loose and sagging in others, and woven of different colors that showed in a pathwork that made them very hard to understand as they moved.  It was similar to the camouflaging effect that mottled fur gave some animals. It disguised their movement and made them difficult to decipher, but this looked less like an adaptation to their environment, and more like the side effect of being very poorly constructed.   
 
      
 
    Their breaths came in hard, wet wheezes that made it seem as though every inhale was a practice in suffering.  Like everything else in this place they were made with a twist of malice and madness in their design.  The Wurm was a thing of immense power, and unfathomable horror.  It didn’t seem to care that the things it created were deranged and wracked by agony.   
 
      
 
    The first of the creatures attacked outright.  It didn’t pace itself, or slow to judge our strength like I would expect a wild animal to do before attacking something strange.  It charged straight down the street at us, a gurgling, whistling roar pouring out of it as it attempted to get ahold of Tsinza.  Tsinza moved before the beast could reach him, and I felt a twisting in my gut like I might feel when falling from a height.   
 
      
 
    I couldn’t devote all of my attention to watching him, but he seemed to blur forward as he moved and I barely had time to see him draw a short sword and strike the creature down.  Blackness swirled around his arms and clung to the blade of his weapon, and when he struck the metal of his weapon cut with impossible force.  While he had told us to strike at the creatures eyes and then to go for it’s mouth, his single strike split the hook hound nearly in half down the middle of its head.   
 
      
 
    All of this I register as several more of the beasts poured out of the dark and charged our group.  The rest of us surged into battle.  Ori and I moved to the creature that came nearest me.  I spun my polearm into an attack position as she slid to the side and struck at the creature’s flank.  Its rear leg spun at an impossible angle and the hook that ended it struck towards Ori with incredible speed and force.  Ori dodged easily aside, and twisted her blade forward, knocking out one of the eyes that was embedded on the hound’s left-rear hip.  While she struck there I made my own attack, slipping forward quickly and lunging with the blade of my weapon.  I felt slow as I did this.   
 
      
 
    The attack was solid, and the movements were exactly what they were meant to be, but my body wasn’t quick enough.  The hook hound easily stepped aside and my blade pressed through the air where it had been instead.  I needed more speed.  I clenched the haft of my weapon more tightly and took a deep breath.  Pain surged up in my palm, erupting from the dark spot in the middle of my hand.  I could hear a whispering voice in the back of my mind.  It droned on just beneath my ability to hear it, words spilling up into my head and bouncing around inside of my skull.   
 
      
 
    The language they were spoken in was twisted and sharp, a dialect not meant for the creatures that lived in our world.  For a fraction of a second I felt as though I was falling into an abyss that was somehow everywhere and yet at the same time only inside of me.  I felt like I was drowning.  I felt afraid, and then I felt fearless.  I felt powerful.  Out of the dark, through the twisting whispers that coursed in my mind, strength broke upon me like a wave upon a rock, drenching me in its power and I was so alarmed I faltered.   
 
      
 
    The hook hound had rounded on Ori and was pressing her back.  Another of the creatures was approaching her from behind.  I could see this happening.  She was being separated from me so that she would be an easier target.  The creature behind her reared back and its chest opened up into a terrible mouth full of jagged teeth.   
 
      
 
    I breathed out sharply, and I could feel my mouth moving, words tumbling from my lips and slipping through my teeth as some alien force rippled through my skin.  With a roar I swung the pole arm in front of me and it struck the creature between Ori and myself with so much force that the pole bent three quarters up its length and the hook hound seemed to explode at the point of impact, flesh and bone bursting away from the strike as Ori’s eyes opened wide in shock and she almost stumbled backwards.  She was going to fall right into the maw of the other creature and I wasn’t going to let that happen.   
 
      
 
    My legs bent as I dropped into a sprinter’s starting stance and then pushed myself forward.  I’d felt something like this before.  It was like when I used the Will to propel myself into an attack, but instead of just flinging myself forward, I was surging both inside and out.  My body was stronger, not just reinforced by Will, but actually full of something unbendable and unrelenting.  The world lurched around me, thrown off kilter by the speed at which I moved.   
 
      
 
    My bent weapon resisted the speed at which I moved it, but I gave it no quarter.  It had to do what I needed it to do.  As I rounded Ori’s back I brought the blade of the polearm up with as much speed and strength as I could bring it to bear, and the beast that stood on its hind legs ready to catch my friend as she fell didn’t even have time to shift its focus in my direction before the top of my weapon sheared through it.  The thin metal flexed and bent as it passed through the beast, cleaving flesh, muscle, bone and sinew with equal fervor and coming out the other side warped and chipped as bits of hound blasted into the air.  It all seemed to happen in such slow clarity, and then it stopped, the words I’d been speaking slipping from my mind and off of my tongue as the world sped up around me again and Ori stepped back into me only to turn around in surprise.  She rounded on me with her sword up before she realized it was me that was suddenly behind her.   
 
      
 
    I could see the question in her eyes even as the rest of the fighting around us finished up and everyone turned to look at me in shock.  My weapon was ruined in my hand.  The haft bent, the blade warped and chipped, and even I was stunned to stillness by all that had just happened.  My palm burned and ached, but whatever power had filled me so fully was gone.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza was looking at all of us, considering us carefully.  “You have secrets you haven’t shared with me.  I thought you might be warriors, but you are all cursed like me.  How?”  He thought all of us were possessed of the same power he had, but that was because he didn’t understand the Will.  The Wardens were powerful in their own right, but what had given me power?  Was I cursed like he was?   
 
      
 
    “Where we come from power is derived from another source.”  Larsi answered, but she was looking at me.  Her expression was impossible to read, but it was clear she wanted to talk about what had just happened, though perhaps not in the company of everyone else.  “I told you we could help your people escape.”  She said, turning back to Tsinza.   
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you can.”  He admitted, sliding his weapon away.  “If you’re not cursed, then why did I feel the touch of curse when you fought?”  He didn’t need to explain what he meant.  I knew it immediately, even if the others looked confused.  The dropping in my stomach I’d felt when he’d used his dark ability.  That was the touch of curse.  He’d felt it when I did whatever it was I’d done just as I’d felt it while he was fighting.   
 
      
 
    “The Warden’s don’t use anything like your power.”  I said, and eyes fell on me again.  “But I’m not a Warden anymore.  My strength . . . I’m not sure where it came from.”  I held up my hand to show the black spot that still crawled and twisted in my palm.  It looked slightly larger, tendrils crawling from it now. 
 
      
 
    Tsinza sighed and nodded.  “That is the mark of the curse.  It’s early, but there is no denying it.  How did you come by it?  The plant that does this is very uncommon, and the knowledge of how to infect yourself without dying is protected.”   
 
      
 
    Everyone was looking at me now, and what I saw in their eyes scared me.  There was fear in some of those gazes, and confusion in all of them.   
 
      
 
    “It happened in a dream.”  I told them.   
 
      
 
    The following hour was filled with the discussion of what had happened in the dream, and what I’d experienced since that moment had occurred.  Tsinza couldn’t provide answers, but he knew what I might expect going forward.  That was something.   
 
      
 
    “It will be painful.  The pain never stops, but after a time it becomes a dull buzzing in the back of your mind, one that you can almost ignore.  You mustn’t touch others with the black marks.  It’s like touching them with a brand.  It burns, though it leaves no mark.  The corruption is unpleasant to come in contact with.  It eats away at each of us at a different pace, but the more you use the strength that is inside of it, the more you will be consumed.”  Tsinza’s eyes looked far away for a moment, but then he forced a smile into place. 
 
      
 
    He tried to put on a happier tone.  “You still have several years at least.  Even the fastest burners get ten years before they’re gone.  It spreads quickly at first, and then slows once it has most of your arm.  It’ll surge a bit after a while, and then it will slow again.  When it starts to circle your heart and climb your neck, that’s when your time is getting short.  Dark impulses will push at your mind, and you will have to judge when you think you’re losing control.  That’s when you walk, you leave everything behind and you come out into the dark to make a final strike against the blackness that surrounds us.” 
 
      
 
    Ten years.  It seemed like such a very short time when it was put in front of me like that.  I’d been a Warden not long ago, possessed of a life that had no end until I gave in, and now I was a cursed and my time was incredibly short.  I wouldn’t yet be thirty years old when I died.  This was difficult to grasp.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t look so down, child.  There is still much you can accomplish, and your power will give you the chance to fight back.  You can make a difference.  You can save lives. I can teach you how to master your new curse.”  He gestured at my weapon.  “Normal weapons can’t hold up the forces your power can apply to them, but you can extend the curse to envelope what you wield.  It will make edges cut better than any blade ever could on their own, and it will keep you from turning every sword you pick up into scrap.  You already seem to know how to fight, and you can focus the power to make your strikes hit harder, faster, and with impossible force.  This curse is terrible, but it’s also an incredible tool.  It won’t take long to master, not with what you already know.  Let me show you how to make the most of it.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was looking at me.  Ori looked so worried, and I thought Larsi seemed sad. Korva did as well, and Lan’s expression was difficult to read.  I thought he looked a bit afraid, but I might have been reading more into the set of his eyes than was really there.  I didn’t know him well enough.  What choice did I have in any of this?  I was what I was.  I hadn’t asked to be a Warden, and I hadn’t asked to be cursed, but both of those things had happened to me.  I had to take what was thrust upon me and do what I could to make a difference.  This was no different than anything else in my life.  I could lose myself to despair, or I could push through it and become what I needed to be in order to change the world.   
 
      
 
    I gave a firm nod of my head, firming my resolve.  I might not be a Warden, but I still had a Will that wouldn’t be suppressed.  “You can teach me as we travel.  I learn well on the go.  We need to get to the library and speak to the Seer.” And just like that, our course was reaffirmed and set.  We began our adventure anew, three Wardens, two cursed, and a dead girl with a sword.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Amidst the Stacks 
 
      
 
    Tsinza explained the use of my new abilities as we traveled the dark roads of Prosper.  He was able to understand the flow of the city in a way the rest of us couldn’t hope to mimic.  He’d sometimes turn down a road, apparently at random, and lead us for a while before shifting down another.  He did this without actively looking for street names or landmarks.  He just knew where we needed to go, as if following some internal compass like birds migrating away for the winter months.   
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to master these techniques today, but if you can learn how to use them, then you can adapt them into your current fighting skills.”  He explained after he’d made me practice drawing a sheath of darkness over my arm multiple times.  It was like using Will, but it came with a rush of pain and a surge of voices that whispered through the back of my skull and fought to climb from my mouth.   
 
      
 
    “The voices are normal, the ones in your head, but not the words you’re speaking.”  Tsinza told me after I managed to manifest the sheath several times.  I was learning fast, but mostly because of the similarities to the Will.  The manifestation of this new skill was almost the same effort, though it took a bit more visualization.  In some ways this was easier.  The power seemed to want to be embraced.  To me it felt like I was using my Will to shape this new element within me, but it was eager to fulfill my desires.  My new teacher went on.  “I don’t recognize them, and I’m certain none of the other cursed do anything like that.  Is the tongue native to your home land?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, and the others who were listening nodded their agreement.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard that anywhere before.  It’s . . . unsettling.”  Larsi didn’t precisely look worried, but I could hear a note of concern in her words.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard this kind of language before.”  I realized as I released the curse once more and the words stopped quietly tumbling from my lips.  The pulling of that strange language from inside of me only happened during full manifestation of this new power.  I could do small things without the words bubbling up through the back of mind pouring from my mouth like water from a rain spout in a storm. 
 
      
 
    This language was the first language, the ancient tongue I’d once spoken to Kine after I’d become a Warden.  Like that time, I didn’t know what I was saying, or why this language was coming from me, but I recognized the way it made me feel.  The words felt as though they were not built for people with a mouth like mine, not meant to be spoken or heard by humans or anything like them.   
 
      
 
    “I think it’s called the first language.  I’ve used it before, but it’s not an intentional evocation.  It’s something that just happens.”  I wasn’t sure how to explain this to the others in a satisfactory way.   
 
      
 
    “The first language?”  Tsinza asked.  “I’ve never heard of this.”   
 
      
 
    “I think I’ve heard it talked about.”  Lan said.  “It is a dead language that the ancients spoke.  ‘Language’ isn’t quite right though.  It was more than that.  It was tied to their magic, to the doors they made and possibly to the creation of everything that has come since.”  He shrugged.  “That’s just what I remember hearing.  It’s not something that is written about often, and as far as I know there is nothing that specifically addresses the way it should sound or be translated.  I believe there were a few scholars in Black Mark who were trying to piece things together, but I didn’t care enough to follow their work.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it seems unlikely that is what Lillin is speaking.”  I could hear an edge of uncertainty and nervousness to Korva’s voice.  “People don’t just start speaking dead languages from out of nowhere.”   
 
      
 
    “Prophets do.”  Tsinza said.  “We find them from time to time, people damaged by the Wurm whose minds seem to transcend reality.  They speak in multiple languages they have no way of knowing, and they talk of things that they couldn’t see or know.  It’s rare, and some are just mad, but it does happen.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’m any kind of . . . “  I began to tell them that I was no prophet, or anything of the sort, but my words were interrupted by the sound of a man screaming for help.    
 
      
 
    “Hello!?”  He called desperately, voice strained with pain and fear.  “Help me, I’m trapped!  I need help, please!” 
 
      
 
    We all seemed to react at once, turning in the direction of the call.  We were moving forward within a heartbeat’s space.  Protecting others was our calling, and we took to it naturally.    
 
      
 
    “Stop!”  Tsinza snapped quickly.  “Don’t go.  It’s a trap.”  He warned.   
 
      
 
    “A trap?”  Lan asked, sounding dubious.  We all held our place as we looked at Tsinza. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like that man may have found himself in a trap, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t go and help him.”  Larsi noted, her eyes glancing down the road again as the man screamed for help again.   
 
      
 
    “I heard your voices, please come help me!  I’m going to die if no one comes soon!  I’ve been stuck here for days!”  The voice was dry and full of agony.   
 
      
 
    “There are many different things that could take the form of a man to lure us in, and there are even more things that could take a living man and trap him just to coax in people like us who would try to save him, but I assure you, the odds of it being a man in danger that we can help are very slim.”  Tsinza looked tense.  He seemed to know that we weren’t going to let this go easily, and he wasn’t happy about that.  “I understand you want to help.  We all want to help at first, but it won’t go as you expect.  What fool would really call to others out here?  You are as likely to attract something that will kill you as you are to attract something that would come to help.  Do you think someone trapped for days would still be alive if they were constantly calling for help like this?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes went to the others, and they were looking amongst each other as well. “We have to check.”  Korva said, resolve on her features.   
 
      
 
    Larsi gave a single nod. “We’ll assume it’s a trap, but we can’t leave it be.  We’re trained for this sort of situation.” 
 
      
 
    Tsinza didn’t seem upset, but I could tell he thought we were making a bad decision as we shifted our direction of travel to head towards the man screaming for help.  It only took us a short time to reach the man.  We rounded the corner of an old dilapidated building that rose three stories into the air and our query was just a few feet down the block.  He was lying near the street under the rubble of a small squat structure that had apparently fallen on his legs.  We crept forward cautiously.   
 
      
 
    “Thank the gods!”  He called out as he saw us, reaching a shaking hand in our direction.  “Please, my legs are caught in this mess and I can’t free them.  The stones are too heavy.”  He was pale and afraid, eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have any weapons?”  Larsi asked. 
 
      
 
    “Are any of you medically trained?  I think my . . . “  His voice faltered, cracking some in despair.  “I think I’m going to lose my legs.” 
 
      
 
    We drew closer, eyes scanning the area as we pulled up even nearer.  If this was a trap that the man was knowingly a part of, it was very convincing.  I could see the point where the timber from the fallen supports bit into his legs, now crusted with mostly dried blood.  I knelt down near his pinned appendages and I could see the twist of his lower legs, the stark white bone showing from their shattered remains.  The legs were done.  They even had the faint smell of rotting meat to them already.   
 
      
 
    If he was lucky he wouldn’t die from sepsis, and if he was even more lucky we might save his knees.  I wouldn’t have placed bets on either, at least not until I could see more of the damage, but the smell of rot was strong.   
 
      
 
    “How did you come to be trapped here?”  Tsinza asked, his eyes anywhere but on the man.  He was watching the nearby buildings, their roofs, the alleys, even the ground.   
 
      
 
    “I took refuge here and my legs are crushed.  My name is Yaavin.”  He said, his spirits seeming high despite the situation.  He probably thought he was saved.  He was watching as Larsi and Lan considered the best way to remove the beams from his legs.  The problem was that the structure had almost just fallen over, most of its weight now resting on the fallen beams.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to lift as a group.”  Lan said after a time.  “Three or four of us should be enough.”   
 
      
 
    Tsinza frowned.  “That is . . . “  He sighed.  “Just be watchful.  I will try to pull him out once you’ve lifted the building enough.”  I was certain that he’d been on the verge of warning us about how dangerous putting all of our attention on lifting the beam was.  We’d be defenseless while we did so.  I knew that, and I had to guess that the others knew that as well.  However, we’d come here to save this man.  We were going to make the attempt now.   
 
      
 
    “Ori, can you help pull him out as we lift?”  I asked her, and she gave a quick nod and took up position near Yaavin.   
 
      
 
    “This is going to hurt a great deal, but we’ll make it as quick as we can.”  Ori spoke softly to the man as Larsi, Lan, Korva and myself took up positions around the beam.   
 
      
 
    Finding a place to grab and lift wasn’t easy.  The beam was large and the wood was in rough shape.  I managed to get my fingers under one part of it, but knew that my grip would be tenuous at best.   
 
      
 
    “Is everyone ready?”  Larsi asked, looking to each of us for a nod which we all gave.   
 
      
 
    A vague feeling of unease settled in as Larsi started to count us down to the lift.  The seconds flowed slowly as she went from three to zero, but then I had no more time to worry.  We lifted and the beam came up.  It was heavy, but not as bad as I’d feared.  The four of us drew the wooden structure up with all of the rubble laying atop it, the fallen building groaning in protest.   
 
      
 
    “Watch out!”  The yell from Tsinza barely registered for me, and I wasn’t sure what he was even warning us about at first.  I was watching as Ori drew Yaavin out from under the building, holding his arms as she did so.  Tsinza had jumped back for some reason.  Yaavin’s broken legs cleared the wood beam, long and mangled, odd pieces of bone piercing the flesh like small spikes.  It seemed it was taking forever for her to get all of his legs out.  She pulled more, and more of him came free. 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to realize that Yaavin’s legs were impossibly long.  They seemed to stretch on and on forever.  He grabbed ahold of of Ori, his eyes seeming to glaze over as he did so.  Something was wrong.  Something was keenly wrong, and I didn’t understand what I was seeing.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you for helping me.”  He said, and then he swung up into the air, rising on his impossible, shattered legs.  “Thank you for helping me.”  Ori let out a scream of mixed terror and surprise as she was lifted into the air.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza surged forward and my stomach dropped as he pulled upon his curse.  Still I was confused, and the others were too.  We were still keeping the beam held.  All of this was happening so fast, only a few seconds having passed since we’d lifted, and then the pile of debris lifted and surged beneath us.  We fell back and away, dropping the wood beam as something massive and terrible surged to life beneath the pile of broken building.   
 
      
 
    I struggled to understand what I was seeing as it uncovered itself.  My mind fought to quantify this creature that was unlike anything it had tried to understand before, this monster that defied reason.  Yaavin was attached to it at the legs.  More accurately, Yaavin was a part of the thing, like the end of some long tail.  Just past his knees his body became the tail of whatever this thing was.  It looked like a rope as thick as a tree, made of torn flesh and broken bone. 
 
      
 
    Yaavin was just a lure,  a lifeless piece of the monster that looked and carried on like a man with such accurate mimicry that it had fooled all of us.  Had Yaavin once been a real person, or was this creature so well adapted to hunt us that it could perfectly mimic a human?  I had no way of knowing, but I could see the folly of our attempted heroism now.   
 
      
 
    Attached at the end of the tail that wasn’t really Yaavin was an impossible amalgamation of nightmares.  I thought it was like a spider, though that wasn’t right. It had legs that looked somewhat like a spider’s, but there were too many joints, and the spindly appendages seemed to sprout randomly from the massive central body which was bulbous and fleshy, covered in small black globes that I took to be eyes facing every direction, unblinking and impossibly dark.  Its top was covered in mouths, each large enough to open and take in half a man at once.  There had to be five of them, all churning with flat, dull looking teeth that gnashed and clacked as they slammed together.  Ori was being lowered into those grinding mechanisms as most of us looked on dumbly from where we stood.   
 
      
 
    Only Tsinza was on the attack.  Only he had enough clarity to move in that instant.  His blade tore into the Yaavin-tail and a chunk of meaty flesh fell away, allowing Ori to slip in the thing’s grip.  As though a torch had just roared to life in each of us, we moved as one.  Larsi was first in.  She charged the nearest leg, aiming for the joints with her knife as Landen came in behind her.  Korva blurred as she lurched forward to attack, and I charged in with bare hands.  I had broken my polearm, but I dipped down deep and drew on the curse hidden inside of me.   
 
      
 
    It was like diving into icy water.  Cold enveloped me until it was all that I could feel, but then a strange clarity settled over me, a clarity sparked by the pain that this new energy sent streaking through my body. It took a concerted mental effort to focus, but unlike my Will which had demanded a fixed and focused concentration, this seemed to want me to use it.  The power was eager to get ahold of me, and what was more intriguing to me, even more inviting then the pull of the power, was the clarity of focus I had over its use.  It didn’t surge and waver like my Will had always done.  This was like a precise, fine-edged blade.   
 
      
 
    My lips began to move as strange words tumbled from my mouth.  It took an effort, but I kept myself from actually speaking them.  Instead I just mouthed the unnatural syllables as they bubbled up inside of me.   
 
      
 
    I struck hard at the beast that was attacking us, using the weight of my entire body to bring my right hand down on one of its hinged legs with all the force I could muster.  I hit hard, my arm sheathed in churning black, and I felt the ripple of the strike all the way through my shoulder as my new power attempted to absorb the blow as much as it could.  There was a hiss of energy like steam releasing from a boiler and and a soft cracking sound, like the rending of leg joint from a roasted fowl, rose from the point I’d struck.  I could tell immediately that it hadn’t been enough to do any serious damage.   
 
      
 
    The extra clarity of the cold grip of power was all that saved me from the reprisal that followed.  The leg next to the one I’d struck bent backwards, hinging at the joint in a way I wouldn’t have thought possible, and then it struck at me with speed enough that it seemed to blur in its approach. I leapt back and rolled as I did so, tumbling across the ground as the sharply pointed limb sailed just inches above me through the place that would have been my chest moments before.   
 
      
 
    The leg I’d just struck attacked next.  The creature lurched in my direction and I was again forced to dive and roll to avoid the sharp end of the leg slamming down with explosive force.  Stone and dirt flew into the air, whipping past me as I rolled back to my feet.  This creature was impossible. It was too big to be as fast as it was, and yet there was no denying what was happening.  I didn’t even have time to consider how the others might be handling this onslaught. 
 
      
 
    I leapt as it followed up the previous attack with another, sailing into the air and using the momentum of the creature’s previous strike to send myself up and into the air.  I landed on it like one might jump onto a fallen tree, though this tree was in full motion.  I crouched with the momentum and reached down to get a firm hold on a stretch of sinew that ran along the back of the leg.  As it touched ground again and the motion beneath me stopped, I burst forward with all the speed I could muster, heading for the thing’s main body.  I wasn’t entirely certain what I would do when I got there, but I wasn’t having much luck fighting its legs.   
 
      
 
    As I drew in closer I could see that I was the only person who was yet able to get so near the center of its mass.  I couldn’t exactly check on the others, but I could see them struggling to get past the legs.  With a roar I raised my fist and brought it down as hard as I could at the joining of where the nearest leg attached to the body.  I wasn’t sure what good this might do, but I lacked any real weapon, and it was a new point to attempt to attack.  My fist struck firmly and I felt the slight give of the caraprice beneath my knuckles as I had on my last solid hit, but again I knew that it had done almost nothing.   
 
      
 
    Someone grabbed me firmly from behind and a gasp of surprise slipped from my lips.   
 
      
 
    “I took refuge here.”  A voice growled into my ear as the grip around me grew tighter.  “My name is Yaavin.”  The creature’s tail had me.  I hadn’t thought to watch for that.  Suddenly I was being lifted from the main body of the beast and carried over one of the gaping maws along its back.  Gnashing teeth snapped and clacked beneath me, the edges looking flat and awful.  They wouldn’t cut me to pieces, they would grind me to a bloody pulp before it swallowed the messy remains.   
 
      
 
    I grabbed the arms around me and tried to pull them apart, but they were like steel bars.  Now that I was touching the Yaavin-thing I could tell the flesh on its outside was just a covering, a layer of disguise stretched over more carapace beneath.  The hands didn’t move.  The fingers were locked in claw-like positions, the joints false.  They locked together when properly linked, forming a grip that couldn’t be broken.  I tore at the skin, ripping pieces of it away to expose slick, reddish-black shell beneath, but it was to no avail.  Even with my strength surging I couldn’t do enough damage to break free.   
 
      
 
    The Yaavin thing was still speaking in snippets of dialogue, seemingly random phrases that were pieces of what it had said when we’d first arrived, as though it was all some rehearsed sequence being played out.  That was, I realized, probably exactly what this was.  This was like a bird mimicking the sound of a flute it had heard a person play.  It didn’t know what the sound meant, merely that they elicited a response that was favorable to it.   It had replied with things that it thought fit together, though they’d been just a bit off and we hadn’t picked up on that. 
 
      
 
    The grip unlocked around me and I lurched downwards, but now I was directly above the teeth and falling was no longer what I wanted to do.  My hand lashed out and took a firm grip of one of Yaavin’s unbending arms, stopping me from falling just a hair’s breadth above the mouth directly below me.  I drew my legs up as the teeth protruded from the maw to snap at me, an odor of rotting meat wafting up from the glistening white teeth it contained.  They were so impossibly white that they looked out of place in the creature, false.  This was a strange thought to have, and one that did nothing to help me as the monster’s tail began to manually lower me towards the teeth again.   
 
      
 
    I had spent enough of my life climbing to let instinct take effect.  Before it could get me any nearer the mouth over which I hung, I swung my body up and around the form of Yaavin, clawing my way onto its back, opposite the side nearest the mouths.  With a great surge of power I sprang away from the creature, clearing its body and rolling back to my feet well beyond the reach of its legs or tail.   
 
      
 
    I spun back around and took in the sight before me.  We were losing this fight.  It wasn’t that we weren’t hitting the beast hard, but we couldn’t kill it.  We didn’t have a weapon that would do enough damage.  Even Tsinza’s blade barely seemed to chip into the carapace, and regular weapons bounced off harmlessly.    
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to call a retreat, but Tsinza beat me to it.  “Get clear!”  He yelled.  “We don’t have what we need to kill this, and it won’t stop while we still live.  Run!  It can’t chase far.”  With those words he surged forward in a rush, striking with his blade in multiple, carefully chosen areas.  He punctured eyes and hit joints, and though he was weakening the beast to a degree, it was clear he wasn’t going to stop it.  The others seemed to be aware of this as well.  One by one we began to peel away from our attacker, and then we were running.  Tsinza came last, but I did see him disengage as well.  I made sure he didn’t intend to stay behind.  Now wasn’t the time for foolish bravado. 
 
      
 
    We were running.  All of us knew how to run far and fast, and we used everything we had to get away.  The monster came after us, smashing down the street in our wake, but even though it could make very quick movements within a short range of itself, it clearly wasn’t built for pursuit.  Before long we were leaving it behind, and within twenty minutes Tsinza was drawing us all to a stop.  He was breathing hard when we drew back together to get our bearings again.  The rest of us were alright, breathing deeply but not exhausted.  Wardens knew how to run, even at a hard pace, for a very long time.   
 
      
 
    “It won’t pursue us any further.”  Tsinza said firmly, speaking between breaths.  “We could have stopped sooner, but we’re still headed the right direction and I’d prefer not to take chances.” 
 
      
 
    “What was it?”  Larsi asked, looking back behind us.   
 
