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To Josh

 

Thank you for pestering me to try “this amazing fantasy book”

 

Without you,

 

I might never have started reading again.

 

Without reading,

 

I would have only led one life.

 

Instead, I’ve lived thousands

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 

One 

 

It ran.  It did not find joy in the feel of the wind against its face, did not feel awe from moving at a pace far greater than any leaping deer or sprinting lion.  It paid no heed to the briars that cut at its skin and clothes as it sped through the forest, nor did it take notice of the dust that flew up from the trail with each touch of its feet, coating its clothes and face.  Such joys and aggravations belonged in the world of men and though it ran upright as a man would, wore clothes that a man might wear, it was a man no longer, and the truest thing that might be said of it was that it did not hold even enough humanity to recognize the loss.  It had no real interest in its destination or the task to which it had been set, yet it would see it through.  That was, after all, its purpose.  And so it ran.

It did not think the way men thought, of wants and dreams and hopes, nor did it even think as some animal might, guided by instinct and self-preservation.  For it, there was nothing but the task it had been given, the duty it must perform.  Once, it had felt such things as a man might, but not anymore, and any memory of such was buried beneath vaguely remembered agony, drowned out by the sound of screams as the blade dug further and further into flesh, as some yet unknown malevolent darkness grew within those wounds, those scars, twisting the man it had once been, breaking and cracking and reshaping until what was left was no longer human.