      
 
    “We call them fishers.  They stake out a territory and lure prey into them.  I’ve never seen one quite that large before, but I have encountered a few of them.  They’re not common, and most of them don’t disguise themselves that well.  I’ve never seen one that fooled me that completely.  I thought we were more likely dealing with a real man who’d been injured to lure us in.”  Tsinza sighed.  “I’m sorry that I let us get that close to danger.” 
 
      
 
    Lan was shaking his head.  “No, that’s on us.  We insisted.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi nodded her agreement.  “We pushed for that encounter.  Warden’s generally offer assistance where we can, but we may need to reevaluate that in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “You Wardens fight well.”  The cursed man offered with a nod of approval.  “I thought we were probably dead when that started, or at least most of you would be.  You’re stronger than you look, and your ability, this Will, it is very powerful.  Can it be taught to others?  We might be able to fight back if we had more as strong as you.” 
 
      
 
    “It can be taught,” Larsi said after a moment.  “But the teaching takes a long time, and most who try to become Will users fail along the way.  Many die.”   
 
      
 
    “All power comes at a cost.”  I said firmly.  “This curse might taint you slowly, but Will users bear a burden themselves, and it’s not pleasant either.  We . . . they shed their humanity in a slow and intentional way.  Believe me, Tsinza, it is no better than being cursed.”  Having now experienced both, I wasn’t sure which was worse.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza nodded solemnly.  “There is no guarantee that people here could be taught anyway.  Many magics that work in the worlds we came from cannot be taught here.  Those who bring them in seem to carry their power with them, but trying to instruct others in those methods has been met with little success.  The only certain powers here are the ones that are born of this world, and of those only the curse has provided ability with a cost that can be managed.” 
 
      
 
    This piqued my curiosity.  “There are other forms of magic from this place then?”   
 
      
 
    “Prosper had its own method of magic before the darkness, and those still work to an extent, but the sacred voices that once made treatise with the native people now demand darker tolls for their gifts.  We’ve forbidden the practice of associating with them as they tend to lead to madness and death.  The Wurm grants power through many means, but none of them are safe.  The Wurm never gives anything without a cost.  The curse, I’d guess, is his as well, but that at least gives us some time before it destroys us.  We can do good work before we must walk.”  He explained as we traveled at a more sedate pace.   
 
      
 
    “What holds us back the most is that few people wish to spend their life quickly.  There are few of us left, and if we can’t create more of our kind, then eventually Shimmer will fall.  It’s less a matter of if it will eventually sink into the dark as it is a matter of when.  Nothing lasts forever in Prosper.”  He paused and pointed.  “We’re here.  Apparently the road blessed us with a short path.” 
 
      
 
    All of us looked to where Tsinza was pointing.  The building rose above those surrounding it, a massive structure of stone and wood that looked older than many of the other buildings.  I could make out six levels of windows, many of them covered in a strange fabric that was a dingy white color that somehow reflected the light cast by torches that burned in sconces along the building.  This old building had an ominous feel to it.  Had Tsinza not been leading us directly there, I might have been inclined to skip going there at all.   
 
      
 
    “The lights are burning.  Are they expecting us?”  Larsi asked, and it wasn’t until she pointed it out that I noticed that the lights on the walls weren’t the only ones to be seen.  The windows that weren’t broken glowed faintly with the warm hue of candle light.    
 
      
 
    “The lights are always burning here.  Wenda likes the glow of candles.”  Tsinza answered, and his voice possessed a solemn quality that made it seem like he respected the Seer greatly.  “Though she might have been consumed by the curse, some things have not changed with her.”  His expression was momentarily clouded.  “Other things have changed a great deal.”  We drew to a stop as the building looped above us and we came within sight of the doors.  They stood open, welcoming almost.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing within the library will hurt you, no matter what you see.  The oracle keeps her minions in check.  You should be aware that she isn’t human any longer, nothing even close to human.  Her appearance will probably be upsetting, but don’t attack her.  This is her home and if you draw her ire I don’t doubt that she would set her considerable resources upon us, and I doubt any of us would survive that.”  I could tell that Tsinza was concerned about this meeting, and maybe more worried about the oracle than about us.  I couldn’t really fault him for wanting to protect an old ally, but the situation made me nervous.  This place radiated danger.   
 
      
 
    “Understood.”  Lan nodded, his attention on the door before us.  “We’re not here to start trouble, just to gather some information.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve had enough fighting for the moment, I think.”  Larsi said, though I could see the tension in her.  It was in all of us, really.  Wardens were quick to resort to violence when threatened.  Tsinza’s request that we refrain from that was probably a more difficult one than it seemed on the surface.   
 
      
 
    With that, Tsinza led us towards the entrance to the library.  The smell of old books filled the air as we passed through the thick doors that were made of a dark wood with an almost blue tint to it that made them shimmer purple in the red light from the flaming sconces.  The inside of the building was darker than the outside, an oppressive haze of dreary foreboding hung on the stacks, clinging to them like fabric to covered furniture.  For a moment it seemed I could feel the weight of the library’s knowledge resting upon me, the combined press of thousands upon thousands of years of gathered information all coalesced into one place.  It was at the same time both intimidating and exhilarating.  There was a hint of the forbidden to this place.   
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to notice that we were not alone as we made our way down the central aisle towards an ornate curved desk that sat just ahead of us.  I only caught the motion in my peripheral vision, and even as I swung my head to address it more fully the skittering things at the edge of my line of sight vanished into the shadowy places, lurching behind bookshelves or crawling up the flues of one of the many fireplaces that lined the walls, now dormant and likely crawling with a number of horrifying insects that had taken the filthy recesses as their homes.   
 
      
 
    I had trouble making out the features of any one of the things we now shared this space with, though I could tell that no two were similar.  Some were tall and bipedal, bad imitations of men, or decayed caricatures of what once were men, but others scrambled on more legs, or slithered like serpents.  Their shapes were indistinct, but the nature of their malice was only too clear.  They were not happy to have company in their sanctuary, and they would, if permitted, do us harm.  I had no doubt of this.  Tsinza, however, still seemed calm.  He led us around the desk that was layered in dust and further back towards a large staircase that rose in a slow quarter spiral to the floor above.  The first floor of the library was very tall, shelves reaching all the way to the level of the floor above, spaced just wide enough apart to accommodate two people walking shoulder to shoulder.  Every shelf was full of books, all carefully put away and neatly ordered.  
 
      
 
    For all that the library looked abandoned, it had a distinctly “cared for” look to it that spoke of meticulous managing.  The books weren’t dusty, even if the desks were and the lesser used areas had been allowed to fall to mess.  The books and their shelves were clean and kept, the value of the written words clearly perceived to be the most important aspect of this place.   
 
      
 
    No greater library had I ever seen than this one.  I wanted to walk amidst the shelves for a time and see what so many people might have found to write about, but Tsinza kept us moving towards our goal.  He clearly had our final destination in mind, and the magic of so many books in one place was either lost to him, or simply not enough of a novelty any longer to draw his eyes.  For the rest of us, however, there was a stunned and earnest interest in what we were seeing.  This place was a marvel.  Even Lan, generally not impressed by anything, looked honestly taken aback by the number of books gathered here.   
 
      
 
    I could tell that Ori wanted to say something, but like all libraries, this one had the uncast spell of silence upon it, that sense that it was taboo to speak within the walls constructed to house knowledge.  Even the skittering things made barely a sound as they moved through the rows. We proceeded up the stairs then, climbing from the first floor to the second.  It was much as the first had been, though here there were more areas that had been set up to accommodate study.   
 
      
 
    As we passed through this area, shrouded figures dressed in robes seemingly spun of shadow and silk turned their faceless heads in our direction.  They had books before them, open upon the table, and they had clearly been studying them, though they seemed to lack eyes, mouths, or any feature at all.  Their gaze, if that was what it could be called, stayed fixed upon us in an uncanny way.  I felt as though they studied us with the same fervor they had been before studying their texts.  What were they?  Were they alive?  They moved as one entity, their heads only turning back to their studies once we were well passed them.   
 
      
 
    The third floor was much as the second had been, the fourth as well though it was on this floor that we began to encounter an increasing number of silk-spun dividers hanging amidst the stacks.  I recognized the fabric quickly enough as the same that had hung over the windows of the building, flowing and translucent.  I guessed that it was woven spider-silk, though I had never seen so much of it before.  Very few would be patient enough to gather spider silk in such quantity, though it occurred to me that the spiders of this place might be altogether more horrifying.  
 
      
 
    The fifth level housed less books than the four before it, but the ones that held the shelves down upon this level seemed of greater import.  They were heavier, older-looking volumes that seemed to radiate with the promise of the unknown.  It was here that the magic that had kept us wordless was first broken, and by Tsinza, the one who should know the house’s rules better than any others.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch these books.”  He whispered, the words seeming to crack like thunder in the heavy silence through which we’d moved.  “Touch not a tome from the fifth floor and up.  Not all of these books are safe.” 
 
      
 
    “In what way is a book unsafe?”  Larsi sounded honestly intrigued at the idea, and Lan was giving the tomes a look that made it seem one had already tried to bite him.  It would have been amusing if I hadn’t worried the same look was on my face.  For their parts, both Ori and Korva seemed unsettled by the idea of “unsafe” books. 
 
      
 
    “Time and malice, ancient magics and forbidden knowledge, these books have nested in such things for millennia beyond imagining.  These are the books the Oracle has gathered here, and each is a danger in its own way, but together they have become a curse.”  He gave a shrug.  “Her words, not mine, but I am inclined to believe her.” 
 
      
 
    It seemed we all wanted to discuss this further, or at least the possibilities that might come from such a statement, but the silence of the library took us again, and we passed through the remainder of the fifth floor in a soundless, nervous peace.   
 
      
 
    The sixth floor gave up pretense of any normality the building might have been trying to mask as a library.  Halfway up the stairs the banister became a tangle of webbing, and we were less walking up a set of stairs than ascending into a woven cocoon of silk.  We were going to meet the silk spider, it seemed, and for the first time I considered the possibility that the weaver and the mistress of the library were now one and the same.  She had been changed by the curse, and I was only too aware that we were on the cusp of facing those changes. 
 
      
 
    “Be weary, but do no harm.”  Tsinza said softly as we stepped through the woven entrance to the sixth floor.  Lights burned near the windows to this floor, but the center of the area was dark as pitch, as though the void had settled there, comfortable in the middle of the chamber.  There were a few bookshelves here, though they were nearer the walls.  The center of the space had been cleared entirely.  From the ceiling hung large objects secured in thick bindings of silk.  What lay beneath the silk I wouldn’t chance to guess.  Most of them were not shaped in any way that might indicate they were people.  Most.   
 
      
 
    I imagined the woman to have morphed into a giant spider that had taken up residence in the top floor of the library, but my imaginings had done no justice to the entity that came hulking from the dark place at the center of the void.  Spiders have eight legs, chitinous and strange, but predictable in their order, but the creature that came to greet us had countless appendages protruding from its central mass.  They were hinged in so many places that they seemed to bend and flex in any direction they pleased, almost like the arms of squid more than those of a spider, but there was no escaping the comparison between this creature and a spider.  Those limbs moved in perfect rhythm so that the central body appeared to float perfectly across the ground as they perambulated to their own, silent song, twisting and twinning in a way that made sense in only the most maddening of ways.  
 
      
 
    There was still a human part to her body, an upper torso that was, seemingly violently, assailed by growths of black chitin armor.  The parts of her that might have marked her as female were lost to what looked like platemail, and four extra arms had torn their way from her back, similar to human arms, but longer, with fingers that were more like the legs of a spider than the rest of the creature’s legs were.  Two of these extra arms held books.  Long black hair fell around the woman’s head, and it wasn’t until one hand drew the hair back from her face that I got my first look at what the curse had wrought of the original woman’s visage. 
 
      
 
    Her mouth, or what had been her mouth, was a collection of three pairs of bifurcated mandibles that only faintly looked like they had once been a human jaw at all.  This split her skull all the way to just below her eyes, dark eyes that were clearly still human and reflected a menacing intelligence that seemed to be focused on us, and yet around us as well.  Around those most human eyes were several tiny black orbs that looked much more like the eyes of a spider, and these faintly reflected torch light.  Her skin was an awful shade of white tinged with an infected red tone where it met the edges of the chitin that broke the skin.   
 
      
 
    “Tsinza, you’ve brought me guests.”  A voice crept from inside the thing as it moved ponderously towards us.  The voice was an apt mimicry of human tones and speech, but the unnatural mouth, and no doubt vocal chords, made it clear that the source was far from human at this point.  The tone grated and screeched like a metal-stringed instrument played with a metal coin.  “Interesting guests.”  She added after a moment.   
 
      
 
    “They wish to speak with you, Winda.”  Tsinza answered.  “They’re looking for . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “Answers, a way forward.  A way out.”  The librarian spoke before Tsinza could finish.   
 
      
 
    “How do you know that?”  I asked, surprised at my own voice.  Clearly the others were surprised as well, because everyone was suddenly looking at me.   
 
      
 
    The Seer scuttled forward suddenly, her body moving with shocking speed for a few brief moments that brought her very close to me indeed.  “That is what everyone seeks, child.”  She answered, her voice deeper, darker as she stood just feet from us.  There was a terrible tension in the air as I, and no doubt the others, resisted an impulse to draw weapons.  “Everyone lost in the dark seeks the light.  You, though, you want more than the obvious.  You want answers to questions that you don’t even know to ask yet.”  She settled back some, her attention returning to Tsinza.  “It is dangerous to bring people here.  I am disappointed in you, cursed.”   
 
      
 
    “You say that, but you have never harmed me.  I still trust you.”  Tsinza’s tone was firm, and he even chanced a small smile.   
 
      
 
    She laughed in reply, but it wasn’t a pleasant sound at all.  If there was mirth in the tone, it was lost to the strange body that was trying to produce it.  “That is foolish, old friend.  I do not trust me, and I know my own mind as well as any.  Every day the curse takes me deeper and deeper into places that no mind can go, and I know not whether I speak truths or madness anymore.  Even now I am contemplating the amount of time I might feast on you all before I need send out servants to hunt again.  Think of all the extra research I could do in that time, and a hearty meal makes the mind work that much better.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you’d find us a satisfying meal.”  Larsi’s wry voice filled the air in the unsettling silence that followed the Seer’s words.  “We’re hard to chew, and - just between us - I think most of our meat has gone off.”  Larsi’s words were as much of a threat as they were a joke.  I could see the pent readiness in her posture. If an attack came, she would have her weapons to hand in an instant.   
 
      
 
    The Seer hummed quietly to herself for a moment.  “Perhaps.”  She mused quietly, but then she gestured to a small set of seats that were prepared off to one side.  “Do have a seat.  If we are to converse, then we should do so with civility.  You come seeking knowledge, and I respect all who pursue the broadening of their mind.”  She laughed after this, though again the sound was disturbing in how inhuman it was.  “ . . . even those I eat.”   
 
      
 
    We did as she asked, though I could see the hesitance to put ourselves in a vulnerable position.  Even Tsinza seemed just a bit nervous if I was any judge of such things.  Still, we took our places, each of us filling one of the chairs, leaving only one extra.  Winda took a position across from us, though she didn’t sit in a chair.  She couldn’t have.  Her body was too massive, her extraneous limbs too numerous to ever accommodate even the illusion of such a normal position. 
 
      
 
    “I have a library of knowledge at my disposal, and not just any library, but the most complete collection of histories ever collected in one building.  They span the events of our world, and the events of worlds so far removed from ours that the accounts retold and the motives that drive them are impossible to understand.  What is it you wish to know?  Some answers I don’t know, and some I won’t give, but I will always tell you which is which.  Some of the things you might learn here could destroy you.”  A terrible smile spread across her features.  “Those are my favorite things to share.  It is surprising how often people come in search of information that will ruin them.” 
 
      
 
    “They call you a Seer . . . “  Lan began to speak, but that was as far as he got.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do See, but often times that is a gift I needn’t use at all.  Most of what people want to know are truths that are evident to anyone with the right base knowledge.  The visions rarely factor in, the second sight rarely plays a part, though here,”  The separate pieces of her mouth clicked together in a menacing way.  “I have already Seen much of this group.”   
 
      
 
    “What have you seen of us?”  Korva asked. 
 
      
 
    “Too vague!”  Wenda clacked in an angry roar.  Her tone quieted some then.  “I will not recite visions in full just to fill the air with noise.  You wouldn’t understand everything.  You may ask questions, but ask pointed ones.  I will not reward curiosity, only true knowledge seeking.”   
 
      
 
    My mind spun over all of the things I wanted to know and all of those I needed to know.  It was clear Wenda wouldn’t give us any information that she didn’t wish to part with, and knowledge could be a dangerous thing when it was wielded as a sword.  I had the distinct impression that Wenda knew exactly how to handle information to make it lethal.  We would need to be careful.   
 
      
 
    I raised my hand, the one with the crawling black dot at its center.  “I woke to find this in my palm.  It’s a mark of the cursed, but I never touched the plant that causes this.  How did this happen?”   
 
      
 
    The Seer was quiet for a moment, the individual parts of her mouth working with a dry rasping sound as they slid over one another, and then she spoke.  “You did touch the plant, though you may not remember doing so.  It might be more accurate to say the plant touched you, it sought you out and found your palm.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I really am cursed, just as Tsinza is, just as you are?”  A part of me had hoped that it might be different, that I might not share the fate that those two did.  It was a heavy weight to accept that wasn’t to be.   
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, you are cursed, little one, but not like Tsinza or me.  You are a very different sort of thing, an interesting little gem in a sea of rocks and sand.”  She made a frightening laughing sound.  “You are headed to places that no one can follow, down paths that twist and turn and lead only to despair and sorrow.  What you have is far worse than what Tsinza or I have.”   
 
      
 
    A cold lump had settled in my chest and I found it difficult to speak.  What did she mean by that?   
 
      
 
    “I will always go with her.”  Ori said firmly.  “I won’t let Lillin face anything alone.  We’ve come too far together.” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing you can do for her.”  The Seer responded. “You will try to follow her, but in the end she must go places none of you may go, and as the poison in her blood consumes her, those of you who count her as a friend will watch as she splinters into madness and corruption.  It will be terrible.”  I got the impression she was smiling, that she enjoyed the horror she’d just laid at my feet.   
 
      
 
    “We won’t let that happen.”  Korva said firmly, stepping forward like she might draw her weapon.   
 
      
 
    The Seer turned fully on her.  “Won’t you?”  She asked, honestly curious, though she added nothing else to that before shrugging the question off.  “Ask what really burns within you to know.  There are two more questions you want answered.  Ask them!”  She sounded impatient.   
 
      
 
    “How do we . . . “  Larsi began, but Wenda didn’t let her finish.   
 
      
 
    “There are many ways out of Prosper and none of them stand unguarded.”  Her many limbs shifted and undulated as though rowing through the air and I wasn’t sure what was happening for a moment, but then I saw a roll of paper being passed from hand to hand until the limbs nearest us dropped it to the ground at Larsi’s feet.  “Follow the map.  It will take you to a place that borders on another place, that borders on all other places.  Negotiate with the guardian and find freedom from Prosper . . . for now.  Once you’ve been here, though, you never really leave.  It gets inside of you.”  She looked at me more pointedly.  “Some of us more than others.”  

“You’ve known how to leave this entire time?”  Tsinza’s tone was incredulous.   
 
      
 
    “Fool!”  She snapped at him. “Of course I know how to leave, but knowing doesn’t make it so.  Leaving Prosper is dangerous.  Trying to leave Prosper is dangerous.  I don’t gift you a way out, I gift you a chance, a possibility that might well end in your complete destruction, but that is what you want!”  She seemed to be becoming increasingly agitated.  I could sense the mood shifting in the room.  “Ask your final question!  Ask it!” 
 
      
 
    Lan opened his mouth to say something, but the Seer made a hissing, rasping sound and rose up on high, her bulk seeming to fill the space of the room as though it might expand to crush us all.  “No, that isn’t the question.  Lillin, ask the question!” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what she meant for just a moment, what question she wanted me to ask, but then it came to me.  I knew what she wanted me to ask.  “Which one of us is an agent of the Wurm?”  The words stumbled from me as fear clawed up my back.  Did I really want to know? 
 
      
 
    The seer shrank back down, the expression on her inhuman face taking on a vicious sneer.  “The spirit of the question is right, but the context is wrong, dear child.  Of the people here only two of you are untouched by the Wurm, and of those touched by the Wurm, only two of you are creatures of the dark . . . for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Two of us?”  Each syllable was leaden, feeling as though I had to force my tongue through the motions.  I turned to the others and they all looked shocked, but two of those faces were masks of the enemy.   
 
      
 
    “How do we know we can trust anything you tell us?”  Larsi’s body spoke, but it wasn’t Larsi at the helm.  I recognized the rough edge to it.  “You might just be sowing seeds of distrust amongst us.” 
 
      
 
    “I am at that, but just because I am sowing fresh seeds it doesn’t mean the previous crop wasn’t already growing.  You’ve known there was an interloper amongst you, but now you know there is more than one.”  Her limbs writhed as she spoke, slowly clawing at the air like the legs of a dying spider.   
 
      
 
    A heavy silence fell on our group as we looked from one to another, trying to understand what we’d been told.  There were two agents of the Wurm, and all but two of us were touched by the dark.  Which two were agents, and which two were untouched?  No, I knew the answer to the first part of that question.   
 
      
 
    “It is my turn for questions.  Which two of them have betrayed you, Lillin?”  The seer asked, her voice almost sounding sweet but for a dark undertone of malice.  “Which two of your friends are not what they seem?” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you asking her?  She’s one of the tainted ones, already corrupted by the Wurm.”  Lan snapped, tone angry and defensive, but then it would be since I knew he was one of them.   
 
      
 
    “Landen.”  I said, speaking softly.  “I’m sorry I never actually had a chance to know you.  You were taken before I ever met you.  I don’t know what you are, but you’re not really him.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible.”  Larsi said, and it was Larsi.  “I’ve known Lan for years and . . . “  She hesitated, her expression faltering.  “. . . he would have never lit that fire in the city.  Lan was always a bit hard edged, but he wouldn’t have done something that might kill so many.  He was callous, but not cruel.  Destroying a hideout is one thing, but there were usually better ways.  I wanted to ignore it.”   
 
      
 
    Lan’s expression was blank, a hint of betrayal on his features.  He looked amongst us, eyes searching out the faces of each of us.  “If you all really think I’m the enemy, then I want no part of this group.  I will not stay here to be insulted.”   
 
      
 
    Uncertainty gnawed at me again.  Shouldn't he attack, or show his true colors now that we’d found him out?  Shouldn’t he be angry, enraged, violent?  Lan stood up from his seat and turned his back on us.   
 
      
 
    “Once you realize what a mistake you’ve made, you can come looking for me, but you won’t find me.  I don’t need this mad woman’s help to find a way out of this place.  I will make my own way.”  He turned back, his eyes going to Larsi, and it looked like they were just a bit glassy.  “I never thought you’d turn your back on me.”  Then he turned and strode away.  We watched him go in a silence only filled by his slowly quieter and quieter footsteps.   
 
      
 
    “Did I make a mistake?”  I asked, my voice too loud in the silence.   
 
      
 
    “No, whatever game he’s about, I believe you’re right.”  Larsi said firmly, sounding more resolute than I felt.  “We’ll have to watch our backs.  We probably shouldn’t have let him get away.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve chosen one, now choose another.  Which other of you friends will you accuse?”  The Seer’s voice clacked back to life.   
 
      
 
    “Were they correct about the first one, Wenda?”  It was Tsinza who spoke, sounding as emotionally tired as the rest of us.   
 
      
 
    “I wonder.”  She said, a delighted trill to the words.  “But I’m not going to tell.  The second, Lillin.  Quickly.   I’m growing impatient.”   
 
      
 
    It was obvious who it was.  Larsi and Ori were already looking at her, but I just couldn’t believe it.  I looked over at Korva, pain taking root deep in my chest as realization blossomed within me. “It happened when I brought you back from near death after you were burned in the city.  I restored your body, but you were already gone.  What came back wasn’t Korva.” 
 
      
 
    Korva’s expression went from shocked and confused to strangely blank.  It was like I could see the old Korva sliding from her face.  “You made it so easy because you desperately wanted to believe things were alright.  Even when I was disoriented by this new body you didn’t suspect me.  Deceiving you was painfully easy.” 
 
      
 
    “Korva . . . I . . . “  My voice faltered, the words falling dead on my tongue.  She was gone.  She was dead, and she had been since that moment in the city.  This wasn’t her, but it felt fresh and raw.  This was worse than just losing a friend.   
 
      
 
    “You can keep calling me that if you’d like, but now that the ruse is over it is pointless.  I know everything Korva knew, and I can easily play the part of being her, but she is gone.  What was Korva has fallen to darkness forever.  Where she has gone, there is no route of return.”  Korva still sat in her place amongst us, and now I wasn’t sure what was to happen.   
 
      
 
    “You have what you came for.”  The Seer spoke.  “Leave now, or leave never.  My patience on this matter grows very thin.”  She turned her attention to Tsinza.  “Do not return again, Tsinza. I told you that last time, and I am telling you again.”  There was a strangely soft note to the back of her voice.  “Please, do not return again.” 
 
      
 
    We all stood, and Tsinza nodded.  “I’m sorry, Wenda.  Be well.” 
 
      
 
    The Seer laughed, a raspy, hollow sound.  “There is no wellness here.  Madness, horror, knowledge, that is all that remains.  What was once good and pure will always fall to corruption and rot.  Be gone.”  With that she turned and her mass slipped into the dark corners of this level of the library.  We were left alone to deal with Korva, or the thing that now possessed her corpse, but before we could do so, we had to leave.   
 
      
 
    The return trip through the library was driven by a delirious sort of tension that hung upon every member of our group with the exception of possibly Korva who moved with a sort of indifference that was uncomfortable to watch.  With the pretext of actually being Korva no longer necessary, whatever wore her body no longer cared to attempt to work entirely within the confines of her existence.  She moved differently, though not in such a way that it looked unnatural.  Her expressions differed, and even her voice seemed just a little off. 
 
      
 
    The rest of us divided our attention between her and the other inhabitants of the library as we sought the exit on the bottom floor.  Things were different on the return trip.  The entities of the stacks watched us move with a far more deliberate malice.  The hooded things that once sat at tables, studying books, now stood near the center row, hovering just beyond our reach as we slipped between them to reach the next set of stairs.   
 
      
 
    “Is this how it normally is when you leave here?”  Larsi asked our guide in a soft voice.   
 
      
 
    “No, this is nothing like things normally go.”  He replied, a weariness to his voice that I thought boded ill for us.  Ori had a firm hold on the hilt of her weapon, and Larsi’s left hand rode the leather grip of one of her knives.  The tension of an impending fight was all around us.   
 
      
 
    We reached the bottom floor and the figure of a human looking man stood just to one side.  He had the animal ears that many of the locals did, but he seemed otherwise normal at first.  It wasn’t until we got closer to him that we could see he was all wrong.  Writhing lengths of tentacles sprouted from the sockets of his eyes, reaching out from his body as though searching for something to grip, and his mouth hung agape as though the jaw was broken and unhinged, like something had forced its way inside of him through that opening.  Indeed, his teeth were broken inwards, the inside of his mouth torn and ripped, the tongue missing entirely.   
 
      
 
    We gave it a wide berth as we headed for the door, but it began to stumble after us as we walked by.  It moved in an ungainly fashion, legs jerking forward as though driven blindly from within, which was exactly what I was certain was happening.  Our decorum broke then.  As a group we ran for the exit, clearing the last of the distance in a matter of movement before we dove back out into the world beyond.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza kicked the release on the door as we passed, and the entrance to the library slammed closed in our wake, a massive thrum echoing through the air as the building closed at our backs.  We didn’t stop moving, however.  We kept going for a long while before the group finally pulled to a stop, our eyes falling on Korva who had accompanied us this entire way without any attempt to attack or flee.  I didn’t know what to do.  I wished she’d fled has Lan had.  Even if he’d left us uncertain, at least he’d gone.  We now had to figure out what to do with Korva.   
 
      
 
    “We could kill her.”  Larsi said firmly, but I didn’t see any relish for the idea in her eyes.   
 
      
 
    “It might be for the best.”  Tsinza agreed, and he also didn’t seem pleased.   
 
      
 
    The Korva-thing smiled as it spoke.  “Korva is already dead.  You will not be so easily rid of me.  Death was how I got here to begin with.  Even if you could kill me and be done with me, that would erase the last traces of the person I was.  Every memory, feeling, and idea she ever had still resides in here.”  She reached up and tapped the side of her head.  “I even have her Will.  Korva is dead, but I am still like her in many ways.” 
 
      
 
    “You serve the Wurm.”  Larsi pointed out.  “I think we’d be better off without a spy in our midst.”   
 
      
 
    “Why do you assume I serve the Wurm?  Just because something is of the dark, does not mean it is a slave to the Wurm’s will, not while the Wurm still sleeps.  If it were to fully wake, it wouldn’t be only myself that was a threat.  I am not the only tainted one here.  Lillin, you are cursed as well as Tsinza.  Should the Wurm fully wake, you will be just as much a threat as I am now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve lied to us this entire time.”  The words were heavy on my tongue, weighted by the despair at the loss of my friend, the person I’d thought I’d saved.  “How could we possibly trust you?” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t!  I don’t trust any of you, and you shouldn’t trust me, but I am not as insidious as you believe.  My kind contain little active malice for yours.  We are incorporeal, but constantly in search of shape and form.  To be without a body is to suffer.  I was simply drawn to your light when you tried to restore your friend.  Had I not stepped in when I did, you would have simply created a restored corpse.  You can’t bring people back when they are entirely gone.  I just filled empty space, and I have not served you so badly.”  She shook her head.  “I even attempted to be rid of Lan for you.  His kind is a much larger threat than mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I see no difference between the two of you.  You both took the shape of our friends to deceive us.”  It seemed that Larsi wasn’t buying this plea, but uncertainty gnawed at me.  Part of it, I knew, was simply that I didn’t want to lose Korva.  I kept having to remind myself that I already had.  This wasn’t her, even if it looked like her.   
 
      
 
    “There is an important difference!  What I really am isn’t evil by nature.  The thing pretending to be Lan, it is a direct servant of the Wurm’s will.  It will hound you until it is destroyed because it is assigned to watch you.  Just being near it draws the sleeping gaze of the Wurm.  If it should land fully upon us, even before the creature wakes, then we are lost.”  This thing, whatever it was, seemed to know a great deal about the Wurm.   
 
      
 
    Larsi clearly wasn’t ready to accept what we were being told.  “What do you gain by remaining with us?  I don’t believe you’re doing it because you want to be friends with us.” 
 
      
 
    “That is simple enough to answer.  I gain protection for this body.  My kind suffer so long as we are without a physical form to inhabit, and this one is particularly strong.  Also, when the Wurm does arrive, it will look favorably upon me for staying close to you.  I may have no malice for you and yours, but when the Wurm arrives I will resume my role as its agent.  I have no choice in the matter.”  Korva shrugged as though this was simply the nature of existence.   
 
      
 
    “Then you would still betray us.”  Ori spoke flatly.  “Why should we bring someone with us that will turn their back on us in the end?  You have lied to us as long as you have been with us, and now you tell us that you will betray us when we would need an ally the most.” 
 
      
 
    Her answer was quick.  “I will not be the only one to betray this group.  Those tainted by the dark will bend to the Wurm’s whim when it wakes.  There is no escaping that truth.  It is a force of pure chaos.  We will be like reeds on the surface of the ocean.  Where it wishes us to go, we will go.” 
 
      
 
    I could feel the weight of uncertainty on the group.  We all doubted this thing that had resided in Korva, and yet it hadn’t given us cause to directly distrust it yet, at least no cause beyond lying to us about what it was.  It possessed Korva’s abilities, and her knowledge.  That was a valuable asset.  We would be in a much more difficult position without her skills.   
 
      
 
    “Not all dark things are beyond trusting.”  Tsinza’s voice stole me from my thoughts.  “I am cursed by the dark, and you are as well, Lillin.  Winda has fallen further than either of us and she still had enough good in her to answer our questions and set us on the right path.  I don’t think we should trust this thing,” He nodded at Korva. “But it might be better to have it as an asset, and as an enemy that we can keep an eye upon.  It is best to see the viper before one steps upon its tail.  A viper she might be, but we know where she is at the moment.  The other one, Lan, he has become the viper in the grass.  We know he’s out there, but we don't know where.” 
 
      
 
    These were the choices then.  We could kill Korva and be done with her, but I doubted that would be as easy as that.  She would fight, and she had all of Korva’s skills at her disposal.  I wasn’t sure I could beat her, though I thought as a group we could.  We might be injured, or some of us might even be killed.  We could banish her, but then we’d have two snakes we’d lost.  I couldn’t believe I was considering this at all, but taking her with us was perhaps the best of our options.   
 
      
 
    “You will do your best to see us safely onward?”  Larsi asked the Korva thing.   
 
      
 
    “You won’t accept my word even if I give it to you.”  Korva answered.  “It is in my best interest for this group to succeed.  I’d rather not be here, not in the nest of the Wurm.  Us being here just makes it more likely that the monster will awaken.  For some reason Lillin is of keen interest to the Wurm and its agents.  She has some draw of importance, though why that is I can’t begin to fathom.  Even I can tell that she is peculiar.  I will do my best, while I am able, to see this group forward.”   
 
      
 
    “I think we should allow her to go with us.”  Larsi’s tone was flat and declarative.  She was giving her opinion, but wasn’t making an order of it.  “Tsinza is right.  If she’s with us, then we can keep an eye on her.  If we try to kill her then we just turn her into an immediate threat.” 
 
      
 
    Ori was shaking her head.  “I don’t like this idea,”  She hesitated before going on.  “But I don’t have a better one either.  I feel strange about what happened with Lan.  He was so adamant that he was still himself, but now I worry that he is lurking out there somewhere, waiting to strike, or that he was fine and we have left him to die in this place.  I really don't know what we should do.”  
 
      
 
    For some reason people were turning to me.  The group’s focus had shifted in my direction, as though I was the leader, the one making the final call.  I wasn’t sure what to say at first.  When had so much responsibility become mine?  If anyone should be deciding, it really should be Larsi.  She was more experienced, and she had a good sense of self preservation.   
 
      
 
    I let out a sigh.  “I think we should let her remain with us,”  I locked eyes with what had once been Korva.  “But we don’t leave her unattended.  I don’t trust you.”  I spoke that last directly to her.  “I don’t know what you might actually want from us, but I don’t trust you not to put a knife into one of us in our sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Korva smiled darkly, an expression that didn’t look natural on her face.  “I could have put a knife in any of you several times by now if I wanted.  It would have been easy, but that would only serve to make life more difficult for me.  I merely wish to survive as I am.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s decided then.  We go forward with Korva as she is now, keep our eyes on her, and try to get the hell out of this place.  We have a way forward now.  We have the map the Seer gave us.  We’ll go where it leads, find out if that is a viable escape route, and then - assuming it’s safe - go and get the people of Shimmer and lead them out of here.  That is the plan?”  It was a statement and a question.   
 
      
 
    I nodded, and the others did as well.  The decision was made.  Korva, the thing that looked like her, would remain a part of our group.  We would begin our sojourn home.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Goodbye 
 
      
 
    The map was difficult to follow.  It had waypoints on it, fixed areas that we could walk towards, but it was no easy task keeping after them.  Tsinza seemed able to adjust our course as needed, but for the rest of us it was frustrating.  Larsi was agitated and on edge, and Ori hadn’t spoken since we’d last talked with Korva.  I was still thinking of it as Korva in my head.  I didn’t know what else to call it, and that was the best I could do internally.   
 
      
 
    The revelation of our two traitors had taken a toll on the spirits of the group.  Korva might have still been traveling with us, but now she was a threat and we were all aware of that.  The truth was that she’d always been a threat.  We had a small advantage now that we knew she was a danger to us, but it didn’t change the fact that we all felt betrayed, and some of us were feeling Korva’s loss keenly.  It was mostly Ori and myself, I realized.  I’d known her the longest and been through the most with her, but Ori had spent a great deal of time with her as well.  Losing her hurt, but even so I was having trouble thinking of her as gone.  I could see her.  Her memories and thoughts still existed.  She wasn’t dead to me yet, not in a way I could accept, and perhaps that would be worse than just losing her in the long run.  This was a terrible, continuing agony.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza pulled us to a stop suddenly and we all drew together as he looked out ahead of us.  The city was shifting.  I could see the subtle changes of building design that marked a shift from one section of the metropolis to another.  We were changing districts.   
 
      
 
    “This is the tradesman’s district.”  Tsinza spoke quietly.  “We have to pass through here to get to our destination.  This is a place that everyone avoids, even the cursed. Nightmares walk this place, too many for me to name them all.  If it looks dangerous, we will try to avoid it, and if we must fight something, I will try to tell you what I know of it before we attack, but there is always a chance we won’t have time.  If it has bright eyes, don’t look into them.  If it can fly, then it can fire poisonous spurs.  If it sounds like a baby, believe me, it is not a baby, not one you’d want to save anyway.  If it leaks dark smoke, then do not breathe in that smoke.  If you hear music, cover your ears as quickly as you can.  If you see a man dressed in formal clothing, do not speak to him under any circumstances.  If we start to hear a woman laughing, then we run as fast and as hard as we can.  Try to follow after me.”   
 
      
 
    Our guide shook his head.  “There are so many things to warn you of.  I can’t even remember them all.  Just be as cautious as you can.  I think those are the most important warnings, the ones I can recall quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “So many threats.”  Larsi gave a short laugh.  “This sounds like it will be a delight.  I always thought price gouging was the worst threat you’d face in the trade district.  Flesh gouging is unique to Prosper I believe.  I’m afraid I will not be able to recommend this place to friends after I leave.  It has been less than hospitable.”   
 
      
 
    I gave her an incredulous look.  Was she really making a joke now of all times?   
 
      
 
    “What, now is the absolute best time for levity.”  She answered my look.  “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I really feel like I could use a laugh, and without Lan’s ugly face around to encourage laughter, someone has to make an effort.” 
 
      
 
    This won a short laugh from Ori.  “Fair enough.  I’d rather die laughing than screaming.”   
 
      
 
    “Oh, no-no-no.”  Larsi shook her head.  “I’d rather die not at all.  Let’s do our best to make sure we come out of here still laughing.  If you see a smoking baby in a suit with glowing eyes, just put the pointy part of your sword in it and we’ll move on.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is this place like this?”  The words sprang unbidden to my lips, a thought that I gave voice to them without really thinking about it.  I blushed a bit at the outburst, and felt the need to quantify the question.  “I don’t understand what this Wurm creature could want, or why it would do the things it does.  It doesn’t really make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not about what it wants, not in the way you think of ‘wants’ anyway.”  It was Korva who answered.  “Why do storms gust and blow?  Why do the oceans crawl across the shore and then retreat?  They are forces that simply are, and they do what they do because it is the natural order of things.  The Wurm is like that, it is a natural force of destruction and chaos.  It causes madness and disharmony because that is its nature, and like the tide breaks the beach, the Wurm seeks to break existence.  When we say it ‘wants’ something, what we’re really saying is that it’s acting upon our existence to do what it does.  It is rushing everything towards the end.  It crushes everything that draws its direct focus.  That’s just what it is.” 
 
      
 
    It was an unsettling answer.  How did one stop the tides?  How did one stand in the way of a storm?  Korva’s answer to my question made the future seem hopeless.  “How can we hope to defeat the Wurm if it’s so powerful?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged.  “Sometimes the best you can hope for is living a little longer.  You can’t defeat the inevitable.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t accept that.”  Ori’s voice was surprisingly bright.  “I won’t accept defeat so easily.  We can’t.  Giving up isn’t what we do.  Our people beat the skolballa when they tried to wipe us out, and we’ll send the Wurm back to whatever hole it has hidden in all these years.” 
 
      
 
    Korva looked at Ori, then back at me.  “Existence is full of turning points, anchoring moments that shift the entire shape of reality.  Who knows what one might achieve if you could align one of those points with the right force.  The end is inevitable, but you might be able to hold it off for a time.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounded almost hopeful.”  Larsi gave another of her short, dark laughs.   
 
      
 
    “I hold little hope, but it’s true enough.  The events that began this rise in darkness involved the alignment of many unfortunate turning points.  The possibility that things might be temporarily averted exists, even if it is unlikely.”  She sounded almost bored as she said this, but her words made me think that she knew more than she was telling us.  She seemed to have a depth of insight that the rest of us lacked.   
 
      
 
    “What do we have to do to shift things back in our favor?”  I pressed for more information.   
 
      
 
    “That I don’t know.  I am not one of those pieces that matter in the grander scheme of things.  You need to find the keystones, the fulcrums, points that will bend existence.  There are people who can change fates, and when those people come to certain points, they will be in a position to make changes. If enough of them align at one point, it is impossible to say what might happen.  The Wurm wishes to turn those who might make a difference, obviously because they will stand in the way of its goals.”  She raised a hand as though to stop me from speaking, which was exactly what I intended to do.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know the Wurm’s ultimate goals because, as I explained earlier, they are not fathomable from our perspective, and I don’t know who these key people might be.  Well, I believe I know one of them, but one would not be enough for anything.  I also don’t know the key points of change.  Like I said, I’m not that important.”  Korva cocked a half smile that didn’t really look natural on her features.   
 
      
 
    She knew one of them. She knew one person who could change fate, and it had to be one of us.  Why else would she be with our group?  “Which one of us is it?”  I found myself looking at Larsi. She seemed the most important.  She was the smartest, the strongest of us.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lillin, naive child, it’s you.  It has always been you.  Don’t you feel the way chaos whips around you, the world tattering as you pass?  Why do you think so many people pursue you, so much misfortune follows you and those who get close to you?”  Korva shook her head and clicked her tongue.  “You had to know it was your fault.  The Wurm wants you, and it will destroy everything to get to you.  You might not wish to see that fact, but you can sense it.”   
 
      
 
    I froze in place for a moment, my mind spinning over this information.  The King had focused on me. He’d come searching for me.  My Will was strange before it was taken, and now I was cursed in a peculiar manner that again made me different.  Why was all of this happening to me?  Why was I different?  Was I really a center for the focus of the Wurm?  The thought that I was drawing all of this terribleness to me was very hard to cope with.  I was the reason so many of the people I cared about were dying around me.  This was my fault.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin, you can’t trust anything Korva tells you.  She’s not really one of us anymore.”  Ori’s voice was soft as her hand settled on my shoulder.  “She is probably trying to sow discord amongst us.”   
 
      
 
    Korva sighed and gave a helpless shrug.  “Nothing of the sort.  This group staying together and functional is in my best interest.  I’m just pointing out a truth that you need to come to terms with, Lillin.  You should understand the motivations of what opposes you.  You are important, and there are forces moving against you all the time, but the fact that you are important means that you are in a position to pose a threat to those forces.  You wouldn’t matter if you weren’t a danger.  Being near you is dangerous, but it is also a position of power.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a war.”  Larsi spoke up suddenly, drawing our attention.  “We can be on the ground in front of the castle waiting for the oncoming wave to crush us, or we can stand atop the wall and fire arrows.  Either way we might die, but atop the wall we can at least fight most effectively.  We have a chance here.”   
 
      
 
    “She understands.”  Korva smiled, an expression that didn’t quite touch the coldness that seemed to reside inside of her.  “Sides have already been chosen.  Now we must position ourselves in the best place for the fight that is coming.  We certainly can’t escape the battle, not anymore.  When I first took this body I had no idea what I was getting myself into.  Before having a solid form my thoughts and existence were much different.  I understood only suffering, but now I see that there can be more.” 
 
      
 
    “There can be more as long as you’re wearing my friend.”  I responded somewhat bitterly.   
 
      
 
    “Your friend was already dead, Lillin.  Her body was an empty husk, and I needed a place to hide, a place to build a home.  That was my nature.  You may hate me for what I’ve done, but I was saving myself from a suffering you don’t understand.  I did so without hurting anyone, at least without intentionally hurting anyone.  I am beginning to understand that taking the role of your companion has caused you emotional distress.  You feel betrayed, as though what I’ve done was a personal attack on you, but for me it was just a chance to be free of the madness that existed before.  Once I had a body, I had to adapt to keep this form.  I knew that the purpose that would serve the Wurm was in watching you and the others, so I have done so, but I do not report on anything.  I serve no master until the Wurm awakens, and then I will not be the only one to turn.  This group is full of tainted.”  She looked pointedly at Tsinza.   
 
      
 
    “Then what of the thing pretending to be Landen?”  Larsi asked pointedly.  “He seemed quite upset that we turned our back on him.” 
 
      
 
    “His kind are darker entities.  They thrive on chaos, and they get joy from the suffering of others.  He would have worked to undermine this group and its purpose.  He already had.  Once I understood his nature, I tried to do away with him, but he was not so easily handled.”  She smiled darkly.  “He knew what I was, and I knew what he was, and both of us knew that the other was a threat to our intentions. It was a difficult situation to deal with.”   
 
      
 
    I had a thought then as I remembered back to waking and finding them at each other’s throat.  “Which one of you was lying to us when we caught you fighting?”   
 
      
 
    “We both were, but I was the one who attacked him first.”  Korva admitted without a pause.  “I don’t think he’d determined what to do with me yet, but he was the one who drugged everyone, including me.  I’m not sure what he had planned, but I could smell the chokeroot in the tea when I took my first sip.  I pretended to fall asleep, and then I watched him, trying to determine what he had in mind.  Then he snuck around the fire and tried to drag Larsi into the flames.  That’s when I got up and attacked him.  He heard me get up and dove back across the fire to get his weapon, but he only got to his knife before I was upon him.  You woke up a short time later.”   
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you just tell us that to begin with?”  I asked, trying to figure out what she’d gained by lying at all.  This story made more sense, and it wouldn’t have necessarily painted her in any worse of a light.   
 
      
 
    “If I’d admitted I smelled chokeroot and didn’t tell the rest of you, I would have to admit why.  Would the Korva you knew have failed to warn everyone just to see how things played out?  Perhaps, but I don’t think so.  It was a complicated situation.  I wished to know what the other was doing, to understand its immediate motivations, and to do that I needed to maintain the ruse.  However, killing a member of this group was something I couldn’t allow.  It would expose me to greater risk, and I wasn’t willing to let that happen.”  She had a calculated calm to her voice, as though she was just listing simple facts.  It was so cold and callous coming from Korva’s mouth, though, a speech she would have never made.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t care about any of us at all?”  I asked, and I could hear a pleading edge to my voice.  I wanted so badly for her to still be my friend.   
 
      
 
    She shook her head.  “No, but I do care about what you can do for me.  I like to be alive.  I like being in this body and able to experience the world, and to escape the suffering of formless existence.  You allow me to maintain this existence.  As long as your group is strong I can continue to have this safe haven.  That I will fight to protect.  Isn’t that enough?”   
 
      
 
    “It will have to be.”  Larsi’s voice stopped me from telling her that it wasn’t, that it would never be enough.  I felt sad and defeated.  “As long as our goals align, at least we can trust you to act in our best interest.  What concerns me is if that changes in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t foresee that changing.  Right now I only belong here, and only so long as you choose to let me belong. I serve no purpose to the dark if I am not with you, and I serve no purpose to you if I do not do what I can to protect you.” The more she spoke, the harder it was to recognize her as Korva any longer.   
 
      
 
    “How do we know you’re not passing information back to those who pursue us?”  Ori had this question, and it was a good one.  “Can they see what you see?  Do they hear what you do?  What does the dark gain by you being with us?” 
 
      
 
    “I can only do what Korva could do in life.  I have no power above and beyond that.  I am a thing born of the darkness, but that means little for now.  My consciousness is partially shaped by my host, and that has a greater influence on me than the dark does, at least until the Wurm awakes.  When that happens, when it is fully risen from its slumber, you will have much more to worry about than me.  I don’t wish to see this happen because when the Wurm fully wakes, I lose what I am entirely.  It will be death for me.”  This last sentence was the first time I’d really heard anything like sadness or fear in its tone since it had stopped pretending to be Korva.  It was afraid to become whatever it would become after the Wurm woke, or at least it seemed that way to me.   
 
      
 
    “The sentimentality is so touching.”  Larsi noted dryly.   
 
      
 
    Korva offered a small smile, or the semblance of one.  “We all serve ourselves in some way.  I simply do it in a way that is more direct and clear.  My motivations are simple to understand.  I get nothing for lying to you in this.  The Wurm is interested in Lillin, in what she represents.  The rest of you are interesting only to the point that you have become ways to reach her.  Bear in mind that your connections to her have made you all targets to some degree.  None of us are safe.  Even I am no longer free of the influence she has spread.”   
 
      
 
    She formed a circle in the air with a finger from each hand tracing the line of the shape.  “She has passed by us with her sphere of influence, and now dark things are interested in getting closer to us, though not all of them know what to look for, or can sense what she is.  Not everything in the dark directly serves the will of its master while he still sleeps.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I understand that exactly.”  Ori said, and I was happy that she did.  I wasn’t entirely clear myself.   
 
      
 
    “The Wurm is a force of chaos.  Simply by existing it creates the things we think of as the dark.  Most of what comes of this sleeping creation is part of a genesis driven by a need for the Wurm’s power to take form, to be made manifest, but occasionally, when the mind of the Wurm is near the surface of its slumber, it creates a more direct link to one of its creations.  These are the lords of its realm, agents of its design.  They are linked to its desire directly and carry out the will of the Wurm, at least as far as anything sentient can carry out the will of chaos.”  Korva let out a small sigh.  “This explanation is only so accurate.  It’s based on my observations, nothing more.  When I floated free of a body, I had time to see and experience much of this realm.  It is impossible to understand it all.  I don’t think logic applies to the Wurm or its creations.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s chaos for you.”  Larsi noted dryly.  “It’s surprising anything ever gets done.” 
 
      
 
    “More has been done by outside forces than by the Wurm itself.  Humanity, in all its many forms across existence, has been instrumental in waking the chaos.  I am inclined to believe that even without the Wurm trying to find its way back to full wakefulness, your kind would have eventually caused it to stir.  You seem inclined to destroy yourself.  Your King proves that well enough.  The Wurm is a force of chaos and destruction, but Everburn is a force of pure destruction, an agent of fiery cleansing.  You all know this very well, but many of you refuse to accept that.  Your King knew this, I’m certain.  Korva knew this, though she didn’t like to think about it.  Everburn is a lesser element, but still one of incredible destructive power.  Mortals were foolish to seek it out.”  This bit of insight was more than a bit surprising to hear.   
 
      
 
    “How do you know so much?”  I had to ask.  She’d said she existed as a wandering entity before she’d found a body, but she seemed to have so much incite.   
 
      
 
    The Korva thing paused and thought about this for a moment.  “Before I had a body I could see things differently than I do now.  It’s not easy to explain.  My current mind doesn’t fully comprehend the way things worked before.  It’s akin to trying to describe color to a person that has never had working eyes and you have no voice to speak to them.  I don’t have the faculties to explain to you a concept that your perception can’t conceive.  I think, in the most basic terms, that I could say that I had a much broader view of our existence before, one that encompassed details that are impossible to know as we are now.  Those perceptions, now, are being filtered through Korva’s mind in the best way possible, but the result is that I understand only a fraction of what I did before, and this is what I’m trying to explain to you.” 
 
      
 
    “That . . . only made things much more confusing.”  Larsi offered with a sigh.   
 
      
 
    “Seconded.”  Ori added. 
 
      
 
    “Gwin once tried to explain something similar to me.”  Tsinza said with a shrug.  “She insisted that there were multiple dimensions and each had differing rules of function.  The first was just a single point, the second was like a drawing, flat with only two directions of movement, and we primarily existed and perceived in the third, but there was a fourth that was parallel to this.  That was where things started getting really strange.  After those four, there were seven more, and those allowed people to travel really quickly from place to place.  She described it all, but I didn’t understand most of what she said, and I thought maybe she didn’t exactly either.” 
 
      
 
    Korva was nodding.  “Yes, Gwin comes from one of the strings of humanity that embraced technology, probably because of a lack of a magical source in their universe. The physics of the parallel universes diverge greatly, and while your elemental physics stay with you as you travel, you can’t change the fundamental rules of the new place, not unless you’re one of the forces, like the Wurm or Everburn.  You can use your magic anywhere, but you can’t learn the magic of a new place, and you can’t bring your magic to people who don’t originate in your universe.” 
 
      
 
    This gave me pause.  “Then what about me?  This curse, it isn’t something that came from my world.  How did I develop this ability?” 
 
      
 
    “The curse is an element of the Wurm, and as I said, the Wurm is a force, and forces can bleed power out anywhere.  Why it has manifested in you without following the normal rules of this place is of far more interest.  I would guess that it has something to do with what you are, and why you are an interest to the Wurm in the first place.”  Korva looked uncertain.  “I’m only guessing at this point. This conversation has already gone far deeper into things than I am equipped to deal with.  I’ve tried to answer your questions to the best of my ability, but I am out of my depths.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi groaned as if in terrible agony.  “We could start a guild of being out of our depths at this point.  Can we please talk about anything else at all?  I’m getting the worst kind of headache, and Axiome is starting to get belligerent.  He’s likely to slide in and throttle someone if this doesn’t stop soon.” 
 
      
 
    Our companion’s complaint seemed as good a place as any to give up the conversation that had been getting increasingly difficult to follow.  We lapsed into an uneasy silence as each of us pondered all that had been said.  It felt to me like the others were watching me now, trying to figure out what it was that drew the Wurm to me.  I didn’t care for the feeling at all, but then I wasn’t sure that it was anything more than paranoia.  I saw no one staring, or even looking my way.  Perhaps it was only that I felt like they should be watching, should be questioning why I was bringing misfortune down upon us all.   
 
      
 
    The guilt that came with that revelation was a heavy burden to carry.  I often found myself in trouble, diving headfirst into new problems at every given chance, but the thought of bringing others with me unwittingly wasn’t one I relished.  I didn’t wish to hurt anyone.   
 
      
 
    “Cover your ears!”  Tsinza’s voice startled me and I barely had time to react before a few strange notes caught my attention and for a moment I felt incredibly confused.  The music, if that was what it was, had sounded a bit like something played on a stringed instrument, but there was an unusual vibration to the tone, a dissonant warbling that pushed into my mind like metal spikes cleaving my skull.  That was a sensation I knew well enough.  Fortunately the words had been enough to get my hands moving, and as my thumbs pressed into the inner canals of my ears the world went silent again and as suddenly as the confusion had began to take hold, it was gone.   
 
      
 
    I looked to the others and saw that all of us had managed to get our ears covered, but now we were lost in a cone of silence, and uncertain exactly what was happening.  What had that music been, and why had it momentarily shaken my senses?  I wanted to ask, but we couldn’t converse as we were.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza nodded forward, and we all began to walk behind him, no doubt looking ridiculous with our ears plugged.  We should have prepared some cloth to stuff our ears with as this was not only foolish looking, but now we would barely be able to fight should we need to do so.  I wasn’t sure what the full consequences were of listening to the music, but the momentary exposure I’d had was enough to tell me that it wouldn’t be good.   
 
      
 
    In front of me Larsi turned suddenly and her mouth opened.  I heard a faint muffled yell come from her and was still trying to figure out what it was when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye.  My body reacted on instinct alone and I dove to one side, rolling awkwardly as I tried to keep my ears covered during the motion.  For a moment the music struck me again and I felt that same unnerving loss of focus, but then I was recovering and looking back at where I’d been standing.   
 
      
 
    The impossible monstrosity that was standing where I had been took a moment for my eyes to sort out.  Impaling was something that I’d read about at the school, but I’d actually encountered an example of the macabre practice.  It wasn’t used in Black Mark at all.  It had been a favorite technique of the skolballa.  They lowered their still living enemies onto nine foot long sharpened wooden polls, letting them suffer as the length of pole ruptured their insides and gutted them internally before eventually carving a path up through their lungs, up their throat, and then out of their mouths.  They left the bodies on the poles and displayed them as trophies.   
 
      
 
    This was like some manifestation of that.  A barbed metal pole ran the length of its body, jutting out through jaws wedged agape by the pointed top of the pole emerging from its mouth.  Its eyes were black pits, as though sunken into its skull in death, and its arms hung from their sockets down in front of it, so that it moved on all fours, as though that was the best form of locomotion since it’s torso couldn’t bend due to the metal spike it was wedged upon.  It had no right to still be animate, and yet clearly it was.   
 
      
 
    I was again reminded that the creatures of this place were beyond any reasoning I was used to experiencing.  The impaled man had centered its focus on Larsi, having already missed me with its first lunge.  It turned and charged at her, leading with the point of the spear erupting from its mouth.  It charged like a horned animal might, seeking to add another body to the tip of its impalers spike.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was far too quick and easily hopped out of the way, but like me she was in a bad position to do much else.  We didn’t have our hands and couldn’t access our weapons.  This threat, one that should have been easily handled, was made much worse by our inability to confront it as we needed to.   
 
      
 
    I felt the tingling surge that I’d begun to recognize as someone drawing on their Will.  I could feel it, but not like I had while I was still able to tap into the power myself.  It was no less prominent, but the sensation of it had changed. It was like seeing two different colors, both could be bright and vivid, but that didn’t change that they were unique.  Will was now, to me, a different color; a new sensation.   
 
      
 
    A rock the size of a fist leapt from the ground and sailed through the air towards our aggressor. It caught the beast full in the face, ripping off a chunk of it’s hanging bottom jaw.  I found myself happy that I couldn’t hear the sickening noise that would have accompanied that display, but it didn’t appear to have any kind of detrimental effect to the monster’s attack.  It swung about and charged after Ori who was the next nearest target.  She easily cleared its lunge as another rock swept up from the ground and crashed into the impaled man’s hip.   
 
      
 
    It was clear that pelting it with rocks wasn't going to be enough.  As it twisted about and charged after Ori again I shifted the direction of my movement and started heading towards the back of the monster.  I didn’t have a clear image in my head of what I intended to do exactly, but I knew I couldn’t allow it to keep attacking us like this.  Eventually it would get someone, or something else would come along and we’d be in more trouble.   
 
      
 
    I drew on the curse, sparks of agony rippling up my arm and flowing through the rest of me as though carried in my blood.  I burst forward faster than I could have on my own and half a breath later I had closed the distance between myself and the impaled man.  I used my explosive momentum to drop into a slide kick that carried me roughly across the cobbled street and under the legs of the charging horror.  Bone snapped as my boot connected with the knee of our charging foe and it crumpled forward, the skewer through its mouth pitching downward and causing it to vault forward haphazardly and crash into the ground almost entirely upside down.   
 
      
 
    For a creature that couldn’t bend its back this was a devastating fall.  It thrashed about trying to regain its feet, but we were upon it quickly, delivering kicks as fast and hard as we could, stomping its hideous body into the ground until we were covered in blood and ichor.  It was unpleasant, and the thing moved far after it shouldn't have been able to do so.  Finally, it stopped, and we all stood transfixed by the chaos we’d wrought, our hands still covering our ears.   
 
      
 
    My eyes came up and found that all the others were looking up expectantly as well, glancing from person to person, trying to figure out what was to come next.  What did we do now?  How long did we need to cover our ears?   
 
      
 
    Tsinza gestured at the road ahead with a nod, and that seemed all the signal we were going to get.  We began to walk again, still covering our ears from any sound, but now watching more carefully as we proceeded.  My leg was bruised from the impact with the hard ground earlier, and my nerves were frazzled. The blood and mess from killing the skewered thing had soaked into the cloth of my pants, and caked the bottom of my cloak, making me feel sticky and filthy in a way I wasn’t certain I could ever wash away.   
 
      
 
    We walked this way for quite some time before I saw Tsinza lift one hand from his ears and then quickly put it back.  He paused, then lifted it again, longer this time.  He removed his other hand and turned to us, nodding his head.  We were clear.   
 
      
 
    I pulled my hands from ears and was faced with a cacophony of sound that was little more than silence decorated with the ambient sounds of the nightmare world of Prosper.  The music was gone.   
 
      
 
    “What was that music?”  Ori asked.  “It felt like it struck the sense from me for the short moment I heard it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the reed player, the piper.  His song causes confusion and eventually insanity.”  Tsinza answered.  “The younger you are, the more potent the music is.”  He looked at me and Ori.  “You two are most at risk, but all of us should be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t feel too much from it.”  Korva, the thing that was Korva now, noted.  “It was uncomfortable to listen to, but I don’t think it had the same hold on me that it had on the rest of you.  Maybe that’s because this body is older than it looks, or perhaps it’s because I am far older than even this body.  It might simply be because of what I am.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi shook her head.  “No, it didn’t feel that strong to me either.  I think it’s the nature of the Wardens.  We’re very long lived, some of us.  My guess is the distance from our more youthful years makes us harder to snare with whatever power that thing has.  Still, I’m not sure how long I could have stayed effective with the way it was piercing my brain.  It hurt.”  She looked at me.  “Good job on taking it down, Lillin.  I wasn’t sure what to do with it.  Axiome’s rock throwing wasn’t having too much effect.”   
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “It was desperation more than aught else.  How far have we made it through this district?”  I asked Tsinza.  I was hoping to hear that we’d crossed through most of it already, but I could tell by the look on Tsinza’s face after I asked my question that I wasn’t going to like his reply.  
 
      
 
    “Not half as far as you’d like to be.  The roads are slow today.  We’re headed for minstrel's square, a place where live shows used to be put on in the evenings.  There is a stage, and a statue of a man playing the lute.  That is in the middle of the district, and we’re not there yet.”  He nodded at the road ahead.  “We could have been there by now, but clearly this isn’t going to be a lucky passing.” 
 
      
 
    I could see Larsi thinking, possibly conversing with Axiome silently.  Her eyes seemed distant, as though she wasn’t necessarily seeing what was happening directly around us.  I wondered if there was some kind of internal space within her mind where she went to talk with her love, or if it was just simple introspection.   
 
      
 
    “Will the piper be a problem again?” She asked.   
 
      
 
    “Impossible to say, but I don’t think so.  We were at the edge of its range, and I don’t think it was coming towards us.”  Tsinza looked confident enough in that assessment.  “The good news is that he won’t come at us unaware.  He is always playing.  We’ll hear him before we see him.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we make some earplugs just to be safe?”  Ori asked, and I immediately thought that was a good idea.  Even if we didn’t need them, having them could be the difference between life and death if we did end up needing them.   
 
      
 
    “That would be wise.”  Tsinza nodded.  “You probably won’t have use of them, but it’d be better not to be without our hands again.” 
 
      
 
    As we continued to talk, and started moving forward again, we worked on making earplugs from rolled up cloth and wax from a candle.  They would serve well enough to mute dangerous noises.  Tsinza spoke of the city, and the things he’d seen since he’d been here.  He talked quietly, but there was little other noise to take away from his voice.  Things were eerily still.   
 
      
 
    “Some people live out here instead of in the bright areas like Shimmer.  They go insane most of the time.  I don’t know how they survive, but I suspect that the darkness just leaves them be after a time, as if it knows that they’ve become a part of it.  Those ones are the most dangerous.  They can look normal, act normal, and then, just as suddenly as a bent branch cracks under strain, they’ll turn on you.”  Tsinza’s voice was solemn.  “That’s another reason we don’t help those we find out here.  There is no way of knowing what you’re getting into.  The only way to tell they’ve gone over to the dark is that they’ll avoid wells of light, but you can’t carry that with you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not entirely true.”  Korva interjected.  “There are shards of light that can be carried.  They’re very harmful to most creatures of the dark, painful to touch, and lethal if they get inside them.  They’re fairly rare, but they exist.” 
 
      
 
    I remembered back to my trek through Prosper with Arthos, though it felt like forever ago now.  We’d encountered a large estate with a fence around it that had glowing shards attached at intervals all around its perimeter.  “I think I’ve seen them before.”   
 
      
 
    Korva looked at me and gave a small nod.  “It’s possible.  They do show up from time to time.  Points of light like Shimmer are rarer and rarer in Prosper.  I don’t know what causes them to hold out from the press of the darkness, but the shards are different entirely.  They are pieces of one of the star travelling vessels, one called the Odyssey.”   
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard of that.  Gwin talked about it.”  Tsinza added.  “She says that the metal scraps that glow come from one part of the ship, the containment mesh.  She has a small piece of it.”   
 
      
 
    “She is fortunate then.  They’re valuable because they’ll never lose their glow.  The light is part of the metal.  I don’t know how many exist.”  Korva’s eyes narrowed as she was looking out ahead of us.  “I saw something move.”   
 
      
 
    The group came to a stop, all of us straining our eyes to see into the gloom.  Time passed slowly as we waited, tension rising, but nothing at all stirred.   The road ahead was just another stretch of dark cobblestone that twisted between buildings that seemed to loom over the street, as though trying to immerse it in their shadow, but the whole world was already shadow here.  The buildings that curved and leaned over the street couldn’t add to the dark, though they made the road more of a tunnel than just a street.   
 
      
 
    “Just a trick of the eyes?”  Ori asked quietly.   
 
      
 
    “No, it definitely was not.  I don’t know what it was I saw, but it was there.”  Korva gestured to a street that opened up on the left.  I saw it duck around the corner.   
 
      
 
    “Was it large?”  Tsinza asked.  “Did you make out any features?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head.  “No, just the motion.  It’s probably waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    “We could take one of these alleys.”  Ori suggested, gesturing at a nearer one on the right.   
 
      
 
    “That might be what it wants.  An alley puts us in a defensible position, certainly, but it also boxes us into a narrow passage with no easy way out.”  Larsi’s reasoning was sound, but Ori’s suggestion also had merit.  Did we approach the trap ahead, or fall into one at our side?  It seemed that neither option was ideal.   
 
      
 
    “We should take the alley.”  Tsinza stated firmly.  “We know something lies ahead, but we’re only guessing at what might be down the alley.  It’s best not to overthink these things.” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence, but then we all nodded our agreement.  Tsinza was probably right, and he certainly had the most experience with surviving this place.  If he said the alley was the way to go, then we’d take his word for it.  
 
      
 
    “Stay close.”  Ori said quietly as we moved into the alley.  “I still don’t trust that one.”  She nodded at Korva.  As the only person who’d seen the movement ahead, we had to rely on the fact that Korva was telling us the truth.  If she wasn’t, then she might be leading us into a trap.  The thought had occurred to me, though I hadn’t wanted to give it voice.  It was clear I wasn’t the only one thinking along those lines.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza stayed in the lead of our group, guiding us down the winding alley.  It went on too long, of that I was certain.  I could see Tsinza growing a bit agitated, though it was only apparent in the tension of his shoulders, and the pace he was setting.  He didn’t voice his concerns.  Larsi seemed as fluid as ever, and Ori and I were clearly tense and ready.  Korva, like Larsi, seemed relatively at ease.  Her mannerisms had changed since we’d found her out.  She no longer walked like Korva, and the way she spoke was different as well.   
 
      
 
    Our place slowed as a building rose up in front of us.  It was cut across the alley, the door open directly in our way, as though it had been built at the end of the alley, but the building wasn’t the kind that would have its front entrance in a back alley.  This was a fancy structure, with a stone door inlaid with careful, elegant carvings.  The building rose high into the sky before us, at least four or five floors worth.   
 
      
 
    “The museum.”  Tsinza said, voice quiet as he spoke.  “This shouldn’t be here.  It’s a fixed point, and it doesn’t belong in this district.”   
 
      
 
    “And yet here it is.”  Korva’s tone was sarcastic.  
 
      
 
    Tsinza looked back the way we’d come.  “We should turn around.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi scoffed.  “The museum is that bad?  We’ve come a long way, and we still don’t know what’s waiting ahead down the main road.” 
 
      
 
    “The museum is much like the Library.  It has a guardian, a keeper, and we are best served by avoiding it.  This one has no bonds of old friendship keeping it in check.  If we go into the museum, we will be in its lands, and I’m not entirely certain I can guide us safely through.  We should go back.”  He stated it more firmly this time.   
 
      
 
    “Do you think the city will let us go back?”  Korva asked.  “I’m all for avoiding the Lords of Prosper, but the alley led us here.  We don’t know what we’ll encounter if we turn around.” 
 
      
 
    I was remembering another alley, an encounter that I’d only been saved from by Dreea.  What horrors would come skittering in our direction if we went back now?   
 
      
 
    “It seems we have another choice to make, then.”  Larsi said flatly.  “Go back and face the unknown horror behind us, or go forward and face one that we know to be substantial.  That’s not a great place to find ourselves.”   
 
      
 
    “What might we expect of this guardian of the museum if we go forward?”  I asked, trying to gauge what threat might be the most difficult to face. 
 
      
 
    Tsinza could only shake his head.  “I don’t know.  The cursed have scouted the museum enough to know that it is dangerous, but we have had no survived encounters with the thing that resides inside.  Only one of us has ever been inside, and he didn’t return.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we be certain it has a guardian?  If no one has seen it, how do we know it’s there?”  Ori’s question made sense to me.  It was like any legend that involved an ominous place from which no one ever returned.  How did stories of such places become filled with horrors if no one had ever seen those horrors and lived? 
 
      
 
    “The lesser creatures of the dark won’t enter the museum and it’s not a source of light.  We’ve seen devotees going in and out at times, and generally the devotees only frequent places that are ruled by the lords of the dark.”  The word “devotee” struck a chord in my memory.  I’d never heard it used before, but I knew what he meant without having to ask the question.   
 
      
 
    “The ones with the hoods and robes.”  Larsi said, as if to herself.  She’d come to the same conclusion I had.  “We’ve encountered them before.  They kidnapped Ori, took her to the marketplace.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re fortunate to have gotten her back.  The market is run by the Golden Lady, and she is very dangerous.  It’s not often she claims something and let’s it free.  By her way of thinking, everything she claims is hers, and a price must be paid by any who wish to take her wares.  The price is always much higher than it seems.”  A slightly haunted look crossed Tsinza’s face for a moment.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to go through the Museum.”  Larsi said this with a shrug.  “If we try to go another way, we’ll end up back here again.  I say we cut through, but make it a priority to get back out as soon as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “I think that’s a mistake.”  Tsinza was firm.  “I’ll go with you if that’s what you want, but I think it’s ill advised.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re trapped either way.”  I said with a sigh.  “We’ve been led onto a path between two obvious threats.  No matter which way we choose to go we’ll be facing something dangerous.  I favor the museum, but Tsinza is the most knowledgeable here.”  I looked at the museum.  I didn’t wish to give voice to my feelings, but curiosity was pulling me towards the old looking building.  It held secrets, and I wanted to see them for myself.  It was a foolish impulse, but my reasoning was sound.  I hoped it was sound.  There were threats on either path.  Curiosity was just the deciding factor between two separate and equally dangerous routes, I told myself.   
 
      
 
    Korva looked somewhat disinterested.  “I could give you my opinion, but you don’t particularly trust me anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Ori was looking at me, and back the way we came.  Her eyes finally settled on me after a few moments.  “I say we go through the museum.”  I felt a slight pang of guilt at her choice.  It seemed to me that she was choosing not between the museum and the way we’d come, but between me and the way we’d come.  She chose what I did because she felt like she owed me.  We would have to talk about this, but I didn’t want to do it in front of everyone.  Ori owed me nothing.  She needed to know she could be her own person.  She didn’t have to follow after me.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was looking at our unwelcome guest.  “You should speak your mind, Korva.  We might not take your opinion to heart, but if you’re part of this group we should at least hear it.  I was under the impression that you thought we should go through the museum.” 
 
      
 
    “No, actually, I think the city won’t let us go back, but I still think we should try.  Tsinza is correct here.  The Lords of Prosper are dangerous, more dangerous than anything we’ve faced yet.  We can already feel this one’s pull.  Don’t you?”  She looked between us.  “You do, I’m certain of it, because I do.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?  I don’t feel anything?”  I answered, looking back at the museum as though it might jump up and drag me inside any moment.  It was a frightening thought, but that curiosity about what might lay inside was still tugging at me.  There had to be something important in there.  What did a Lord of Prosper hide in its home? 
 
      
 
    “Curiosity.”  She answered quickly.  “You really want to know what’s inside the building, right?  It is full of mysteries, maybe something that would help us.  The pull isn’t strong, but you can feel it.  Maybe the choice to stay or go wasn’t firm in your mind, but the draw of the museum is just enough to get you to look inside.” 
 
      
 
    This froze my thoughts in place and I looked back at Korva, my eyes really focusing on her this time.  “I’ve always been curious.”  I said, my voice more defensive than I meant it.   
 
      
 
    Korva smiled, a smile that wasn’t really the one that belonged on her face.  “We all are, but this curiosity isn’t the healthy kind.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel it too.”  Ori said.  “I’m not generally curious when it comes to dangerous things, but I want to look inside too.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi groaned.  “Alright, fine!  We’ll go back the way we came, but if the city draws us back here again, we’ll have to go through.  There is no helping it.  We can’t get caught here in an endless loop.”   
 
      
 
    Tsinza looked relieved, but he started back down the alley the way we’d come.  “In this case it’s better to face the unknown than what resides in that building.  We will find another way forward.”  
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re right.  This place is really starting to get to me.”  Larsi complained.  “I could use a night in a pleasant inn, with a big bowl of some kind of lumpy brown stew full of dubious meat.”   
 
      
 
    This made me smile despite the situation.  “Dubious meat is my favorite kind.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then I know just the place to take you when we get back.”  Larsi laughed in her normal dark mirth.  “There is this wonderful little place down by the docks in Portsmith.  Their meat is the most dubious I’ve ever tasted.  I once asked what it was and was told, ‘Meat,’ which was both enthralling and terrifying.  I didn’t ask for further clarification.  The stew was actually good, and I didn’t want to spoil the meal with any further refinement of that fine description.” 
 
      
 
    With that it seemed that our moods were lifted to a degree.  Even Korva wore a smile.  A deep sadness filled me as I looked at her.  Korva was dead.  My friend was gone, and in her place was something that cared nothing for me or any of us. I knew that, and yet every time I looked at her I had to tell myself anew, because it still felt like she was here.  I couldn’t say goodbye, not as we were now.   
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to pull my mind out of that same pattern of thought.  I needed to keep myself sharp.  I couldn’t allow despair to become a wall I couldn’t get over, even if it really wanted to do exactly that.  
 
      
 
    The pain in the palm of my hand came back into focus, and I looked down at the black mark there.  It was larger now, not just a spot, but a slowly moving dark patch the size of a spider.  I could feel it writhing beneath my skin.  The pain it caused was constant, a dull echo of discomfort that was always there, and grew more intense when I called upon this new curse.  I was dying.  It would kill me when given time, turn me into something dark and terrible like the librarian, but while it was there I had power to draw on.  I could stand with the others, fight to defend my friends from the dark.  I could accept that.  Death terrified me, but I had been living with it hovering over my head for a long time now.  I wouldn’t turn my back on this power if it meant I could keep fighting.   
 
      
 
    We came to an abrupt stop after a few moments.  The path ahead was cut off by a pile of rubble that certainly hadn’t been there when we’d come through here just a few minutes before. It looked like one of the buildings had caved in and fallen into the alley.  
 
      
 
    “We can go over it.”  Larsi suggested, stepping toward it before Tsinza reached out and grabbed her arm.   
 
      
 
    She rounded on him in an instant, her knife appearing in her free hand even as he he jumped back.  She lowered the blade with an apologetic expression coming to her face.  “Sorry, don’t grab me like that, I don’t like to be . . . “  
 
      
 
    “Look out!”  Tsinza snapped, and as the second word left his mouth the pile of rubble surged towards us, a moving mound of rock exploding in our direction with shocking speed.   
 
      
 
    I barely managed to dodge aside as a piece of stone the size my head sailed through the space I’d been occupying.  I was confused, and I didn’t think I was the only one.  What was happening?  There was dust and chaos as we tried to recover from the sudden surge of motion in the narrow space of the alley.   
 
      
 
    By the time I made sense of this explosion of action we were already retreating down the alley towards the museum again, but now we were being pursued.  It was the Yaavin thing, the monster with the five terrible mouths and tail with the human-looking body at the end.  Tsinza had said it wouldn't pursue us, but here we were, well away from the area that should have been its territory, and it had definitely come after us.   
 
      
 
    It tore down the alley, only slowed by the buildings to either side which it demolished with the mass of its body.  We had no clear route of escape, so we were pushed back the way we’d come.  There wasn’t even room to mount an attack against such a large foe.  Its legs clung to the walls of the buildings, and its hulking body bowed those same walls outward as it forced itself after us.  We were faster than it was, but the devastation it caused by merely moving in the relatively small space was traveling ahead of its main mass.  I took a solid hit to the shoulder from a falling piece of the building on my left, and jumped ahead just in time to be missed by a beam crashing through the wall on that side as the building lurched inward.   
 
      
 
    I could see the others having an equally difficult time going forward.  I was in the middle of the group.  Larsi was ahead of me, and she seemed to have the easiest time of it, but when I risked a glance over my shoulder, I could see that Korva was bleeding from a wound on her head, and Ori was struggling to keep her footing.  Tsinza was behind them both, and the creature wasn’t at all far behind him.   
 
      
 
    I was turning my attention around to focus on the path ahead when a large piece of timbre tore through the the wall on my right side and smashed through the space between Ori and Korva.  In an instant Korva was spinning in my direction, clipped by the hit, and Ori was just gone.  I couldn’t see her anywhere.  Dust filled the air creating an impenetrable cloud of stinging debris that stung my eyes.  I felt a sickening twist in my gut, the surge of Tsinza’s power, and then I heard a pained scream.  The monster roared but I couldn’t tell exactly what was happening.   
 
      
 
    I twisted in place, grabbing for the dark power that now lived inside of me and pushed myself back down the alley in the direction of the monster.  I threw myself from crumbling walls and dove back in the direction of the place that I’d last seen Ori.  My momentum carried me entirely over Korva and I landed roughly amidst the crumbling debris.   
 
      
 
    I took another lunge forward, trying to find my way from the fog.  For a moment there was nothing but the cloud of dust, but then I burst through the haze and landed inside of the still crumbling remains of the building.  Ori was laying sprawled across the ground, partially covered in rubble from the collapsed structure.  I ran to her as the sound of Tsinza fighting with the monster continued.  I was torn between going to him and helping Ori, but in a moment of selfishness, I chose her over him.  I chose my oldest friend over my newest one.  I tore at the rocks and beams, moving it all aside as quickly as I could.   
 
      
 
    She wasn’t moving. She looked crumpled and small where she’d fallen.   
 
      
 
    “Ori?”  I called her name softly as I leaned over her, looking for damage.  She was gashed and cut, a bone jutting roughly through her skin from her ribs, her skin pale.  “Ori?”  I called her name again, reaching out to touch her.  I barely noticed that I laid my cursed hand on her arm.  Her eyes flashed open and she inhaled sharply, her body surging as she let out a shriek of pain and flinched away from me.  I drew my hand back as though I’d touched a hot brand, shocked at her sudden motion. I’d let myself forget how much pain that touch could bring. 
 
      
 
    “Ori, hold still, you’ve been badly injured!”  I tried to tell her, forcing myself not to reach out with my dominant hand again.  Ori’s eyes looked hazy and dull, and she scrambled uneasily to her feet as her gaze fell on me.   
 
      
 
    “I was dead.”  She said, her voice shaky.  “I was dead.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you were just badly injured.  You’re still badly injured.”  I tried to speak calmly, but the building was falling down around us and Tsinza was still fighting at our backs.  “Are you okay to move?  We need to get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Ori stood up straight and rolled her shoulders before going over to retrieve her sword.  She was moving with surprising ease.  That rib had been badly broken, but she wasn’t moving like it hurt at all.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m ready.  I feel . . . different, but good.”  She dodged out of the way of a large piece of rock as it crumbled from above.   
 
      
 
    We’d have to look at her later when I had time to think.  I wasn’t sure what had just happened, but we didn’t have the luxury of standing around and discussing it.  This all had taken just seconds of time, but those were seconds we didn’t have to waste. I turned back to figure out what I could do to help Tsinza.   
 
      
 
    Tsinza was locked in battle with the monster.  I could tell immediately that he was losing the fight.  Even as I surged forward to help him I was wondering if it was too late.  His left arm hung from the side of his body as though only held on by a few scraps of flesh, and there was a sizeable hole in his right side, just below his ribs.  I wasn’t sure how he was conscious, and I had no idea how he was still fighting in that condition   
 
      
 
    I reached him just as the creature picked him up with it’s hideous, chattering tail and began to move him towards its gnashing mouths.  With little time to think about my next move I charged and drew on the curse, striking one of the bulbous black eyes on the mass’s body.  My fist punctured the gelatinous globe with a sickening pop and black ichor poured out onto my arm and upper body.  It was sticky and warm in a disconcerting way, but the blow had a dramatic effect.   
 
      
 
    The monster recoiled with a shriek and dropped Tsinza as it turned to launch an attack at me.  I spun and rolled back, just clearing the sharp appendage that smashed into the ground where I had been.  Before I could fully recover from my dodge, Ori appeared in the space, her sword flashing as she gave a great cry of determination and slashed at the leg that had almost hit me.  The force of the blow was incredible, and to my surprise, the limb took a massive gashing that hurt the beast enough to make it draw the appendage back.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly Korva was there as well, and then Larsi.  We struck again and again, chipping away at the monster, but it kept coming at us, moving slower for the assault, but dragging its mass at us with an increasing fury.  Tsinza was back on his feet, but he looked awful.   
 
      
 
    “Run, we have to run.”  He said, his voice strained.  “We can’t kill this, and it will keep coming.”  He led by example, turning and running back towards the museum.  He was leading the retreat because he knew we wouldn’t just leave him behind, or that was the impression I had.  He was right.  We wouldn’t have just left him to die.   
 
      
 
    We made our break, getting in a few last hits before we were all charging down the alley again.  The pursuit was slower now, much slower.  We cleared the devastation caused by the monster’s passing and entered an area that was far easier for us to pass through, but it wasn’t long before we reached the museum and then we had only one way to go.  Behind us we could still hear the monster grinding its path between the buildings in our direction.   
 
      
 
    “Everyone inside.”  Larsi said.  “I guess we’ll be embracing our curiosity today.”  
 
      
 
    Without further hesitation we entered the museum, passing through the heavy wood double doors and into the unknown palace beyond.  We turned and shut the doors, bolting them behind us, though I doubted it was necessary.  We were now exactly where Prosper wanted us to be.  It had no reason to keep chasing us at this point.   
 
      
 
    Like almost all places beneath the shroud of the darkness, the interior of the museum was drenched in shadow and smelled of the sickening sweet stench of decay.  This place, though, added a different set of accents to the normal reak of the dark.  It smelled old, musty and well worn.  As we passed displays of ancient artifacts, the weight of the years behind these things sat heavily upon my shoulders.  I could feel the past here, even if it was a past that was alien to me.  This was the history of a land I barely knew.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve never liked museums.”  Larsi sighed the words as we stopped at a display that was showing the articulated skeleton of some long dead beast that stood at least three times as high as the largest of us.  It seemed to walk on its hind legs, but it had long front arms that rose almost from the back of its body.  Its jaws were massive, hinged open for the display, exposing four rows of serrated teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Dragon?”  Ori asked.  “It doesn’t look like I imagined from the books.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure dragons were real.”  Korva said quietly.  “Our books mention them, but our museums never had any evidence that they existed.  They were just legend.  This thing . . . “  She shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “Come, we mustn’t tarry here.”  Tsinza warned, he was still looking bad.  “The faster we’re through this place, the safer we will be.”   
 
      
 
    “Do you need your wounds checked?”  I asked, stepping towards him, but Tsinza shook his head and stepped back.   
 
      
 
    “No, they’re already healing.  The curse won’t let me die so easily, but . . . “ His voice trailed off.  “Healing is costly.  I’m not sure how much longer I have.  We have to keep moving.”  He started walking again, not willing to talk on the subject anymore.  There was a decided urgency to his movement now.   
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure how much longer he had.  What did that mean exactly?  Was he that close to being fully corrupted by the curse?  When we’d talked to him in Shimmer it had been mentioned that he was getting closer to the time to make his final walk.  Had his last injuries cost him the last of his remaining days?  That thought sat heavily upon me as we started to follow him through the building.  How much did healing with this new power take out of a person?  There was still much I needed to learn from Tsinza.  I had the basics of the new power because it was much like Will in control, but the truth was I had more to learn than I could possibly hope to acquire, even if I had years to study.   
 
      
 
    We passed through the entry hall of the museum and into a corridor that stretched between rows of carefully crafted displays.  There were painted murals along the walls depicting scenes from the history of Prosper, and at their center were artifacts from various points in history.  One contained ancient looking farm equipment, simple of design and built from bone and rock.  Another had a replica of a home that appeared to be made of some form of mud brick, and it featured art made from rough hewn beads.  These were interesting insights into a simpler past, but they also seemed entirely too mundane.   
 
      
 
    The beginning of the corridor wasn’t spectacular other than the fact that it had not a single window along its length.  There was no other exit than the one at our backs, and it drew us further inside the building we wished to escape. 
 
      
 
    I started past another exhibit and froze as a strange detail caught my eye.  The others were stopping as well.  The scene depicted some kind of festival, bright colors painted on artificial trees.  There were figures made of wax resin, as there had been in some of the other depictions, but in this one things had taken a turn for the dark.  Children and adults danced about a central figure, eyes wide open in rapt attention.  The central figure was an eviscerated woman who was drawing globs of meat from the opening in her sternum and handing them out to those dancing around her.  Two of the children had strands of her intestines and were locked in a pose of merriment as they circled her body.  There was a horrible, joyous smile locked on the woman’s face.   
 
      
 
    “Come along. Lingering here is dangerous.”  Tsinza warned again, his voice low and gruff.   
 
      
 
    We resumed our course as a group, but all of the displays from that point on were twisted and vile.  In one there was a scene of the market square with hooded figures, and shoppers giving up pieces of themselves and loved ones for what lay upon the tables.  In another, a midwife’s hut turned into a scene of madness so foul it made my stomach knot.  A bakery scene looked more like that of a butchery.  By the time we reached the opposite end of the corridor, we were almost running.   
 
      
 
    The double doors that marked the entrance to the next hall were closed before us.  Tsinza stepped forward to open the door and a figure emerged from the shadows that lay to the right side, sliding forward across the ground towards him as though floating instead of walking.   
 
      
 
    We all fell into an attack stance before this new apparition spoke to us.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t just walk into the museum without a pass.”  The soft feminine voice of this new figure spoke, staying our hands just before we were about to strike.  My heart was beating fast in my chest, and I’d have guessed the others were equally quickened by this new surprise.  Was this the caretaker of the museum? 
 
      
 
    “We only wish to pass through.  We have no intention of staying long.”  Tsinza said, seeming to fight to retain his calm.  I could see the tension in him.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, we’re not for sightseeing at the moment.”  Larsi added.  “At least not here.” 
 
      
 
    While they spoke, I took a moment to look more closely at this new thing before us.  She wore a long, black dress that covered all of her lower half, dragging on the ground at her feet.  It was pristine, and she wore it perfectly.  The long sleeves terminated at her wrists in a tight web of lace, and the bodice emphasized an impressive curvature that was feminine, though not on display.  The neck of the dress covered all of her skin up to just under her bottom jaw.  The flesh of her hands and face was gray-green and streaked with black in a way that reminded me of the black veins that ran through the flesh of Wardens.  Her eyes were completely black, reflective voids that seemed to be locking each one of us in place all at once.  There was not so much as a single hair on her head, but a set of silver rings had been pierced through the flesh along her skull, and they hung like two heavy braids down the front of her dress.   
 
      
 
    “Whether you’ve come to see the museum, or just to walk its halls, you must have a pass.”  She reiterated.  “We would be very displeased if you entered without the proper documentation.  You must understand that there is an order to all things, even to pure chaos, and this is the order of our place.  You can not enter the rest of museum without a pass.”  
 
      
 
    Tsinza stepped forward, and I could feel the familiar twisting in my stomach that meant he was drawing on the curse.  I was startled.  Was he going to attack this woman?  I saw his fists clenching tightly, and then the moment passed.  The pull of the curse dropped and he let out a small sigh.   
 
      
 
    “How do we get a pass?”  He asked, though his voice sounded tight, barely controlled.   
 
      
 
    “If you wish to move through these halls unassailed, then you must give me something of utmost value.  In exchange, we will allow you to pass to the other side of the museum without assault.  All we ask is a memory of something important, something priceless to you.  It is a simple thing to give, and once it’s gone you won’t even know what is missing.  What harm is there in that?”  She wore a small, almost sweet, smile.   
 
      
 
    “And if we chose to just fight our way through?”  Axiome spoke, voice measured and dangerous.   
 
      
 
    “If that is what you wish to do, but we will be forced to stop you.  Many others have tried to run, but none have left this place.”  She gave an indifferent shrug.   
 
      
 
    “What if we just choose to leave the way we came?”  Ori asked.   
 
      
 
    “You will find going back is as difficult as going forward from here.  We can tell you’re dangerous, powerful creatures, but this is our home, and nothing can challenge us here.  Take your time, decide as you will.  We can wait.”  She walked over to the door and stood in front of it, looking not particularly menacing or dangerous.   
 
      
 
    I had few good memories, few things I wouldn’t want to lose, but those things I did have were so very important.  What would leave my mind forever if we took this deal?  Would I lose my training as a Warden?  Would I lose my memories of Zark?  My family?  All of these possibilities spun through my mind, but my thoughts kept coming back to one person.  There was one person I couldn’t stand to lose.  Dreea.  I knew that this was my most important memory, my times with her, my hopes for the future.   This woman was asking for all of that.   
 
      
 
    I looked to the others and saw each of them doing what I was doing, all but Korva who was simply watching the guardian with a critical eye.  What did Korva stand to lose?  She had no memories that were her own.  Losing pieces of Korva wasn’t a problem for her.   
 
      
 
    “We can’t do this.”  Larsi said after a time.  “Our experiences make us who we are.  What do we lose if we give up those memories?  The cost is too high.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t all make it through here if we don’t give her what she wants.”  I could hear the raw edge of anger behind Tsinza’s words.  “I believe some of us might, but we will lose people, and those who survive won’t come out without wounds.  If we give up a piece of ourselves, we will come through this together, able bodied and ready to fight on.  If we don’t, we come out with all of our memories, but less able to fight going forward.  My mind is at war with itself. Part of me wants to insist we fight, but another part believes it is wiser to come through this alive.  I think that part of me is the part that is still who I was before the curse.” 
 
      
 
    “There is another way.”  A new voice sounded from behind us, and as a group we snapped about, readying our weapons to strike once more.  This new figure had approached us completely unheard, but she stood only a few feet from us.   
 
      
 
    She looked like the twin of the other woman.  She wore a dress of the same exact make, though this one was white instead of black.  Her skin, where it showed, was gray-blue, and her eyes were as white as the dress she wore, featureless and as blank as death.  The rings that pierces the flesh atop her skull were gold, but worn in the exact same fashion.  
 
      
 
    “We are not without mercy.  We offer another way to procure your path forward.  Give us one of your number to keep for our displays, a willing participant . . . or not, and you may pass through our halls without worry of attack.  It is a small price to pay for the rest of your lives.”  She smiled in the same way as the other, circling around us as she spoke until she stood next to the first.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s not happening.”  Larsi said with a short, scoffing laugh.  “It’s all of us or none of us.  I think you are underestimating our effectiveness in combat.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi was right.  We couldn’t give up a piece of who we were to make our trip ahead easier.  The cost was too impossible to predict.  We certainly weren’t going to hand someone over to these two, not when there was a possibility we could fight our way out.  We were all trained to fight, and each of us was strong. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay.”  Tsinza’s voice froze me in place for a moment.  I swung my head around to face him, incredulous.   
 
      
 
    “Tsinza, no.  We won’t leave you behind.”  I spoke firmly, wanting him to know this wasn’t an option.  No one was going to be a sacrifice for the rest of us.   
 
      
 
    “We need a guide beyond here.  You can’t stay.”  Korva noted.  “You are arguably one of the most valuable of us.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “I won’t be able to guide you all much longer.  I’m losing hold of myself, unraveling.  I can feel it.”   
 
      
 
    I made myself look more closely at Tsinza.  Crawling streaks of black were writhing up his neck and onto his jaw, longer streaks moving close to the bottom of his eyes.  The curse had spread.  Healing had indeed cost him a great deal.  Panic was trying to take hold inside of me.  Korva was right, we needed him.  He was the only one who could clearly read our map.   
 
      
 
    “What will you do with him if he stays behind?”  Larsi posed a question, and with it came the certainty that this decision was already out of our hands.  We were accepting that this was actually going to happen.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing pleasant.”  The dark clothed one answered.   
 
      
 
    “He becomes a part of our displays, locked eternally in whatever story we choose to trap him within.”  The other said, voice almost tender.   
 
      
 
    Ori was shaking her head. “We don’t just leave people behind.  You came for me when it was dangerous.  We don’t just do nothing, not when we can fight.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a twisting surge of power and Tsinza made a sound between a growl and a groan of pain.  He was pulling on the curse again, drawing it into his body.  “No!”  He snapped, voice dark and tinged with madness.  “This isn’t a fight we win!  Fighting will push me to use more of the curse, and I’m already at the end of what I can stand.  I am losing control.”  He spoke the words of this last statement slowly, in a determined and firm cadence.  “If I do not leave soon, I will do something terrible.  Let me at least go in such a way that I am helping everyone.”  
 
      
 
    We were quiet for a moment as his words struck us and took hold. 
 
      
 
    “Alright.”  Larsi said, her voice soft.  “We will honor your last wish.” 
 
      
 
    “No, my last wish is that you return to Shimmer once you know the way forward is safe.  Set those people free.  They can’t remain trapped there forever.  Arrange for their passage away as well.  Please.”  His voice had softened some, but it was laced with determination, and I could hear an unusual quality to it, a hidden emotion behind the words. It was as though he was hiding a deep and terrible pain but knew that it was almost over.   
 
      
 
    “We will do what we can.”  I spoke up, wanting to offer what comfort I could in this final moment.  I knew that arguing to take him with us any more would only be worse for him.  “We won’t be able to navigate as well without you, but we will do everything in our power to return to Shimmer and see the people there free of this place.”   
 
      
 
    He nodded and sighed.  “Good, then it is decided.” 
 
      
 
    “This is wrong.”  Ori said, but the fight in her voice was gone.   
 
      
 
    “There is no right choice here, Ori.”  Larsi’s tone was consoling.  “We are backed into a corner, and none of us will come out of this without our noses bloodied, but the truth is that this is the best solution we can find.  It won’t feel good, but doing what you have to do rarely ever does.  This isn’t victory, this is survival.” 
 
      
 
    For a few moments everyone was silent.   
 
      
 
    “Your decision is made?”  The white clothed woman asked.   
 
      
 
    “You will leave the cursed man behind to suffer with us?”  The one in black asked.   
 
      
 
    “I will remain here.”  Tsinza said, stepping forward. 
 
      
 
    The rest of us nodded, though it felt like admitting that we were beaten.  I couldn’t be certain what the others were thinking, certainly not Korva, but I felt as though I had given up.  I was almost leaden with guilt and regret 
 
      
 
    The woman in white walked toward Tsinza, reaching out a hand and taking his in hers.  “You will be part of one of our most interesting displays.  You are only the third of your kind we have.  The cursed come here so rarely.”  She drew him back down the hall the way we’d come, back towards the main area of the museum.  The hall looked impossibly long from here.  Had we really walked so far?  It had felt long, but not this long.   
 
      
 
    The woman in black gestured at the door ahead of us.  “The rest of you may pass through the rest of the museum untested.”  She smiled, and there was a hidden horror in that smile, madness and violence nestled in the curves of her lips.  “Go.”  With that, she backed into the corner from which she’d emerged, and I watched as she seemed to vanish entirely.  Was she still there, hidden in the shadow of that nook, or had she really gone entirely? 
 
      
 
    There was a weight upon our group as we opened the door and passed through a narrow passage beyond.  Korva was last, and the door shut itself in her wake.  Moments later I heard Larsi curse sharply from the front of our group and immediately I was filled with a sense of impending dread.  Ori’s voice followed, a strained sharp intake of breath, and then I joined them, stepping from the narrow corridor we were in and . . . out into the street that lay just beyond.  We were back outside.   
 
      
 
    Perhaps I was slower than the others, or perhaps I just didn’t want to admit to myself what I was seeing, but it felt like it took forever for the realization the others had reached to come to me.  We’d been through the museum already.  The door in front of us had always led out, and the temptation of the two women, the price we’d paid - Tsinza - we’d traded him away when there was no more museum to pass through.  We’d only had to make it through the door.   
 
      
 
    “Blackened.”  The curse felt numb on my tongue, and my mind reeled at what we’d done.  I looked back at the door, and before I could even slow myself I was charging towards it, the curse burning up my arm as I drew on it.  Rage clouded my vision and I let out a primal scream as I balled my fist and slammed it into the wooden door.  Without the curse my hand would have broken upon the wood, and even with it my knuckles tore and left a smear of blood across the surface of the sealed portal back into the museum.  I grabbed the handle and turned it with all my strength, slamming my shoulder into the door again and again.   
 
      
 
    They’d lied to us!  We’d given up Tsinza for nothing.  For nothing.  I couldn’t be certain how long I fought the unmoving door, but it was the touch of Ori’s hand on my shoulder that finally drew me back to myself.  Both my fists were bleeding, and the corruption in my hand was searing through the rest of me.  It took an effort to draw it away, and then I looked back at Ori whose eyes were glassy, and expression worried. 
 
      
 
    “It won’t let us go back.  Prosper won’t let us undo a mistake.”  She said softly.   
 
      
 
    I reached out and put my palm flat against the door.  There were rules to even chaos, and we’d succumbed to one.  You couldn’t trust anything in this place.  That lesson was learned, and it was one that had cost us the life of a friend.   
 
      
 
    I nodded and drew my hand back from the door. “We go on, then.  That’s all there is left for us.  We’ll keep our word to Tsinza, and nothing will stop us.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do as much as we can.”  Larsi said, but I could hear doubt in her voice.  We were all shaken, our confidence struck by how easily we’d been deceived.  Tsinza had been the most aware, and it had taken him too, though he was hardly in his right mind.   
 
      
 
    I took a few deep breaths and turned back to Larsi.  “Where do we go next?” 
 
      
 
    She had the map in hand and unrolled it as I asked.  “The next fixed mark on the map is a guard’s tower.”  She looked out at the dark skyline.  It was difficult to make things out in the black of this world, but the longer we were here, the easier it seemed to become.  It was like being outside on a night where the moon was just a sliver.  If you were out long enough, your eyes adjusted.  What had seemed entirely black, was now just very dark.  
 
      
 
    “I think it’s that one.”  Larsi pointed to a faint shape to our left, a form that might as well have been a hulking monster as a tower for all we knew of this place.  That was the most direction we’d get, however.  Without Tsinza’s navigation skills, we had to go by what we could see.  We were already at a large disadvantage.  
 
      
 
    “Ori, I’ll need to check your wounds.”  I said numbly.   
 
      
 
    I gave one last look back at the museum.  We would have to go on, another friend lost.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    The Twisted Passage 
 
      
 
    “We’re off track.”  Corvallis groaned, not for the first time since we’d left the mirror gardens behind.  He’d been incessantly annoying the entire time.  Of course, that was just his nature, we all knew that.  The gardens had been enough of a mess without him there.  We’d walked for what felt like days, lost in the reflections, seeing all manner of nightmares that weren’t really there at all.  Even Landen had made an appearance towards the end, whispering from within the glass about how he’d make us pay for leaving him behind.  In the end, that mirror had broken as well as the others.  
 
      
 
    Nothing had actually been within that strange place, nothing aside from the haunting mirrors themselves, though it had felt like we were on the verge of attack for every second we’d spent there.   
 
      
 
    “We are not off track.”  Larsi said firmly.  “We’ve hit every marker so far, and our goal is just ahead.  We’re just waiting for the damn street we’re on to end.”  It was stretching longer than it should have, but that was just the way things worked in Prosper.  The trip since the museum had been remarkably uneventful besides the mirror gardens, which had posed a real threat.  It was both a relief and a matter of some worry for all of us.  Nothing was ever easy here.   
 
      
 
    “What is it we’re looking to find?”  Ori asked, her eyes scanning the surrounding storefronts.  We were passing a collection of furniture stores that we’d already passed twice.  We were still walking in the same direction, however, which meant we were making progress even if it didn’t actually seem like we were doing so.  The repeats didn’t happen often, but I thought they were probably designed to confuse us, make us turn back the way we’d come, or turn off the road. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s going to be a bridge.  The map doesn’t have much in the way of details.  It just says it’s the ‘Troll’s Bridge.’”  Larsi answered.  “It should be at the end of this street.  It looks like it crosses one of the inlets from the sea.”   
 
      
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that . . . a troll . . . that seems like a dangerous thing to get involved with.”  Corvallis said this as if to himself, but it was loud enough for everyone to hear.   
 
      
 
    “How did you become a Warden again?”  Korva snapped, clearly becoming agitated.  “You’re as skittish as a rabbit in a den of foxes.”   
 
      
 
    “You know as well as anyone, I’m a researcher.  I was never cut out to be a field agent.  This isn’t the kind of work I do.”  Corvallis almost whimpered the words.  The tone of his voice was trying on my nerves.  Everything about him seemed to grate on me.  Why had we brought him with us to begin with?  We’d insisted he travel with us when we’d broken from the other group of Warden’s, but taking him was beginning to seem increasingly like a mistake.   
 
      
 
    “You still had to make it through the training process.  You know how to fight.”  Larsi pointed out.  “We’ve made it this far, so stop acting like we’re on the verge of failure”   
 
      
 
    “I haven’t raised a sword in nearly a hundred years.  I think you overestimate my . . . “  His words trailed off as the darkness ahead split and two imposing red flames broke the void before us.  They burned from two sconces, one set in the walls at either side of the mouth of what looked to be a massive bridge.   
 
      
 
    We walked forward a bit further and a creature as tall as two humans atop one another stepped into our path from where it had knelt beside the bridge.  It was large enough that I almost hadn’t noticed it there next to the building.  It had looked like some part of the structure to eyes that weren’t familiar with seeing such large living things.  It was as wide at the shoulders as any three of us, with arms that hung down longer than its knees, narrower where they attached at the shoulders, and far wider at the ends.  There were no hands there, but three massive claws, two facing one direction, and the third opposing them.  Its skin was gray green, looking a bit like stone, etched with chasms and crevices.  It had a wide jaw with tusks that seemed to originate in its upper mouth, and then puncture the bottom jaw, like two massive hooks that bent forward.  It could open its mouth, but not fully with the tusks having grown as they had.  Atop its head were three horns, two that swept back from its brow, as thick as my thigh at the base, and coming to vicious backward facing points, and the third stabbed out from its brow line, narrow and sharp looking.  It had yellow eyes that glowed with some internal light, except for the centers that were black dots amidst the lanternesque circles of its gaze.   
 
      
 
    “This bridge is mine.”  It spoke in a voice that rumbled with such depth that I could feel it in my bones.  “None cross but those who pay my toll.” 
 
      
 
    “Where does the bridge lead?”  I found myself asking before I’d really thought about it much.  All I could see was darkness.   
 
      
 
    “Lead?”  The troll looked over its shoulder, back down the wide expanse.  His eyes swept back to us.  “It leads where I want it to, when I want it to.” 
 
      
 
    “It must work like the doors.”  Larsi said quietly beside me.  “Maybe there is a door at the other end?”   
 
      
 
    “Is there a doorway at the other end?”  I asked, deciding it was best to learn what we might, and the troll, for all that it was terrifying, didn’t seem to be on the verge of attacking us.  Yet.   
 
      
 
    The troll laughed, a deep, rolling sound like massive stones dragging over one another.  “The bridge was first, before time, before the doors were a thought in the minds of the beings that drew them into reality.  This bridge is the first traveler’s pass, and I am its guardian.”   
 
      
 
    “Can this bridge send us home?”  Ori asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  His answer was brief.  “But you must pay the toll.” 
 
      
 
    “What is the toll?”  I voiced the question that I thought we all probably wanted the answer to.   
 
      
 
    “Death.”  The word hit us like thunder, and sent Ori reaching for her sword.  Larsi’s knife was in her hand before I even saw her move.   
 
      
 
    I was shaking my head.  “We’ve lost too much already.  We’re not going to lose any more of our number here.  We will find another way.” 
 
      
 
    “You misunderstand.”  The troll boomed.  “It is my death that is the price of passage.  If you wish to cross this bridge, you must give me death.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think fighting you will work out well for us.”  Larsi’s assessment was much as mine was.  This Troll would be very hard to kill.   
 
      
 
    “I will not fight my demise, but you can’t kill me with mortal means.”  It reached up and tapped its chest, the sound of boulders cracking together resounded.  “You need to claim the spear of light.  Only it can end me, and only once you have it will I open the bridge to where you wish to travel.”   
 
      
 
    “Why is it you want to die?”  Ori asked a question that she’d once posed herself while trapped within the confines of Ghoul’s metal prison.  If anyone could understand not wanting to exist, it was Ori.  
 
      
 
    “I am ancient.  My people were long lived when we were plentiful, but this place has changed me, warped what I once was.  It has been slow and painful, but the insidious nature of the change is such that I can’t die, and I cannot leave this place.  For hundreds of years I was a monster of rage, fueled by hatred and the anger of my entrapment, but now that has burned out and I just wish to go the way of my people, into oblivion.”  He turned then, shifting in place until we could see his back.  There were dark tendrils, like incredibly thick rope, hanging from his body.  I traced their course to where they joined the bridge.   
 
      
 
    “My bindings are as unbreakable as am I.  They fuel the bridge, and the bridge feeds back into me.  I cannot end by normal means, but the spear of light can pierce the darkness, and it is only that which keeps me alive.  I need to be free.”  It turned back to us.   
 
      
 
    “We could simply slip by you and use the bridge.”  Larsi said, though I gathered she was mostly asking why we shouldn’t try to do that.   
 
      
 
    “You could try, but it will not work unless I activate it, and I will not do that.  I have no intention of letting anyone across the bridge without exacting my price.  You might go elsewhere to try and find a way from this place, but the ways out are few, and the darkness can shift most of them.  I would hazard that you came here because you knew that this was your best chance of escape.  Do me a service, free me, and you can have your escape, refuse me and the way forward will not open here, and I doubt you will ever find your way free of Prosper.”  It shrugged its massive shoulders, and then settled more firmly into place before us.  
 
      
 
    We exchanged looks for a moment, but it was clear what we’d be doing.  As foolish as another side trip seemed, we had no other choice.  We needed to progress, and this was what stood in our way.   
 
      
 
    “Where is the spear of light?” I asked.   
 
      
 
    “It is there.”  The troll turned and pointed.  From where we stood at the mouth of the bridge the ground was slightly elevated, and we could see down into the city around us as far as the dark would allow.  I scanned the direction the troll was pointing and it only took my eyes a moment to find what we were looking for.   
 
      
 
    “Light.”  Ori said.  “It’s like the place where Shimmer stands.  There is light there.” 
 
      
 
    The troll nodded, a slow motion that made it seem like it had trouble moving, but I could see a tension in its musculature that told me that its slow movements were precisely controlled.  It could move quickly if it wanted to.  “It was a sanctuary once, but it has been empty for longer than any of you have lived.  The spear was made there, and there it still resides, along with the last of those who once resided in that place, a wraith.  It is soulbound, as cursed as any creature of the dark, and equally dangerous, though it has no fear of the light.  I have sent others to gather the spear, but none return with the weapon, and scant few return to tell their tales at all.”   
 
      
 
    “What did you do to those who survived and failed?”  Larsi asked, a hint of suspicion to her tone.   
 
      
 
    “In the early days I killed them, devoured their corpses and ground their bones to dust.”  It spoke plainly of this, as though it were a matter of course.  “As time passed my anger dissipated, and I simply turned them away.  None shall pass my bridge who have not finished the task set forth.”   
 
      
 
    I was having a difficult time picturing a creature of the light as dangerous as those of the rest of Prosper.  “What of the Wraith, what makes it so dangerous?  Aren’t they generally harmless, echoes of the dead?” 
 
      
 
    “This one is driven by the purpose it carried in life.  It is sworn to protect the spear, to keep it from being taken from the place it rests. It is what holds that bubble of light in place.  If you remove the spear, the light fractures and that place falls to the dark.  In life the Wraith was a guardian that made certain the light remained and its people were safe, in death it is obsessed with its purpose, though there is no one left to protect.  It is dangerous because it feeds on the energy of the spear, and it has substance and purpose.  It will not be reasoned with, and it will attempt to break anyone who tries for the spear.” 
 
      
 
    The troll rumbled in agitation.  “Its touch is cold, sapping the spirit and the life from those it holds.   It doesn’t need to injure you to destroy your will to move forward. I understand little of what it does, but those who returned to speak of it said that it showed them things they couldn’t face.  Things they wouldn’t face.  No one even drew near enough to see the spear.” 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t nearly as much information as I’d hoped to gain about this new enemy, but it was clear the troll had no more to give.  It was in the creature’s best interest to tell us as much as possible.  Our success was vital to its cause, so if this was all it said it had, then this was likely all we would have to act upon.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was as doubtful as the rest of us.  “Why should we believe you about any of this?  We might gather this spear and come back here just to find that you’ve decided to have a nice snack before you off yourself.”   
 
      
 
    “You are wise not to trust anyone in Prosper, but if you don’t take this risk then we have reached an impasse.  I will not open the bridge forward for you, and you will not do what I wish.  In that case, our time is wasted.  That is of no consequence to me, but I would guess time is a more pressing matter for you.  Prosper poses no threat to me, but I find that it is often quite different for you small, mortal creatures.”  It rumbled.   
 
      
 
    The troll was unfortunately correct.  We had no other options, and Tsinza’s “friend” had sent us here.  She was either far enough gone that this was a trap, or she thought this was probably our best chance of escaping the city.  We would either have to take that on faith and trust this creature, or we’d have to try and find our own way out.  Without help, the odds of success were very slim.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what other choice there is for us.”  Larsi turned and spoke softly to us.  “We could look elsewhere, but where would we even start?” 
 
      
 
    “Ways out of Prosper, ones that actually can be traced to a consistent place, are not common.”  The thing in Korva added her own knowledge to the matter. “We would need to find someone else willing to show us a way out of this place, and I don’t think we’ll have much luck.  We could spend years just looking.”   
 
      
 
    “I think this is our best hope as well.”  Ori’s thought on the matter came with no small amount of resignation.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t be foolish.  There has to be another way out of here.  We can’t trust this monster.”  Corvallis, the coward, was as unhelpful as ever. We all frowned in his direction.  His denial of the course ahead seemed as good a reason to go forward with things as any.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll try to get your spear, then, but there is a condition.”  Larsi spoke firmly as she turned back to the troll. 
 
      
 
    “Condition?”  The troll asked, looking amused by the idea that we would be bargaining.  “I’ll listen, but I make no promises.” 
 
      
 
    “We intend to bring an entire village of people across the bridge, but we will need help getting to them.  Can you open the bridge to a point within Prosper?”  The older Warden had a way of making her voice sharp and commanding that seemed strange in contrast to her normal demeanor.   
 
      
 
    “Of course.  The bridge goes anywhere, but why should I let so many cross?  They will have done nothing for me.”  It growled its reply.   
 
      
 
    “Why not?”  Larsi asked with a shrug. “This will be among your last actions.  It costs you nothing to do this, and we will not deliver the spear if we can’t assure that we can save our people.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long moment of silence as the troll thought this through.  Finally it let out a deep rumble and then nodded.  “I doubt you will return at all, but I will let you cross the bridge to your people and bring them through if you manage what no other has.  Is that all you require?” 
 
      
 
    “You can find the places we need to open the bridge to?  You will not send us to the wrong place?”  Larsi pressed.   
 
      
 
    “As long as you know the place, I can get you there.  I don’t need to have ever seen the location, as long as the ones traveling are familiar.  Your mind guides the path, and I will provide the mode of transit.”  He seemed to stand up straighter than, becoming even more massive than he had been before.  “We are at an agreement?” 
 
      
 
    “Will you open the bridge and let us through directly to the spear?”  I asked.  That seemed like the fastest way to do this.   
 
      
 
    “Have you been into the light before?”  He asked.  “I haven’t.  I have never left this area.  I can’t send you to a place you’ve never been.  You don’t know it, and I do not know it.  You will have to walk from this place to that one.  Are we in agreement?”  He asked again. 
 
      
 
    Our group exchanged looks, and all of us but Corvallis seemed determined, if somewhat upset that we’d be making another trek through the unknown dark.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, we’re in agreement.”  Larsi told the troll.  “Warm up your bridge, we’ll be back before long.”   
 
      
 
    25.2 
 
      
 
    We called them “drifters” because they seemed to float by us as if on an invisible current.  They were possessed of translucent red bodies, varying in size from about that of a small dog, to that of a small horse.  They had no limbs that we could discern, but were just shifting orbs that undulated strangely through the air, tumbling about to an unknown destination.  At first we simply avoided them, but as their numbers increased it became increasingly difficult to do.  As we unavoidably drew closer to them, another of their strange properties became apparent.   
 
      
 
    They whispered your fears back at you.  Each of us heard those things which most troubled our minds spoken back at us, like an external echo of the small voice of doubt inside that rides with everyone.  We began to pass corpses not long after the whispers began, bodies laying in the street or slumped against walls.  Most of them were long dead, just bones, though a few had scraps of flesh still clinging to their corpses.  So many had fallen here, or at least given in to the torment of the drifters and slumped to the ground in defeat. 
 
      
 
    “She’s dead, Lillin.  Dreea is dead.  You know it’s true.  Blackmark fell, and so did Second.  The King killed them all, and he killed her in an especially nasty way.  He knows you loved her, and he will take everything from you.”  The words floated through the air, tumbling along with the strange red creatures.   
 
      
 
    “You can’t win this fight.  You don’t even understand what you’re fighting.  You have little power, and no weapon that can strike at the darkness.  You are worthless.”  Hearing it from outside, and not just in the confines of my mind, was somehow more troubling.  It made me feel self conscious, and it made a keen and nearly overwhelming panic begin to rise within me.   
 
      
 
    I could see the looks of distress on the faces of my friends.  We were all suffering.  It was Ori who faltered first.  She fell to her knees, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “No!”  She cried out.  “I can’t go back, I won’t!”   
 
      
 
    I came forward quickly and put a hand on her shoulder.  “Ori, it’s alright.”  I tried to comfort her.  “It’s not real.  It won’t hurt you.  I won’t let it hurt you, okay?  We’ve come this far together, and we’re going to go the rest of the way.”  I tried to make my voice sound more certain than I felt, and was surprised that my tone was firm and strong.  I felt terrible inside. I kept thinking of Dreea and of how much I missed her, and how afraid I was for her safety.  It was threatening to consume me.  In fact, if I wasn’t kneeling down, trying to encourage Ori, I might have been breaking myself.   
 
      
 
    The effect of these things was more insidious than it appeared at first.  The fears they spoke back at you hit more firmly than they should have, burrowed deep and pulled at the horrors you tried to keep from yourself.  Their whispered words made their message feel real.  Their litany of terror felt like a telling of the future, and not just an echo of your fears.   
 
      
 
    “I can’t go back in the armor, Lillin.”  Ori said, her voice shaking.  “I just can’t.  I would rather die.”   
 
      
 
    “You won’t go back.”  I told her, putting an arm around her shoulders.  “You’re free of that now, and you’ll never go back.  Come on, we need to keep moving.  The drifters are just empty threats.  We don’t need to hear them.” 
 
      
 
    “The ear plugs don’t work.”  Larsi grumbled.  “I tried them, but the voices come right through.  I think it’s because they’re only real to us.”  Her head was snapping about quickly, paranoid darting.  I wondered what she was hearing, what fears plagued her.  “We need to just get beyond them.  The light shouldn’t be far now.”   
 
      
 
    I began to pull Ori back to her feet.  “You hear that, we’re almost through.”  I tried to sound chipper.  “We’ll get past these things, and then it’s an easy walk through to the spear. We’ll take a break in the light before we make our way back to the bridge.”   
 
      
 
    Ori nodded and took my help getting back to her feet, though it seemed she was lifting ten times her normal weight.  Her will to move on was faltering.   
 
      
 
    “You’re leading them all to their deaths.  Those who stand beside you will die.  You are cursed in more ways than one.  Look at the defeat worn upon the faces of your friends and remember that they are here because of you.  This is all your fault.”  I took a deep breath in the wake of those words.  We had to push on.   
 
      
 
    It felt like it took us hours longer to the reach the light, but finally we crossed the boundary of darkness and stepped out into the strangely bright patch of ground which we’d been searching for.  The voices stopped immediately, and everyone took a moment to rest and gather themselves.  I looked back over my shoulder at the way we’d come.  It was dark, and those awful red spheres still floated silently down the street.  Where they came from and where they went was something I couldn’t begin to guess at, but they were a threat which had been far greater than they had first appeared.  Prosper never stopped trying to kill you. 
 
      
 
    “Now we just have to face the wraith.”  Larsi gave a short, dry laugh.  “No problem.” 
 
      
 
    Others had made it this far, but none had made it past the guardian of the spear.  This was to be our true test, and we knew little enough to prepare ourselves for what might be coming next.  The place we’d entered gave little hint of anything being amiss.  Dust lay thick upon everything, a stillness that spoke of a long period of vacancy, but other than that the area was in a surprisingly good state of repair. 
 
      
 
    The buildings all stood as they should have, glass panes intact and structures looking sound and untouched.  If I didn’t know how deceptive things in Prosper could be, I would say that things here had only remained untouched for a week or two.  Nothing looked old, nothing looked beaten by the fists of an uncaring passage of time.   
 
      
 
    That passing thought brought me to another.  How long had Prosper been lost in the dark?  It seemed that the evidence varied.  In some places it was as though only days had passed, and others it was as though hundreds of years, maybe much longer, had gone by.  Time was fractured here, as broken as everything else in this terrible place. The troll had been at its bridge for thousands of years, perhaps, and this place, this glowing jewel in the dark, looked to have stood for just weeks, but I doubted that any extra time would have passed when we returned.  Nothing fit together correctly.  It was difficult for my mind to process.  In fact, when I tried to think about it, it seemed like my concentration resisted the impulse all together.  I found myself wanting to think about absolutely anything else.   
 
      
 
    “Can we take a moment?”  Korva’s voice pulled my easily distracted attention from those difficult to trace thoughts and they were forgotten almost as quickly as they’d come.  “I would like to speak with Lillin in private.”   
 
      
 
    Her words piqued my concern, and my eyes met hers.  Larsi looked my way, a question in her expression.  Did I want to have a private talk with the woman who had once been Korva?   
 
      
 
    I took in the area around us.  It seemed quiet and safe for the moment.  I nodded back at Larsi and with that agreement we moved apart some, though not far.  Korva and I stepped to one side of the street, and the others stepped nearer a shop on the far side, a small trinket store with a spinning wheel in its front window.   
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, Korva?”   I asked, though as her name touched my tongue I regretted using it.  This wasn’t Korva anymore.  I needed to remember that.  I couldn’t trust her the way I had Korva.   
 
      
 
    If she was at all affected by the use of that name, she didn’t show it as she answered.  She was looking pointedly at the wall of the small home in front of us.  “I don’t remember Corvallis.”   
 
      
 
    “What?”  I asked, confused.  “What do you mean you don’t remember him?”   
 
      
 
    “I don’t remember ever having met or talked to him before we left the mirror gardens.  I’m trying to, I’ve been trying to pull up anything, but he just doesn’t fit into my memories.”  Her tone was calm, but I thought I detected a hint of concern behind it.   
 
      
 
    I frowned, trying to figure out what might have broken her chain of memory.  “Has there been anything else you’ve forgotten?  You recognize everyone else, right?”  Was her memory failing because of the way she’d gotten the body she now wore?   Maybe Korva’s body was faltering. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, everyone else is right, but Corvallis doesn’t fit.”  She said firmly.  “When did we first meet him?” 
 
      
 
    “He was with the Wardens you and Ori met up with in the expanse.  That’s when I first met him.”  I answered with no trouble.  I remembered the encounter well.  “When the groups split up he insisted he come with us, and we decided we wanted to bring him along.  We thought his insight as a researcher might help us.”  I sighed and let out a small groan of regret.  “I wish we’d left him with the others.  He whines constantly.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t remember any of that.”  Korva said firmly.  “I remember the faces and names of all the others we met; Thyne, Eivat, Morsin, Geline, Lianna, Dosvik, Kady, Pyo, Revyn, Vrayn, and Eela.  I remember their introductions after Ori and I came upon them.  I have a very good memory, but he isn’t there.”   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say.  The rest of us remembered him.  I was sure of that.  I’d seen everyone speak to him.  I’d seen the look of annoyance in their eyes as they dealt with him again.  The fact that we all remembered him, and only Korva didn’t, was strange.  It was likely that something had occurred to erase her memory of the man, but what that was, and why that had happened, I didn’t know.  I suspected it might have something to do with the mirror gardens.  I’d felt a bit strange since we’d left there.   
 
      
 
    “You can keep an eye on him if you’d like, but I don’t want you take any actions without talking with someone about it.”  I couldn’t think of another way to handle the situation at that moment.  She was going to be suspicious of Corvallis now, and I didn’t want to simply ignore her concerns.  I had to take into consideration the fact that she might have some insight the rest of us were missing, though that seemed the least likely possibility.  It was far more likely that she either had been affected by something in the darkness and lost some memories, was losing memories because of the way she’d taken the body she wore, or that she was trying to intentionally manipulate us.  I didn’t like that last thought, but it was well within the realm of possibility. 
 
      
 
    Korva’s expression faltered just the slightest.  I could tell she knew that I didn’t believe her.  She nodded.  “Alright, I’ll keep an eye on him, but keep your attention sharp as well.  Something is amiss.”   
 
      
 
    Something was always amiss here, but I nodded.  “I will stay attentive.  We’re almost through this place now.  We can make it the rest of the way.” 
 
      
 
    Korva was quiet for a moment, but then nodded.  “Perhaps.”   
 
      
 
    We joined the remainder of our group, and together we pressed on in search of the spear.  This bubble of light wasn’t large.  We walked for only a few minutes longer before we found a gate that stood at the entrance to a small park.  The gate was iron, composed of narrow bars made more for decoration than deterrence.  It had curling spirals of metal up its sides and along its top.  The park beyond had green grass punctuated by trees and carefully situated beds that might have once been overflowing with carefully planted flowers, though now they were full of weeds and grass that was overgrown.  It didn’t look dreary or haunted as so much else did in Prosper, but it did look forgotten.  Just beyond the gate stood a semblance of a man, though whether it had been human, or perhaps one of the people of Prosper before death, was impossible to say now.   
 
      
 
    The Wraith was unlike anything I’d encountered before.  It glowed a pulsing blue-green from within its skeletal body, but it bore little resemblance to what it had once been, at least in most ways.  It was as tall as any two people might have been, though it hunched down as if trying to take the form of a single one.  The skeletal head was fanned open at the back so that the skull formed into a crown that looked like it was made of bone woven together with bronze, a wicked churning tangle of metal and dead material that was a part of it and not just some decoration.   
 
      
 
    This unusual twinning of organic and inorganic carried down into its body where its shoulder blades fanned out like wings that would never allow it to fly.  They looked more like blades than actual wings, though they were massive, looking far too large and heavy to allow the thing to move with any fluidity.  It had four long arms, each bearing a second elbow that allowed them to glide with a silky grace that was unsettling. Its legs had fused together and elongated into a knot of chitinous chord that wove beneath it like the tail of an impossible serpent, but most unsettling of all of this madness that made up the wraith, were its two faces.  
 
      
 
    The one it wore at the front of its skeletal crown had hollow, empty eyes, a sunken nose, and a jaw that had no lower half.  A dried tongue hung from below the ragged teeth of the skull face.  This was a horror to behold on its own, but the top most set of arms bore a second horror.  Instead of hands, those two arms ended in a split, flawless human-like face.  It drew them up in front of its skull as we approached, the two halves coming together as the eyes set in this horrifying split countenance, which had been rolled up exposing only whites, slid back down and centered on us.   
 
      
 
    “Leave this place.  You are not welcome here, creatures of the dark.”  It spoke, the mouth moving with the words, but the sound seemed to emerge from holes along the length of the arms, as though whistling through the reeds of some instrument within.  It was both human and inhuman at the same time.  I hadn’t expected it to speak, or perhaps I’d simply hoped it wouldn’t.  That this thing was still able to reason and produce speech was somehow more troubling than if it had been just a monster.   
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t.”  Larsi spoke, clearly more together than I was at that moment.  “We’ve come for the spear.  We need it to escape this place, and to save a group of people who are trapped here as well.” 
 
      
 
    The face split for a moment, the eyes rolling back upward as it lurched forward, coming closer to us.  As the “hands” came back together, the eyes slid down again.  “You would kill everyone here to save your people.  We will not trade lives for lives.  The spear must remain, this bastion must hold against the dark.  I will not let you have our source of light.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi hesitated, and the rest of us looked around, but it was Ori who spoke the thought that we were all having.   
 
      
 
    “There isn’t anybody here.  Everyone died long ago.”  She didn’t speak loudly, but it felt loud in that moment.   
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence.  Tension held us all, as the wraith split it’s face again, opening it wide to reveal the thing behind the human appearance.  Black pits where its eyes should have been bore into us, staring through us and into an infinite darkness beyond us, and then the face came back together.  “Leave this place.  You are not welcome here, creatures of the dark.”  It spoke the same words it had the first time with the exact same inflection.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it will acknowledge what has happened here.”  Korva spoke quietly.  “It died protecting this place, and now that is the purpose it goes forward with, even if there is nothing left to protect.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would attack us.”  Ori added, seeming uncertain.  “Do we attack it instead?” 
 
      
 
    Larsi was shaking her head.  “I don’t think it’s physical.  It looks solid enough, but I think that is just an illusion.  Wraiths, at least the ones in our world, don’t physically manifest.  We can’t kill it because it’s already dead.  We don’t know what kind of power it has, but it has turned back everyone who has come before.  We have to be very careful.” 
 
      
 
    “It can’t stop us all, can it?  What if we all move at the same time?”  Corvallis offered.  “Perhaps I can stand here and try to distract it, and the rest of you can charge.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi sighed.  “Your plan is for us to run at it while you do nothing?  That is what you’re suggesting, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “When you phrase it like that, it sounds like cowardice.”  Corvallis’ tone was injured, as though Larsi had done him an injustice.   
 
      
 
    “Leave this place.  You are not welcome here, creatures of the dark.”  The wraith spoke the same words it had twice before, immobile in front of us, like a macabre statue.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll face it.”  I spoke firmly.  “There is no point in all of us attacking it together, not until we know what it does.  I’ll go forward and meet it, and then we can see what effect it has on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Lillin, no!”  Ori responded quickly, and with an edge of panic in her voice.  “You can’t do that, what if it kills you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it kills.”  I answered, shrugging off her concern.  We had to learn.  We needed to get around this obstacle.  We couldn’t sit here and discuss the situation for the rest of the day, or whatever passed for a day in this place.  “Whatever it does, we need to know how, and what effect it will have on us.  If we can’t get the spear, then we’ve made this trip for nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s a good idea.”  Corvallis was nodding, and sounded chipper.  I was immediately irritated, but I ignored him.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was looking at me, her expression thoughtful.  “You might regret this.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “We can add this to the vast list of my life’s regrets.”  I was actually terrified, but I had no intention of succumbing to fear.  I would face this Wraith and we would get the spear and move on from this place.  We had to.  
 
      
 
    I could tell most of the others weren’t pleased about this choice, with the exception of Corvallis who just seemed happy that it wasn’t him.  I took a moment to gather myself and then began to step forward towards the wraith, moving slowly but with purpose.  The thing before me was constantly in motion.  The digits on its lower limbs twitched and swayed, seeming unable to rest in a single position.  The eyes of the joined face followed me, set above an expressionless face. 
 
      
 
    I took another step forward and then, instantly, and without seeming to move at all, it was upon me.  How it went from one position to the next I couldn’t say, but its hands were around my head and I felt a touch colder than metal in the heart of winter.  My vision went entirely black.  I was lost in a field of complete darkness, impossibly alone and frightened.  One word slipped through my mind.  Desolation. 
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  The voice snapped my attention about and I spun in place to face the one who’d spoken.  My heart jumped in my chest and pain clenched me for a moment as my eyes settled on the familiar, but long absent face of someone I’d never managed to put away.   
 
      
 
    “Zark.”  His name fell leaden from my tongue.   
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t have come here.”  He wore an expression of infinite sadness upon his familiar features.   
 
      
 
    “I know.”  The words trickled from me. “But you can’t be here.  You’re dead.  I know you are.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Lillin, but you shouldn’t have come here.”  His tone was heartbreaking.  I could hear the pain in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand what is happening.”  I was trying to reason my way through this.  What was I seeing?  What was happening to me? 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t have come here.”  He said again, and then he fell to his knees and he began to scream.  I’d heard screams like his before.  It was a panicked, desperate sound, the inarticulate and primal emotion of someone who knew death was coming, who knew that all good things were about to end.   
 
      
 
    I tried to step forward, to move closer to him, but I found my legs wouldn’t answer the call of my mind.  I couldn’t go forward.  My arms wouldn’t swing, my feet wouldn’t rise, and I could do nothing but look on as water began to bubble up out of Zark’s mouth, to pour from his nose, and between his lips as he gasped and struggled.  It seemed to go on forever before he began to convulse.  He slumped to the ground, his body bloating and skin becoming pale.   
 
      
 
    Blackened, I knew what I was seeing.  I knew it to the core of my being.  I’d seen him like this before.   I’d seen Zarkov in this exact state when he’d been pulled from the water test after he’d died.  His hands twitched once more and then he was still.  He was dead again, and I had watched him die.   
 
      
 
    “No!”  The word fell uselessly from my lips.  He wasn’t really here.  I wasn’t really seeing any of this.  Zarkov was already gone! 
 
      
 
    He faded away in front of me and I gasped sharply, noticing for the first time that tears were slipping down my face. 
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  Zarkov emerged from the darkness before me again.  “You shouldn’t have come here.”  He said, and his expression was full of sadness once more.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, no . . . “  The words fell past my lips as I realized what was going to happen.  “Zarkov, no, please . . . “ 
 
      
 
    Then it happened again, though it took longer this time, and he managed to scream my name as he died.  It began again almost immediately, but this time he was closer to me, and yet still impossibly far out of reach.   
 
      
 
    I began to scream.  I couldn't do this.  I couldn’t watch this again and again.  Panic burned through my body, and an emotional agony so keen that it was every bit as traumatic as physical pain.  The trauma was fresh every time, bleeding anew as though the stitches of an almost healed wound were being torn roughly apart.   
 
      
 
    I watched it again, and again, and again, and again.  It wouldn’t stop.  Hours.  Days.  Weeks.  Then something broke.  There was a snapping inside of me and the emotional agony became physical pain, a burning roar that demanded my focus.  The image of Zarkov before me tore apart, ripping at the seams until the void I was in exploded into light and I could hear myself screaming.  I could feel the strain on my vocal chords, and I felt myself moving.  I was charging at the wraith, this thing that had held me imprisoned in my own nightmarish memories for so long.  I closed my fist and felt my fingers tighten around something solid, though I barely registered it in that moment.  I lifted the item in my hand and brought it down with all the might I could muster, aiming it at the split face of the wraith.  Its eyes watched emotionless as I brought down the item in my grip. 
 
      
 
    I felt resistance for a moment, and then the human face broke, and the skull one behind it split and fell away.  I cut through the head, and then the twisted body beneath, the light from within the creature fading as the item in my hand struck the ground, and the wraith crumbled to smoke and mist around me.   
 
      
 
    I was looking down at a slender black blade, the surface reflecting the light around us like a piece of well polished obsidian.  My fingers clutched a long handle, longer than that typically on a sword, and the blade was long and curved, heavy at the tip.  I’d never seen a weapon quite like it before, and I wasn’t sure where this one had come from.  Even as I tried to grasp what was happening, I felt a new rush of pain in my palm, and I watched as this strange weapon seemed to fold back in on itself and crawl back into my hand.  It was like a massive insect, hooked legs threading between my fingers as it took a hold of me, and then it sank into my flesh.  I could feel it crawling up inside my arm, and then it was gone entirely, but new black streaks seared across my flesh, crawling up my forearm towards my elbow.   
 
      
 
    The blade had been a manifestation of the curse.  Was that normal?  Tsinza was gone. I had no one to ask.   
 
      
 
    “Are you alright, Lillin?”  Ori’s hand was on my shoulder, and her voice was full of worry.  She was shaking me, and I wondered how long she’d been there.  How long had I been standing here staring at my arm? 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I answered numbly, though the word felt like a lie.  “You waited for me?”  I asked, finding myself somewhat shocked that they would have stayed here for the weeks I’d been trapped in my nightmare.   
 
      
 
    “Waited for you?”  Larsi asked.  “To kill the Wraith?  That didn’t take long at all.  We didn’t exactly expect it, but it happened before we knew what was coming.  How did you . . . “  Her words fell away. “You don’t know, do you?” 
 
      
 
    I was shaking my head.  “Weeks, it had me for weeks.”  I said, certain of that fact.  It had held me for so long I'd thought I’d never get out.   
 
      
 
    “Lil, it was seconds, maybe less.  It touched you and then you screamed, and it recoiled.  Less than a heartbeat later you charged it and . . . well, I’m not sure what happened, but I think it’s gone.”  Ori spoke softly.   
 
      
 
    “No, it couldn’t be . . . I saw . . . “  My words trailed off.  I understood why the others had turned back.  How long did it normally hold them before they broke?  If a moment could seem like weeks, did they relive the horrors of their life for years, decades?  Who would face that and try to go on?  I felt terribly empty and old in that moment, impossibly old.  I wiped at the tears on my face again.   
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?”  Ori’s voice was quiet as she moved closer to me, reaching a hand in my direction.   
 
      
 
    I forced myself to nod.  “Yes, I’m good.”  I lied.  “We need . . . “  What had we come here for?  “The spear.”  I managed to find our purpose again.  Ori’s finger brushed my sleeve as I pulled away.  I didn’t want to be touched just then.  I didn’t want to think about what had happened.  “We need to find the spear.”  I stated it more firmly, forcing my attention to the task at hand.   
 
      
 
    “We could give you a moment.”  Larsi offered. “You look like you just ran a giant black magic knife through a horrifying ghost monster.  Probably because that’s what you just did.” 
 
      
 
    I gave a single short laugh.  I wasn’t feeling particularly full of humor, but that had gotten me.  “No, really, we need to keep moving.  I’ll feel better if we do.”  I desperately wanted to distract my mind from the horrors it was still struggling to overcome.  I felt wounded, but not on the outside.  I was maimed, and the injury was imprinted upon my mind and I might never shake it off entirely.  Only the brutal training of my time with the Wardens allowed me to push down the turmoil and hide it beneath a surface that I hoped looked calm.   
 
      
 
    It didn’t take us long to find the spear.  We trudged through the high grass of the park until we reached its center, and there, leaning against a statue of a woman in a suit of heavy armor, was the object of our interest.  I didn’t know the woman, and I wasn’t exactly sure how I knew that this was what we wanted to find.  It was, of course, a spear, but it might have been a forgery for all we knew.  Still, it felt special.   
 
      
 
    The spear was as tall as I was, a straight staff with grips in three places along its length.  The once red wrappings were faded to a soft pink in tone, but I guessed they had once been vibrant.  The shaft itself was of some type of metal that had a blue-black hue to it.  The blade, though, was something else entirely.  The metal was red, streaked with black swirls, and it had holes in it, some smaller than a fingertip, and one or two as large as a coin. It was as long as two of my hands from tip to palm, and a bit over a hand’s width wide.  The shape was irregular, though it had a somewhat triangular cast to it.  It looked less like a shaped piece of metal, and more like a scrap that had been attached at the head of the spear.   
 
      
 
    We were all standing around it, staring at the weapon as if afraid to go forward and take it.   
 
      
 
    “That’s the one.”  Larsi finally said, breaking the spell of silence that had fallen upon us all.  “We should take it and get out of here.”   
 
      
 
    “I’ve a bad feeling about this.”  Corvallis put in, words colored by his general cowardice.   
 
      
 
    I ignored him and stepped forward to take the spear.  The moment my fingers curled around the haft a bolt of dazzling, body shaking pain roared through me and I let out a scream of shock as I fell back, clutching at the wrist of the hand I’d touched the weapon with.  I looked at my palm where smoke was rising up, and I could smell the burnt flesh even before I saw the wound that was opened there.  Dark strands, like threads at the edges of a frayed piece of fabric, began to unravel from the edges of the gash, writhing across the gap and hooking into the other side of the separation.  It hurt, but it was mesmerizing to watch as the wound closed itself.   
 
      
 
    Ori was at my side in a moment, taking my hand in hers and looking down at the damage.  “What happened?!”  She asked in shock.   
 
      
 
    My mind was trying to piece that together as well.   
 
      
 
    “It rejected her because of the curse.”  Larsi stated in such a matter-of-fact way that it made this conclusion seem obvious.  “This thing is a source of light, so of course it won’t react well to things like the curse.  We should have thought of that.”   
 
      
 
    “I’m alright, Ori.”  I said, letting her help me back to my feet.  “Someone other than me will have to carry it.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me try.”  Larsi said quickly.  “I’m good at healing if my guess is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “We should just leave the damned thing.”  Corvallis put in. “You’re stupid to try and touch it again.  What if it hits you harder than it hit Lillin?”   
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should have Corvallis take it?”  Korva offered, a small smile touching the corners of her mouth.  It was something of a malicious expression, and one that didn’t really suit Korva’s face at all.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not touching that thing.”  He said firmly.  “I’m not a fool like the rest of you.”   
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it.”  Larsi said again firmly.  “I’m not afraid to touch it, and we’re not leaving here without the spear.”  Before anyone could protest further, she strode forward and grabbed the haft of the weapon.  We all flinched as she took a firm grip, even Larsi herself, but soon enough it was evident that she was either correct, or the weapon had already burned its anger out on me.   
 
      
 
    “There, see, no problem.  We have the spear, now let’s get out of here as quickly as we can.  I’m getting really tired of this place.”  Larsi had relaxed some.  She held the spear like a walking staff, leaning lightly into her grip upon it.  It reminded me a bit of my own staff before I’d lost it.  I missed the familiar weapon.   
 
      
 
    “Back the way we came, then?”  Ori asked, but no sooner had the final word crossed her lips then things began to shift around us.   
 
      
 
    It was a difficult thing to understand.  On a sunny, clear day a single cloud passing across the sun will cast a shadow that seems to change all of reality as it makes its ponderous way by the burning orb, but this shadow came from the center of the park, and it crawled across the ground making things not only darker, but more worn and decayed.  It crackled as it tore at the world around it, reclaiming what had once been brightly lit.  Somehow, in some way that I couldn’t begin to understand, by leaning against the statue the spear had been maintaining this bubble of light.  Larsi removing it had caused the light to falter and the darkness to come flooding back in.   
 
      
 
    The air grew heavy and I could feel the menace of all the dark things coming to explore what had been denied to them for so long.   
 
      
 
    “Let us go quickly.”  Larsi said, turning back the way we’d come.  She began to run, not an uncontrolled and mad sprint, but a determined, firm pace that would allow us to cover ground and keep a watch for trouble.  We all fell in with her.  
 
      
 
    By the time we cleared the area that had once been a font of light, it was nearly indistinguishable from the rest of the city.  We ran through the area once full of the strange red floating creatures, passing over the bodies of fallen travelers, some facing the way we were now, and some still facing the place that had once been the Wraith’s.  The red things with their terrible whispering were gone and it occurred to me that they might have well been related to the Wraith in some way.  Their particular brand of suffering was similar in nature.  If they weren’t directly related, then perhaps they had been drawn to the Wraith for some other reason.   
 
      
 
    None of us complained at their absence.  The trip back to the bridge was relatively quick, and surprisingly free of trouble.  The troll was waiting for us when we arrived.   
 
      
 
    “You’ve succeeded.”  He boomed as we drew near enough to hear him.  “You have the spear.” 
 
      
 
    Of course he would know.  Looking back the way we’d come it was clear to see the glow of the once safe zone was gone.  Larsi held the spear in front of her.  It looked not at all impressive now.  There was no sign that it held any special significance at all.  In fact, it looked poorly made. 
 
      
 
    The great creature before us let out a long, deep breath.  “Good.”  It spoke the word with a relish, a satisfaction that seemed to run bone deep.  “Then it is time that I uphold my part of this deal as well.  You will leave the spear with me, and I will open the gate back to your people, to Shimmer. The gate will remain open until you bring them all back through, and then I will open the gate once more.  You will end me and once the last of you has crossed the threshold, the gate will close for good.  This bridge will no longer be a passageway.” 
 
      
 
    “The gate will stay open with you dead?”  Larsi sounded skeptical, and I’d had the same thought myself.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, so long as someone is traversing the passage the gate will remain open.  Once the last person crosses the gate at the end of the bridge, the bridge will no longer cross worlds.”    It seemed certain of this.  There was no doubt in its booming voice, but we were again at the mercy of this being’s good will.  If it chose to break its word, we would all suffer.   
 
      
 
    “We will take the spear with us.”  I said on impulse.  “Trust works two ways.  We’ve already done a task for you, now you will do one for us and then we will return with spear and finish things.” 
 
      
 
    The troll let out an intimidating growl that felt as though it was sounding my bones like the reeds of a finely tuned instrument.  “I do not like this.”  Its eyes were on the spear.   
 
      
 
    “Neither do we.”  Larsi piped in.  “But we have a great deal relying on your services as a bridge keeper, and the spear is the only bargaining chip we currently have.”   
 
      
 
    The creature shifted in our direction, moving with a frightening grace for its size.  “I could take the spear from you, crush the life from your tiny bodies and take what is mine.” 
 
      
 
    “And it would only take one of us getting beyond your reach with the spear for you to be trapped here without escape again.  How well do you think we could hide this spear?  Without the well of light, how would you even send someone after it?”  Larsi had a lopsided grin on her face as she spoke.  
 
      
 
    “Fine!”  The troll roared, and then it hunched down.  “Take the spear to get the others, but be quick about it.  Let us not wear on one another’s patience more than necessary.  Are you ready for passage upon my bridge?” 
 
      
 
    We exchanged looks but gave a firm nod.  “We need to go to Shimmer.” 
 
      
 
    “Picture your destination and step onto the first step of the bridge.  Go no further than that until I say to go further.”  It commanded, and then we did as we were told.  The bridge was massive.  It stretched across waters that were dark and turbulent and was made of ancient wood that looked as though it might fall into the waters over which it spanned at any moment.  The top was wide enough for three to walk abreast with a little room between them, and the railings were a single wooden beam with occasional slats for support.  It looked frighteningly open.  If you tumbled over a side, there was only the skeletal body of the supports beneath to catch onto, and then the water far below.  The length was such that falling in the center, even if the water was deep there, would probably be a death sentence.  Swimming across the fast current water would be incredibly difficult, if not impossible.   
 
      
 
    We all stepped onto the wooden platform at the start of the bridge. It was large and round.  At one point it had been painted, though the color had become so faded by time that I could scarce tell and there was no way of guessing what image might have originally adorned the wood.  The boards creaked as we took our position.   
 
      
 
    I kept Shimmer in my mind, the Inn, the street in front of it.  I could only guess that the others were doing the same.   
 
      
 
    “It is done.”  The troll spoke, though I felt no different.  There was no sign that anything had happened.  “The gate goes where you wish.  Walk straight across the bridge.  You may look behind you, but do not walk back this way, and do not fall from the path.  The bridge goes one way at a time.  Once you cross the gate at the other side and gather the others, you may walk back across, but again you must go straight across.  Do not dally.  Be warned, if you do look back the way you’ve come, you might not like what you see.  If anyone falls from the path, let them go.  The water is death.  Oblivion.  While the bridge is working, touching that flow is touching the void.  Those who stumble are lost.  Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I said, and the others spoke as well.  I felt a surge of anxiety at these warnings. I hadn’t considered the possibility that crossing this bridge would bring so many unknown dangers.   
 
      
 
    “I will hold the gate until you’ve all returned, and then we will finish our business after I have opened the way to your final destination.  Now go.”  The troll spoke firmly, and it was like a push.  We began to cross the span of ancient wood that stretched over oblivion.   
 
      
 
    The boards of the bridge creaked beneath our feet with every step.  For the first dozen seconds I might have mistaken the crossing for that of any other bridge passing, but that initial impression faded as I noticed an unusual pressure in the air around me.  The air felt thin at first, and then heavy, like I could actually perceive it pushing against me from all sides.  It had weight that made drawing breath difficult.  I took a step forward and it felt like the plank moved slightly under my foot.   
 
      
 
    I took a deep steadying breath and pressed on, following behind the others.  The sense of strangeness didn’t get worse, but it persisted, assaulting my senses across the entire length of the bridge until we’d almost reached the gate at the other side.  I could see our goal, though from where I stood it looked as though we would simply cross onto the street at the other end. 
 
      
 
    Corvallis looked back over his shoulder and stopped for a moment.  A strange expression slid across his features, and for a moment I thought I could see something reflected on his face, as though it wasn’t made of flesh at all.  That look was so familiar, the features glimmering like a mirror in a shape that I could almost call to memory.  “You should look behind us.  It’s incredible.” 
 
      
 
    “We were warned against looking back.”  I snapped at him, but even as I said the words I felt the temptation to see what he was seeing.   
 
      
 
    He turned back forward and shrugged.  “Suit yourself, but it’s something incredible, something unlike anything you’ve seen before.  What if this is your only chance to see it?”   
 
      
 
    “I think I’m alright with that.”  Larsi said.  “We’re almost there, come on.”   
 
      
 
    I took another step forward, but even as I did so I turned to look back.  Curiosity had me, or perhaps some strange and uncontrollable impulse set off by the impression of the look I’d encountered on Corvallis’ face.  My eyes slipped past my shoulder, swept over the planks at my feet, and then I looked up and down the way we’d come.   
 
      
 
    The vista behind us was impossible.  My stomach turned violently and even as I spun back forward I was fighting with my stomach to hold it down.  My head throbbed as though I’d taken a terrible blow and I staggered for a moment.  I was trying to make sense of what I’d seen, but I couldn’t.  I could not begin to put it into a frame of reference.  The bridge had been twisted, spiralled and bent back upon itself, flowing through an impossible arching maze of infinite scope.  The sky had poured through the cracks and gaps in the structure, and the solid materials had flowed like oil atop water trying to retain some form of functional shape and all of this had happened in an instant.  There was definite, intentional structure mixed with a chaos so complete that it made the parts of intent seem an impossibility.    
 
      
 
    I was breathing hard as I took another staggered step forward.  I shouldn’t have looked.  I crossed the bridges threshold and things settled around me, but still my mind was reeling over what it had just witnessed.  I hadn’t been equipped to understand what my eyes had tried to grasp.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin?”  It was Ori’s voice, and I looked up to see she was standing next to me, concern clear on her features.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head “no” at first, but forced myself to turn it into a nod.  “Yes, I’m alright.”  I managed to speak, trying to shut off the madness of what I’d been beholden to moments before.  “I looked back.”  I had to admit it.  “I shouldn’t have.” 
 
      
 
    Ori’s expression of concern deepend.  “Are you sure you’re alright?”  She reached out and touched my cheek softly, her fingers warm and solid.  There was a centering force in the connection to her in that moment.   
 
      
 
    I wanted to try and explain what I’d seen, but there was no way I could convey it to her.  “We need to be certain people keep their eyes ahead when they cross the bridge.” I said firmly.  “I’ll be fine in time, but . . . I just need some time.”   
 
      
 
    The right arm, all the way down to my cursed palm, was burning as though afire.  I hadn’t noticed until that moment, but I could feel the surge of that dark power rolling through my body.  I hadn’t intentionally drawn on it, but there was no denying the feeling of seizing the curse.  I clenched and unclenched my hand as I let go of the darkness, feeling the pain recede back into my palm where it normally held place.   
 
      
 
    “We’re where we wanted to be.”  Korva noted.  “This is Shimmer, but . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “Something’s wrong.”  Larsi finished.   
 
      
 
    I looked around with a more critical eye then, still trying to push the fractured image of the twisted bridge from my thoughts as I did so.  I recognized the buildings we stood near, but they looked far more dilapidated.  It was difficult to make out details, and there was a stench upon the air that I recognized only too well.  Once you’d gotten a nose full of decay, it was impossible to forget the smell of death.   
 
      
 
    Larsi was marking a line on the road with a piece of charcoal she carried in her pack.  The line marked the point we’d just crossed.  It looked just like an open stretch of road from where we now stood.  It was impossible to tell we’d crossed a bridge to get here.   
 
      
 
    “The light is gone.”  Ori spoke the truth that we were all seeing, but hadn’t yet fully pieced together.  My heart beat fast in my chest as I considered what that meant for this place.  Shimmer couldn’t exist without the light.  The people would have no protection, but why had the light failed them?  Why now?  I found myself looking over at the spear that Larsi held and I remembered how the light had faltered when she’d taken it from its place, but that couldn’t have been connected to this place.  There was a great distance between the two locations.  
 
      
 
    Larsi’s jaw was set firm.  “They couldn’t be tied together.  This has to be a coincidence.”  It wasn’t Larsi who spoke, though it was her mouth.  “This isn’t our fault.”  Axiome seemed to be trying to convince someone, and I thought it might be Larsi. 
 
      
 
    “Of course this is our fault.”  Corvallis said with a sigh.  “We took the spear and the light collapsed.  Why else would it require a guardian?  Soothing your conscience with lies is just self deception.  You did this.”  He was looking directly at me as he spoke.   
 
      
 
    Ori’s voice pulled me from the angry contemplation of Corvallis’ sneering expression.  “If this is anyone’s fault, then that fault lies with all of us.  We chose to pursue the spear as a group.” 
 
      
 
    “No, the fault doesn’t lie with me.  I didn’t want to get the spear.”  Corvallis announced with a degree of pomp that was infuriating.   
 
      
 
    “You didn’t want to get the spear because you’re a coward, Corvallis, not because of any moral objection to doing so.”  I snapped back at him, my irritation with his constant jeering starting to get the better of me.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t presume to know my thoughts, child.  I am a Warden, and you will . . . “  He began, but Axiome’s voice snapped through his.   
 
      
 
    “And what is being a Warden now, Corvallis?  The order is fallen, the King is corrupted.  What moral high ground can any Warden take when it was our prestigious order that caused the fall of humanity?  Being a Warden, claiming brotherhood to what that means, that is an admission of guilt as dark as any.  We don’t know what happened here.  We don’t know that the fault lies with us, but even if it didn’t, we are all guilty of many dark deeds to get where we are.  How many times did we leave a fellow behind on the path to become a Warden?  Not one of us is innocent.  Shut your shit frothing mouth and do something productive for a change or I’ll pin you to a tree and leave you here when we go back.”  I could feel a surge in the air around Axiome, a pulse of what I knew was his Will drawing about him as though he were standing at the eye of a personal storm. 
 
      
 
    Corvallis looked as though he was going to open his mouth again, but Korva spoke instead.   
 
      
 
    “Fault doesn’t matter now.  What’s done is done.  We need to see if there is anyone left here, and then we should get back.  We don’t know how patient the troll will be.  I’d prefer not to antagonize the one who is supposed to send us home.” Her tone was calm and measured, more so than any of the rest of us seemed.   
 
      
 
    “It’s not your home.”  Corvallis let the words slip past his lips in a harsh whisper that was impossible not to hear.  “You’re not even human.” 
 
      
 
    “Corvallis, speak again and I will break you.”  Axiome’s proclamation was dark and succinct, and there was not a shred of doubt in me that he was speaking the truth.  This wasn’t an idle threat.  He’d reached the limit of his patience, and I found myself in much the same place.   
 
      
 
    Corvallis seemed somehow pleased at Axiome’s anger, a strange smile lighting his face in a way that made me feel uneasy.  The conversation I’d had with Korva floated to the forefront of my mind again.  Was there something wrong with Corvallis? 
 
      
 
    “This place isn’t large.”  I said, putting aside my concerns and trying to release some of the tension hanging over us.  “Let’s make a round and see if there are survivors.  If we run into trouble, we’ll prioritize retreat.  As much as I want to save anyone I can, I also don't want to die finding out that there is no one here left to save.  We don’t know what did this.”  I was wishing Tsinza was back again.  He’d know what we were facing, or he’d have an idea at least. I felt blind without his guidance.    
 
      
 
    All of us clearly still ill at ease, we began our search for survivors.  We found evidence of violence almost everywhere we went.  Bodies, most unrecognizable as human or near-human any longer, were strewn across the streets as though posed to be visible no matter what direction you chose to turn your head.  There was so much death that I wondered how there could be anyone left alive.  How many people had been living in Shimmer?  Certainly there couldn’t be enough to account for all of the corpses.   
 
      
 
    “Some of these are only a few hours old.”  Larsi noted, leaning down next to a severed leg and giving it a poke with a knife.  I wasn’t sure when Axiome had gone, but Larsi sounded tired.  “Some are older.  This had to have started not long after we left here, well before we took the spear.”   
 
      
 
    There was a subtle relief to her voice, one that I shared in, though only partially.  Taking the spear, then, hadn’t caused this, but had our presence still been the catalyst?  Was I part of the reason this had all happened?  The darkness seemed focused on me.  Where I went, death followed.  The others might not be at fault, but that didn’t mean that I wasn’t.   
 
      
 
    Ori gave a sharp, short whistle, a signal to draw attention, and everyone froze and looked her way.  She was looking across the street from where we stood, and my eyes traced the path hers were taking and stopped a moment later.  Someone was there, standing with their back to us staring at a wall.   
 
      
 
    The woman seemed not to have noticed we were there, or didn’t care to notice that we were there.  Her hands were up in front of her, fingers lightly pressed to the wall in front of her, and though I couldn’t see her face from where we stood, I could imagine the look of blank trauma it must be wearing.   
 
      
 
    “Stranger,” Larsi called.  “Are you alright?  We’re trying to take survivors to safety.  You could come with us if you’d like.” 
 
      
 
    The woman didn’t respond.  She was still looking at the wall, swaying ever so slightly where she stood.  It felt wrong to me, but then everything here did.  The woman might well have been driven insane by what she’d seen.  She might be a threat to us now.  Apparently I wasn’t the only one having this thought.  Larsi drew her knife quietly from her hip.   
 
      
 
    “I’m going to come closer to you now.”  There was a weight to the air as Larsi moved forward, and it seemed she took far too long to cross the distance between us and the unknown female.  “I’m going to touch your shoulder, alright?”  I watched her hand cross the distance between them and I felt myself coiling like a viper about to strike.  Something was wrong.   
 
      
 
    Larsi touched her shoulder and the woman spun about, a scream slipping up her throat.  Her eyes were wide and almost blank, and the look of horror on her face as she turned about was so pure that it felt like it might have swallowed up everything she might have once contained.  I’d only seen that expression on those at the cusp of a horrible death. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s alright.  We’re not here to hurt you.”  Larsi said firmly, squeezing the woman’s shoulder harder.   
 
      
 
    The stranger’s scream tapered off as she blinked and seemed to look at each of us, for the first time really seeing us.  She was just a scared, haggard looking woman.  Her wide brown eyes were framed in a round friendly-looking face. She might have been young, but fear had aged her beyond her years.  She was one of the local people, human in most ways, but with softly felted ears like those of a wolf rising up from her hair which was short and curly.  “Who are you?”  She asked in a voice that shook as if it rose up from vocal chords that were chilled to almost freezing.   
 
      
 
    “I’m Larsi, these are my companions.  We’re here to take you somewhere safe.  It’s alright now.”  Her voice was calm and soothing.  She’d stowed her normally dark humor, which I thought was probably for the better given the situation.  “Are there other survivors?” 
 
      
 
    “Other?”  She repeated the word in confusion.  “I don’t . . . maybe?”  It seemed more of a question than a statement.   
 
      
 
    “What happened here?”  Ori asked.   
 
      
 
    She shook her head.  “No, no . . . . I don’t know.”  Her initial denial snapped from her tongue in an urgent, almost angry way, but the next three words, coming on the back of a few deep breaths, were almost a pleading whisper.  “I just don’t know.”   
 
      
 
    I’d seen this kind of reaction before.  She was rejecting the trauma that had occurred.  She didn’t want to remember what had happened.  Her mind couldn’t process the things that had driven her to this place, so she was actively blocking any attempt to recall what had come to pass.  The mind could do strange things to cope with horror.  We wouldn’t get anything more from her.   
 
      
 
    Larsi seemed aware of this as well.  “That is fine.  You don’t need to have all the answers.  What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded at this, as though almost excited that this was a question she could face.  “Dezzella.  Dezzie.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Dezzie, that’s a nice name.  Would you like to come with us?  We’re going to leave Shimmer and go somewhere safer.  We’d like for you to come along.”  Larsi spoke in a slow deliberate fashion, keeping her tone friendly and light.  It was a side of her I hadn’t really seen before.    
 
      
 
    Dezzie hesitated for a moment before nodding.  “They might still be here.  We have to be careful.  I can . . . I can hear them sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “Who might still be here?”  Korva asked.   
 
      
 
    “The demons.”  Dezzie answered with a shaky voice.  “I don’t know what they are.  They came out of the dark.  They looked like skeletons, but with the muscles still attached. They had horns and they just kept coming.  We tried to fight them off, but they wouldn’t die.  We chopped them apart, but they came back together, and then more of them came, and they were leading other things.  We started to run, but they came from the other side of town too.  I don’t know where they went.” 
 
      
 
    Her description sent a chill through me.  It sounded familiar.  It sounded like the immortal things that had been created with the black muck beneath the Warden school, the ghouls.  I’d faced them before.  You could break them, but they wouldn’t stop.  No matter how much damage you did to them, they just kept coming.   
 
      
 
    “I think I’ve seen these things before.  We’d be better off not facing them.”  I thought it better to give voice to my concerns.  “We need to finish here and leave as soon as we can.” 
 
      
 
    Dezzie was nodding, her eyes still wide and afraid.  I wanted to turn around and leave at that exact moment, but we needed to finish our round.  If we’d found one survivor, there might yet be others.   
 
      
 
    “You’ll hear no arguments from me.”  Larsi agreed quickly.  
 
      
 
    It was then that I noticed that Dezzie was bleeding.  I hadn’t been paying close enough attention before, but as we readied ourselves to get moving again, I saw that there was blood dripping down her arm.  It didn’t look like an alarming amount, but it was enough that I was concerned.  
 
      
 
    “Dezzie, are you injured?”  I asked, swinging my pack around to look for clean bandages, or something to use as a bandage for the time being.  I didn’t have much left.  I found a shirt and began to rip fabric from it.   
 
      
 
    Dezzie looked at her shoulder, covered by a shawl she had over it and gave a small nod.  “Scratched.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I see?”  I prompted, moving towards her with some of my torn shirt.   
 
      
 
    She gave yet another small nod and dropped the shawl.  The wound was through the top of the dress she was wearing.  It wasn’t large, the gash about the size of my smallest finger, but it was deep at its center.  I frowned at it. It wasn’t bleeding as much as it should have been.  That might have been an indication that she was in shock.  She needed stitches, but we didn’t have time for it just then.  I grabbed my canteen and ran some water over the wound, trying to flush out anything that might be inside of it.  Cleaned out I could see that there was a deep hole in the very center of the cut.  
 
      
 
    I wrapped it tightly with the cloth I had.  “Try not to move this shoulder too much.  When we get back across the bridge we’ll stitch this up for you.  For now, this will have to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.”  Dezzie replied, seemingly lost in a haze.   
 
      
 
    With that finished, we began to move again.  At first we had to constantly keep a hold of Dezzie or she would fall behind, but the more we moved, the more she seemed to snap out of her partial fugue state. 
 
      
 
    It was some time before we found other survivors.  They were scattered.  Some were in buildings, some huddled in alleys, but slowly we began to recover the inhabitants of Shimmer, at least the ones that were left to recover.  All told we found over two dozen, though that was only a small portion of those that had once lived there.  Among the survivors we found Gwin, but we also learned that the other leaders of Shimmer were gone, lost to the onslaught.   
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen these before.”  Gwin spoke softly as we began to make our way back to where the entrance to the bridge should be.  “The dark ones came first, before the light had even faltered.  They tore past our perimeter and began to kill before we even knew what was happening.  It was only a few moments more before the damned crawling ones came after.  The big ones were terrible, but the smaller ones were fast.  They got most of us, pinning us down while the big ones followed after and tore us apart.  We managed to raise the alarm, but by then it was far too late.” 
 
      
 
    “. . . thought they were going to kill us all.”  A hollow-eyed man holding his hand over a wound in his side said.  “I don’t know why they stopped, but they just left as fast as they’d come.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re still here.”  Dezzie said, her body shaking some as we walked.  “I can hear them more and more.  Listen!”  She stopped, and our group stopped as well, everyone straining their ears to hear what Dezzie was hearing.  The silence was oppressive.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t hear anything.”  Ori said after a time.  “I think we’re okay.” 
 
      
 
    Larsi looked a bit concerned.  She seemed distrustful of Dezzie, and I could understand the sentiment.  The woman was clearly traumatized.  Terror could unhinge a person.  It wasn’t weakness.  Trauma did unfortunate things to the mind, and everyone coped in different ways.  Dezzie seemed to be falling apart inside.    
 
      
 
    Dezzie was shaking her head.  “No, you have to hear them. It’s getting louder.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we should try to hurry to the bridge.  It’s close now.”  Larsi spoke in a tone of firm command, and that seemed to get us moving again.  We quickened our pace, helping the injured along as we could.  Several had been attacked by the “crawlers” that Gwen described.  They all bore gashes and stab wounds from the monsters, but none were that serious.  Once we stopped we could treat their wounds and it seemed most of them would be fine.   
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of our return trip to the bridge waiting for the inevitable attack I felt must be coming at any moment.  Everything was going so smoothly.  We were making good time, and we’d managed to save more than I’d initially hoped upon seeing the chaos when first returning to Shimmer.  When we reached the crossing point with no trouble at all, I found that I didn’t feel relieved at all.  It had been too easy.  That sense that something was very wrong that I’d first felt when we’d found Dezzie was only growing, yet we were so close to safe.   
 
      
 
    “We’re going to be crossing a strange bridge.”  Larsi was speaking.  “I know you can’t see it yet, but when we walk past this point things are going to change.  You can’t look back.  Just keep walking forward no matter what. It’s going to feel strange, and you might be a bit disoriented, but you cannot turn around.  When we reach the other side, the bridge operator is large and frightening to look at, but he won’t harm us.  We need him to get us all to safety, and we’ve come to an agreement with him. Keep your distance and we’ll be moving on quickly.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded firmly, my memories of the previous crossing spinning through my mind in a way that made me feel like curling up into a ball and crying.  I didn’t want to think about what I’d seen down that twisting passage.  It had scarred me inside, creating a wound that would never heal.  My hands shook a bit and I forced them into fists to silence the disquiet inside of me.  Pain rippled through my arm from the palm with the curse mark.  I welcomed the clarity it brought with the agony.  This was a familiar discomfort, something I could find root within, something to settle my mind and focus my intent.   
 
      
 
    “What happens if we do look back?”  Someone asked.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t!”  I snapped quickly.  “Don’t look back.”  I added a bit more quietly, the momentary calm I’d found dissolving.  “It might kill you.”  I didn’t know if it actually could, but it seemed no less dangerous than possible death.  These words brought a heavy silence.   
 
      
 
    Corvallis was looking at me, a small smile on his lips.  I didn’t like the expression.  He’d looked back as well.  It had seemed to amuse him.  What was wrong with the man?  He didn’t feel right, or perhaps I was just paranoid?  Was I becoming irrational because of all that had happened to me?  I hated not knowing for certain.  I’d always trusted my thoughts before, but now it felt like I couldn't even rely on my own mind.    
 
      
 
    “I’ll go first.”  Larsi said.  “The rest of you follow me.  Korva, take the end of the line.  We keep moving forward no matter what.  It’s a strange experience, but when we’re all done we’ll be someplace much safer than this.”  She took her place at the point that would mark our crossing of the bridge.   
 
      
 
    The line she’d drawn in charcoal still marked the return point. She stepped across the line and nothing happened.  I frowned, fear immediately taking a firm hold on me, but then she took another step and suddenly the bridge was ahead of us.  One moment it was road, and the next the bridge back was visible, looking exactly as it had before.  I let out a shaky breath of relief. 
 
      
 
    “Stay to the center and keep moving forward.”  Larsi said, not turning around as she yelled back, and with that we began the crossing.   
 
      
 
    It took a considerable force of will to make myself set foot upon the twisted passage again.  My memory kept returning to what I’d seen no matter how hard I tried to think of anything else.  My hands were shaking and I had to focus on the individual actions needed to lift a leg and drag it forward.  It reminded me of the first time I’d gone through the tunnels in the Rift training yard.  Fear warned me that I was making a grave mistake, but there was no turning back. I could only go forward, and I had to defeat that insidious emotion if I was to win through this.  
 
      
 
    Somehow, I pressed on.  I was worried that one of the people we were escorting would look back, that someone would falter along the path, but we stayed true to the bridge and kept moving.  After a time, a time that felt impossibly long in my mind, we crossed to the other side of the bridge, coming out where the troll stood quietly waiting for us. I could feel the tension rise as people got their first look at the one we were relying upon to work the bridge for us.  The troll was intimidating to say the least, but as they’d been instructed, they kept their distance and remained as calm as anyone could be, given the circumstances.  Again, things seemed to be going shockingly well.   
 
      
 
    The troll took a step towards us.  “The first part of our agreement has come to pass.  Are you ready to perform the task which I have asked of you?”  He seemed to grow larger as he spoke, a terrible fury building up inside of him should we choose to cheat him out of the death he so keenly desired.   
 
      
 
    I looked to Larsi who had the spear, and she gave me a nod before turning to the troll.   
 
      
 
    A wry, somewhat manic grin spread across the woman’s face as she adjusted her hold on the strange weapon.  “Alright, Troll, it’s time for you to die.”  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Fallen 
 
      
 
    The process seemed simple enough.  The bridge guardian would open the path for us and the front of our line would begin the passage across.  Larsi would do her part and kill the troll, and then all we had to do was make it across the bridge one more time.  It would remain active as long as at least one person was in the process of crossing.  We were taking this on faith, but we really had no other choice, especially now that we had a group of traumatized survivors with us.  If this failed we could still try something else, but if it worked we would be free of this place within the hour.  That seemed like a gamble worth taking.  That feeling of unease that had been plaguing me since we’d started to recover survivors from Shimmer was still growing.  I told myself it was just paranoia, a foolish fear that something had to go wrong before we could escape, but at the same time I found myself preparing for the worst.  I was tense, my adrenaline running hard through my body.  This was how I felt before combat, ready to explode into action at the smallest indication of trouble.   
 
      
 
    We were going to Jinthos, or more precisely an area just outside of the city.  We didn’t know what we might find inside the walls now, but the hope remained that we would come upon a prospering city still held by the Wardens.  It would only take us a short time to reach the city that held the second Warden school from the place that Larsi and Korva had picked out.  They were our navigators.  We waited as the ancient creature prepared our way forward, everyone seeming nervous and just moments from the devastating chaos of panic.   
 
      
 
    Several of the people we’d rescued from Shimmer seemed keenly agitated, paranoid almost to distraction.  It was as though they were listening to something the rest of us weren’t hearing.  I didn't like it, but I also didn’t know what to do about it just then.  We’d have to try and help them once we reached safety.  
 
      
 
    “Cross.”  The troll’s voice boomed, and it began. I took the front.  I would hold that position until Larsi caught up with me, and then she would take the front and I would drop back to the rear of the column with Korva.  Ori and Corvallis were in the center.  That kept us distributed throughout the group. If there was a problem it would be easier to move forward than back since we couldn’t turn around.   
 
      
 
    I gathered my nerves and began the walk.  I had to appear confident and strong here.   I couldn’t falter.  Those behind me were counting on my leadership in that moment.  More than anything I wanted Larsi to lead as she always did, but someone had to do this, and Larsi didn’t trust Korva enough to let her take the front.  Corvallis was a coward, and Ori wasn’t a full Warden.  That left me.    
 
      
 
    I was barely aware of those behind me as I moved.  I couldn’t look back to see the interactions between Larsi and the troll, to be certain that went smoothly.  Though this wasn’t my first bridge crossing, I hadn’t noticed the way all sounds not from the bridge faded away as you began to walk across the wooden beams.  I heard Larsi speaking to the troll in one moment, and the next all I could hear were the footfalls of our people and the creaking of the bridge in response.  I thought perhaps faintly I could hear the rush of water below, though perhaps that was just wind whipping over the framework beneath us. My stomach churned unhappily as I went.  Vertigo took hold and I had to focus on my feet to keep myself moving.  The worst part of it all was that my mind knew what was causing these feelings.  I had seen what the bridge was really doing.  Maybe it seemed normal when looking forward, but this wasn’t a straight path.  This bridge was folding, winding, and twisting its way through the stitches of countless realities, and we were riding it as it went. This was something not for minds like ours to understand.  I couldn’t even imagine the beings who had built the mechanisms that did this, or how any of it worked, or how it could possibly look anything like a bridge.   
 
      
 
    After a few moments Larsi came up behind, passing quietly through the crowd following in my wake.  She came abreast with me and nodded.  “It’s done.”  She said.  I could see out of the corner of my eye that she still had the spear, but now it was coated in black, foul smelling liquid.   
 
      
 
    “You kept the spear?”  I asked, surprised to see that.  I’d somehow thought it would be left in his body.   
 
      
 
    “He insisted I take it.  He thinks we’ll need it again.”  She answered. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, uncertain what that meant, but I slowed my pace.  “I’ll go take my position.” I told her, letting the people flow around me as I moved back to walk beside Korva.  I couldn’t turn and walk back, so I simply slowed my pace.  I might have stopped entirely, but I felt nervous about doing so.   
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Corvallis.  That is idiotic and it isn’t what people need to hear right now.”  I heard Ori’s voice and realized that I’d drifted off to one side some.  I could hear her, but not see her.  The bridge wasn’t exactly wide, so I slowed and corrected my path a little more. 
 
      
 
    “It is exactly what they need to hear right now.  This bridge is changing them, changing all of them.  You’ll see, you’ll see very soon.  They’re all going to die.” There was a darkly delighted edge to the man’s voice, something inhuman and cruel.   
 
      
 
    “If you don’t shut it, I will shove my sword so far up your ass that you won’t be able to find the hilt.”  Ori snapped as her voice drifted past me and suddenly she was just in front of me, Corvallis walking next to her, almost leaning into her.  I could hear muttering from the people around them, worried voices getting louder.  They were only an arm length away from me.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing is wrong.  Corvallis is troubled, but we are doing just fine.”  I said, trying to sound calm, but that feeling of wrongness was building inside of me again.  I could feel something terrible coming, and it felt like it was almost upon us.     
 
      
 
    A scream sounded from ahead and someone staggered in our formation, falling to their knees.  I recognized Dezzie from behind.  “No, no, no it’s too loud!!!”  She screamed, her voice raw and full of agony.  “Why can’t you hear it?  Why can’t any of you hear it??”  She reached for her face and began to scream again.  I heard a sound that was unmistakably the ripping of flesh, followed by a horrible cracking that was similar to wood snapping, but duller and wetter.  Bone rending, perhaps?  I didn’t know what I was hearing or seeing, not from behind.  People were beginning to scream and panic.   
 
      
 
    One of Dezzie’s hands fell away from her face, and it had something clutched in it, but I couldn’t make it out.  Flesh, but there was the stark white of bone as well, and so much blood.  Someone near her turned to look and screamed in horror.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, by the gods, it’s inside of her!”  He shrieked before turning back our way and then staggering to a stop immediately.  His eyes went wide and he began to shake.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t turn back!”  Korva yelled from behind, but chaos was springing up everywhere.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to do. I was almost frozen in place, but then my eyes slipped back in the direction of Ori and Corvallis and I saw Corvallis lunge for Ori.  He had a knife in both hands and was striking at her furiously.  He sank one blow into her side as the next flashed with killer intent.  I didn’t need to see anymore.  I charged forward across the distance between us, it had widened some, four or five people between us.  Others were falling to their knees and screaming the way Dezzie had, tearing at their faces.  I caught sight of a woman with eyes that were so red they looked like they had blood pooled behind them, but I didn’t have time to analyze this further.   
 
      
 
    I charged at Corvallis and hit him hard, knocking him away from Ori as she stumbled to the ground, gasping at her now heavily bleeding wounds.  Something was wrong with Corvallis.  Something was terribly wrong with him.  As I looked at him, I couldn’t see him at all.  I kept seeing reflections of myself, dazzling, confusing images wrapped in the cloak of a Warden, and then I saw a face that was only too familiar.  Landen.  In the reflection of those mirror like facets Landen was staring back at me, his expression twisted like Corvallis’ had been.  
 
      
 
    “What is . . . “  I started to say, but then the thing that had been Corvallis made a strange ringing, wailing sound and charged at me.  It had never been Corvallis at all.  This thing was whatever had been Landen before.  Somehow it had pulled together this mimicry of a Warden while we were in the mirror garden.  This reality struck in an instant, and in the same instant I summoned the dark.   
 
      
 
    The curse answered my call immediately, the blade I’d only brought forth once before springing to my hand just in time to block Landen’s strike.  He wasn’t holding knives at all anymore.  He had claws.  He’d shed his human guise to expose something else entirely, something evil and murderous.  The illusion built in my mind began to falter.  The reality hit me again.  Corvallis hadn’t existed before the mirrors.  Why had I thought he was real?  He’d simply been some manifestation formed from reflected pieces of ourselves.  The Landen thing had worn this disguise just as he’d worn Landen before.  We’d let the enemy travel with us, and now it was striking when we were most vulnerable.  But what had it done to the others?  These thoughts all passed in the briefest moment.  I didn’t have time to give them attention.   
 
      
 
    I blocked several attacks, keeping myself carefully with my back to the path we’d come upon.  Ori was struggling to regain her feet, fighting the flow of blood, and I could feel the surge of Larsi and Korva drawing upon their Will.  This monster, though, was mine to defeat. No one would come to help me.  I would not let it get away with hurting Ori.   
 
      
 
    I drew more heavily upon the curse, feeling its strength flow through me into every muscle and fiber of my being.  The monster came for me, and I met it with violence.  The dark blade ripped through its body sending a cascade of blood and pieces of flesh flying through the air.  My weapon tore most of the way through its torso, but it only redoubled its efforts to strike at me.  I had to take a step back and shift my grip to get my next blow in, using its lunging motion to add power to my motion.  The long black tip of cursed blade drove up through its shattered chest and ripped through its head, splitting it almost in half.   
 
      
 
    Claws hooked into my arms, and it roared as it began to falter, but it had one last trick to play.  Being strong and fast made me powerful, but there was nothing I could do when it lifted me from my feet and threw me towards the edge of the bridge.  I spun and reached out with my blade, but it only managed to scrape the very edge of the wood plank as I fell down over the side.   
 
      
 
    It all seemed so slow.  I watched as the point of my summoned weapon snagged the edge of the railing.  Something dark flew over me, and then another something sprang in my direction, blocking my view in that direction for a moment, but I was too busy trying to get my bearings to focus on it.  I was still tumbling down, moving painfully slow in that moment.  I saw the edge of the lip of the bridge for a moment and then I sailed past it, the broken momentum from trying to hook the railing above causing me to swing back in towards the understructure of the bridge.  I hit a wooden beam with so much force that things went black for a moment.  Desperation and instinct took hold and I managed to snag a handhold on the next beam down as I almost tumbled past that one as well.  Fortune must have been on my side, as I swung back inward by my single grip point, my legs dangling over nothingness.  A dark shape sailed past me, thrashing in the blackness as it fell to the river below.  It was dark below.  There was nothing beneath me at all.  My fingers slid on the wood as it began to splinter beneath the force of my grip.  It needed to hold long enough for me to stabilize and pull myself up, but I wasn’t sure it would.   
 
      
 
    A hand gripped my wrist, and I looked up to see Korva hanging from a beam above me. “Keep your eyes on mine, Lillin.”  She said firmly.  “I’m going to pull you up, but do not look back.” 
 
      
 
    How I’d managed to avoid doing so was beyond me, but at her insistence that I not do so, I made a concerted effort not to look back the way we’d come.  My summoned weapon, still in my cursed palm, began to break down and claw its way back into my body as Korva drew me up until I could get a grip on the bridge again. Together we climbed back towards the planks that lined the top, ready to face the chaos there.  It was so quiet above that concern was already taking hold before we’d even reached that final handhold.  I pulled myself over the edge at the exact moment that Korva did the same, and we were greeted by an impossibility.  The bridge was entirely empty.   I was tempted to turn and look back the other way, but out of the corner of my eye I could see just enough of a hint of what lay that way that I didn’t give in to the impulse.  Madness lay at the edge of my vision.  I looked forward instead.   
 
      
 
    “Where did they go?”  I asked, and I could hear the confusion in my voice.   
 
      
 
    Korva seemed uncertain how to answer me. “They were just here.”  She leaned over and scanned the ground as though looking for sign of passage.    “Nothing, not a single sign of a fight.”   
 
      
 
    Panic was trying to flood through me.  How could they just be gone? What had happened when we’d fallen over the edge?  We’d been warned not to leave the surface of the bridge, but what became of those who did?  Had we doomed the others by falling aside, or just ourselves?   
 
      
 
    “We have to finish crossing.”  Korva’s words clove through my panic and brought my focus back into the moment.  “We can’t just stay here.  The others have to be ahead.”   
 
      
 
    And if they’re not?  The question floated through my thoughts, but I didn’t give it voice.  Speaking it might make the possibility manifest, and I didn’t want that.  We didn’t understand how the bridge worked exactly.  Perhaps falling out of sync with the others made them invisible to us.  They might be just ahead of us.  We’d only been away from the top of the bridge for moments, certainly less than the turning of a clock’s long arm.   
 
      
 
    I nodded my agreement to Korva, and we began to move forward.  “Thank you for saving me.  I would have died if you hadn’t come after me.” I spoke the words as a way to keep my mind from our situation, but also because they needed to be said.  Korva, the thing that was Korva now, could have just let me fall alone.  She’d risked a great deal to come over the side of the bridge after me.  She’d also tried to warn me about Corvallis and I’d listened, but I’d not really given her words much weight.  I hadn’t trusted her, not really, and now . . . Well, I didn’t even know what to make of our current situation.   
 
      
 
    “You’re important.  If you die, we all die.”  Korva said, shrugging off my thanks.  “Also, I believe you would have done the same for any of the others.  Korva would have done it as well.” 
 
      
 
    I was quiet for a little as I thought about her words.  “She would have.”  I agreed.  “Do you . . . “I wasn’t certain how to phrase my next question so it took me a few moments before I went on.  “Do you really know what Korva would do in a given situation?  I mean, is she still there?” 
 
      
 
    “Korva is gone mostly, but her memories still exist in this body, and her instincts are part of that.  I respond on her instincts often because they are incredibly well honed.  When I was still hiding, they allowed me to blend in with the rest of you, but now they help me to survive.”  She looked across at me.  “Lillin, I am not Korva.  Your friend is gone.” 
 
      
 
    Her words stung because they cut right to the point.  “I understand.”  I answered, and I did, though I didn’t want to hear them.  “I miss her.” 
 
      
 
    “Me pretending to be her wouldn’t make it easier.”  She answered.  “It’s better that you trust me as I am. Playing the part of Korva would be a lie, and I don’t intend to lie to you again.  It’s not in anyone’s best interest.” 
 
      
 
    We were nearing the end of the bridge.  “Still, thank you.”  I spoke the words with determination.  I meant them.  What she said was hard to hear, but she was right.  The truth was necessary.  The fact that the real Korva was gone didn’t diminish the bravery of what she’d done to save me.   
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome.”  She answered and we both stopped at the final plank of the bridge.  I had one more thing I wanted to ask, one more small detail that was bothering me.   
 
      
 
    “Why did you help us escape from Night Watch?  You could have just turned us over to the dark then.”  Korva, the thing that was using her body now, had several chances to betray me, but she never had.  This one, though, would have been the easiest.  All she’d had to do was let things happen.   
 
      
 
    “I thought about it.  It seemed like the thing I should have done, but it occurred to me that I would be better off if you came out ahead.  If the dark gets what it wants, we all devolve into chaos and suffering.  That is what existence was for me before finding this body.  I decided I didn’t want to return to that.  Helping you was what was best for me.”  She didn’t look at me as she answered, and her expression was thoughtful as she spoke.  “Imagine how angry the Wurm would be if he got to me now?  I think I’ve chosen my path.” 
 
      
 
    On impulse I reached out and gave her arm a squeeze.  My Korva was indeed gone, and I would never forget her, but whoever this was, this new person who’d come in her stead, she wasn’t an enemy.  I didn’t understand her, but I didn’t believe she fully understood herself either.  “Thank you.”  I told her again.   
 
      
 
    She just shrugged before looking up at me for a moment.  “We should go.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, taking my hand away, and with that we left the darkness behind. 
 
      
 
    We stepped across the bridge and into a different place.  Immediately the pressure of the darkness fled, the constant weight of it leaving my body in a way that made me laugh out loud for a moment, relief flooding through me.  We were really out.  I turned about and saw that the bridge was completely gone.  It should be closed now.  There would be no going back, even if we were so inclined.  I looked around and the initial relief of the crossing began to dwindle.  Our friends weren’t here.  In fact, the grass where we’d come out was high, and it was clear it hadn’t been tread down recently.   
 
      
 
    “This is the right place.”  Korva was looking at a massive tree that forked about midway up into two distinct prongs each so thick around that four people hand to hand couldn’t have circled them.  It was an impressive sight, and clearly an easy landmark to keep.  “This is exactly where Larsi and I wanted the troll to send us.”   
 
      
 
    “Did we get here before them?”  I spoke the first possibility that crossed my mind.  “We could wait a time and see if they come through.” 
 
      
 
    Korva cautiously walked back through the area from which we’d just come.  “It’s not here anymore.  That means the others already came through.  They had to or the bridge would still be working.”   
 
      
 
    “When we fell off the bridge something went wrong.”  I gave voice to the fear that was building in me.  If the bridge worked like the doors, we might have exited into a parallel world, one that was like our own but not quite the same.  We might not have any way back now.  This thought brought with it a terrifying flood of fear.  “We’re lost.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t assume that yet.”  Korva still sounded calm somehow.  “We need to keep to our original plan. We’ll go on to Second and see what we find there.  We won’t discover anything standing here and waiting around.  I’ll mark the tree so that if the others are behind by some chance, they’ll know we’ve passed this way.” 
 
      
 
    This was a standard Warden practice.  Leaving marks for others was taught in survival training.  It was a good idea.  We approached the massive tree and Korva stopped as she reached into her pack to pull out something to mark the tree.   
 
      
 
    Korva pulled her belt knife from her hip after drawing a yellow kerchief from her pack. She pinned the bright fabric to the tree.  It had an embroidered “K” in one corner, marking it as hers.  Anyone who saw it and knew to look for it would know who had left it behind.  Not far from where Korva placed her marker there was another, much older.  The knife was rusted, the leather handle weathered by years out in the elements.  The fabric, which might have been bright red at one point, was now a dingy gray.  Clearly other Wardens used this place to meet.  It would serve us well.   
 
      
 
    “We should get moving.  It’s about an hour’s hard march to Jinthos from here.  The sooner we get there, the sooner we’ll start finding answers.”  Korva oriented herself and started walking, and I joined her.   
 
      
 
    The trip went quickly with us moving at just under a run.  The sun was falling and the underbrush was thick enough that we didn’t want to risk injury by going faster.  Even with the time of day working against us, we still found the back roads to Jinthos fast enough, and were within sight of the main gate in well under an hour.  I had been away long enough that the leaning walls of the city were still a remarkable sight.  How they could lean so far without toppling over was still a wonder to me, though one I barely had the focus to contemplate as we approached.   
 
      
 
    The city looked quiet.  In the fading light I could make out trails of smoke rising from within, but there were fewer than I might have expected form such a large city.  The walls still stood, but I didn’t see guards patrolling the upper edge.  Things had changed since last I’d been here.  As we drew nearer the front entrance we found another difference.  The gate of Jinthos was a Will forged structure that could only be operated by Wardens of Will, or it had been the last time we’d come through.  It was different now.  The old gate was still there, but it was open wide, and in its place a crude, but heavy portcullis had been put in place.  Six guards stood watch, none of them dressed in the clothes of the Wardens.  They came to attention as we approached.   
 
      
 
    Two of them stepped forward.  “The city is closed after dark.”  He spoke firmly.  “Your business will have to wait for the dawn.” 
 
      
 
    Korva and I stopped, exchanging a brief look of confusion, but it was Korva who spoke first.  “We are Wardens and we’ve business with Second.”  She had a crack of command in her voice, and this did seem to give the guards pause.   
 
      
 
    “Wardens?”  One of them asked, and all of the guards seemed confused.   
 
      
 
    We watched as they had a brief, quiet discussion amongst themselves, all of them glancing at us with clear distrust in their eyes.  Why didn’t they believe us?  It would be easy enough to provide proof, at least for Korva.   
 
      
 
    As they finished speaking, one of their number split off and called to someone inside the gate.  They talked quietly through the portcullis as the remaining guards approached us again.  “We can’t let you inside without speaking with those in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.”  I decided it was time to speak my mind. “Are Wardens no longer welcome in Jinthos?  Have matters changed since I was last here?”  
 
      
 
    The guards were looking at the tattoo on my face with some unease.  They watched us both, but I could tell it was me who made them most uneasy.  They might not understand the significance of my tattoo, but a skull was a universally unpleasant image.  The cloudy globe in the skull’s black eye socket just made my appearance all the more upsetting.  I’d taken advantage of that many times.  Intimidation was a keen edged weapon if wielded correctly.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know when you were last here,”  The man who’d been doing most of the talking so far addressed me, though he kept his eyes away from mine.  “But no one calling themself a ‘Warden’ has been to Jinthos in years, not since shortly after Black Mark fell.  So, you can understand why we’re hesitant to just let you in, right?” 
 
      
 
    Years.  That word struck a chord in my mind that reverberated through the fabric of my body.  Years.  It couldn’t have been years ago, perhaps months.  A year at the most.  If Black Mark had fallen “years” ago, then how much time had we lost?  Had we lost it while wandering through Prosper, or did we lose it when we fell from the bridge?  It had to be the bridge.  My heart was beating fast in my chest.  I swallowed back panic.  
 
      
 
    “How many years has it been since Black Mark fell?”  I asked, trying to sound calm.  My voice sounded flat and lifeless, but there was none of the fear and distress in it that I was feeling inside.   
 
      
 
    He shrugged and looked at the other guards.  “Eight?”  He asked, and one of them shook their head.   
 
      
 
    “No, Sir, I think it was nine last fall.”  The other guard, a younger woman, answered.   
 
      
 
    “Nine.”  Another agreed.   
 
      
 
    Nine years since the fall of Black Mark.  We’d been lost in the darkness for at least eight of those.  Eight years, gone in seconds.  My legs felt unsteady.  Things were beginning to make sense.  There had been no sign of the others on the bridge because there had been eight years for any remnants of that crossing to be worn away, corpses dragged off by creatures of the abyss.  The grass had been overgrown on arrival because no one had trampled it down recently, and what of the other marker in the tree?  Had that been left for us years and years before? 
 
      
 
    I took a step back, shaking my head as I tried to understand.  I’d lost almost a decade.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin, it’s alright.”  Korva spoke softly to me.  “We’re alive, and this means the others might be as well.  We’ll gather information here, and then we’ll go and find them.” 
 
      
 
    “But eight years . . . that’s so long.”  I spoke softly, not wanting the guards to overhear our conversation.   “We have no idea what has happened since we’ve been gone.  Look at this place.”  I nodded towards the city.  “And the Wardens . . . “ 
 
      
 
    “We knew the Wardens were coming apart.  It’s not surprising they’re gone.  Without Black Mark and the King there wasn’t anything to hold them together.  I’m far more surprised that this city is still here.  Why haven’t the soldiers of the Way surged in here and taken all of this?  There is a great deal we need to find out, but for now we just need to speak with someone who can give us answers.  Gather your nerves and keep yourself focused on moving ahead.”  Her voice was surprisingly calm.  She seemed unphased by the discovery that falling from the bridge had cost us years.   
 
      
 
    “This doesn’t bother you?”  I couldn’t hide the incredulity in my tone.  
 
      
 
    “Not so much really.  I’m not pleased that we’ve been broken from our group.  Ori and Larsi were particularly strong companions.  They made it far more likely for us to survive, but we are no worse for the time.  Once we orient ourselves here, we should be fine.”  There was something about the easy way which she answered, and the lack of concern she seemed to have that was foolishly calming.  It made me feel like my reaction was far too dramatic, though I was fairly certain that this was a matter of Korva’s reaction being far too calm given the situation.   
 
      
 
    We waited then.  The guards had called for someone to come and meet with us, and we had nothing to do but stand around and think.  Korva seemed fine with this, but I just kept playing over the scene on the bridge again and again.  Had there been something else I could have done to stop myself from going over?  What became of our friends?  We’d left them in a dangerous situation.  Had they made it out?  Was Ori alright?  She’d taken several wounds before I’d been able to help her.  Would I ever see any of them again? 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my hands.  They told the story of my life.  My palms were rough from holding weapons, and scars crossed my knuckles and fingers.  Pain streaked out across my palm from the cursed spot, it’s spidering legs now extending onto my wrist.  That was death, the unstoppable march of my demise.  For all that I’d been through, and all the fighting I’d done, I still felt like I understood nothing.  When I trained to be a Warden it had always felt like the answers were just ahead of me on my path, but now I’d been a Warden and there were no answers there.  I’d crossed the rifts of reality and found no answers there either.  All I had to show for my journey were scars, nightmares, and loss.  What was I going to do next?  Where did I go from here? 
 
      
 
    The sound of gears grinding into movement brought my focus to the moment and I stood up from where I’d been crouched in silent contemplation.  Korva fell in with me, and we stood in place as a figure crossed the threshold of the gate, two others flanking her.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t recognize her at first.  Her hair was different, short and neat, and though she didn’t look much older, she looked more mature, maybe a bit more tired.  Still, her face sent a smile to my lips almost immediately.   
 
      
 
    “Ori!”  I cried out, taking a step towards her before the two people at her side drew weapons and I froze in place.   
 
      
 
    Ori had stopped with her hand on her weapon.  “Lillin?”  She looked as though she were seeing something that was only half there, an image she couldn’t quite focus on.  “No, Lil, you’re dead.”  She said this firmly.   
 
      
 
    “Not dead, but lost for a time.”  Korva offered from where she stood at my side.   
 
      
 
    Ori was still shaking her head.  “No, I won’t do this again.  It’s just . . . why do you keep doing this?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep doing what?”  My voice didn’t do enough to echo the confusion I was feeling.   
 
      
 
    “It has been six years.  I thought you were done with this.”  Ori spoke quietly, but her statement didn’t make any sense to me.  My friend looked deeply upset, wounded by the fact that we’d shown up at all, and that certainly wasn’t what I’d expected.  Any joy I could have felt over seeing her again was quickly burning away.  “Lillin, or whatever you are, you will be taken into custody and held until we can ascertain what your intentions are.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  My tone was incredulous.   
 
      
 
    “Calm, Lillin.  Let this happen.  We don’t know the situation.”  Korva whispered, holding her arm out and open, palms up.   
 
      
 
    I was upset, distressed at this sudden turn of events, but I let my calm companion lead, and soon enough we were being locked into cold steel shackles with heavy locks on them.  A guard happened to touch my hand as he fastened the cuff in place and he jumped back with a shocked yell that had sword points roughly thrust against me in a threatening fashion.   
 
      
 
    “What did you do?!”  The guard yelled at me.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to try and explain it just then.  Ori might understand, or she might not.  That same touch had once snapped her back from the brink of death.  “Nothing that will cause you any lasting harm.”  I offered in a bland voice.  This won me an angry glare that I pointedly ignored.  They stripped us of all of our things, being especially careful around my arm after I warned them that my touch would sting.   
 
      
 
    Ori watched us both, her gaze steady and hostile.  I didn’t understand what had happened to make her so distrustful of me, but I thought we’d find out eventually.  While we waited I would just have to assume that Ori wouldn’t do anything to hurt us while she determined that we were what we claimed to be. She would find that to be true.  She had to. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t speak until you’re in your cell.  Don’t do anything strange or suspicious.  I will cut you down if I have to.”  Ori gave firm commands, and we nodded our agreement.  With that we were marched to a jail not far from the front gate.  The cells were small but well built, and Korva and I were locked into two separate cages, spaced far enough apart that we couldn’t pass anything back and forth between us, not that we had anything left after they’d taken our supplies.   
 
      
 
    With that I sat down on the floor and stared at the bars.  I hadn’t been in prison in a very long time.  I felt less desperation this time, but just as much heartache.  Imprisoned by one of my closest friends, it was difficult to keep a positive outlook.  We sat for a long time before we were given water and food.  It was good food, and I was hungry enough that I ate it quickly.  My body had needs, and my training made it so that I could eat even when my mind was in turmoil.  I had to fuel the machine.   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what they were hoping to do with us, but eventually I fell asleep on the floor.  Exhaustion hit me hard.  It had been so long since I’d felt even remotely safe falling asleep.  Even with cold stone beneath me, sleep came quickly.  I dreamed of impossible bridges and nightmares that would rend flesh and gnash bone.  These, I knew, would be my dreams for the rest of my life.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  A voice called my name and I tore my way through a horde of murderous, flesh eating monsters only to sit up straight, gasping for breath as the cell came back into focus around me.  I screamed, lost and confused as my fingers clawed at the stone floor beneath me.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin.”  That voice again, the tone strange and yet familiar.  My heart was beating so hard, my head spinning as the world lurched between darkness and reality.  The dream was clinging so firmly to me.   
 
      
 
    “Lillin!”  Once more the voice, more sharply this time, and I found my focus.  I staggered up to my feet and looked out through the bars of the cage.  I knew this voice.   
 
      
 
    “Dreea.”  The name danced from my tongue as I looked out through the bars and my eyes fell upon a sight I would have fought my way back through Prosper again to see.  “Dreea!”   
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think they’d send another one of you, not after all of this time.  What did you come for?”  Dreea’s expression was hostile, her stance fierce and perfectly balanced.  She bore stark scars on her fur, white streaks along her neck and arms, and her left hand only had three fingers on it.  She was changed so much, and the tone of her voice was one that hit at my heart like a hammer.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand.”  I managed to get the words out, though I wanted to cry.   
 
      
 
    “You didn’t last time either, or so you said, but your understanding was clearer when you caught me off guard, wasn’t it?”  She held up her three fingered hand.  “You’ll talk to us, or I’ll have you cut into pieces and thrown from the walls.”  Dreea’s voice had a powerful growl to it, and I felt a surge in the air, a radiation of power that seemed to pulse all through the room.  Will, and more of it then I’d felt from anyone with the exception of the King and maybe Larsi.  Dreea was a Warden. 
 
      
 
    END 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note From the Author 
 
      
 
    I’d like to take a moment to thank you for giving my books a chance.  Books written and produced by indie authors can vary in quality greatly from one novel to the next, and you can never quite be sure of what you’re getting into when you pick one up.  I hope, this time at least, you’ve found yourself pleasantly surprised by the quality of tale that has been woven for your enjoyment.  I’ve really had a great time working on Lillin’s story, and I’m eager to get the next book to you as soon as I can.  
 
      
 
    I would really appreciate it if you would consider taking the time to review this book.  The reviews of my readers are the ONLY real publicity my work gets.  Since I do most of the work for these books entirely on my own, and I make very little money from sales, I rely on my readers to help others find my work.  Reviews are one of the most important things a book can have when people are looking for something to read/listen to.  

If you’d like to learn more about me and my work you can follow my updates on my facebook page, or on my website.  I also run giveaways there and have a beta-reader program.  I hope you’ll join my other fans.  I’d love to hear from you! 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/heathpfaff/
www.fantasymeetshorror.com 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you again, 
 
      
 
    Heath 
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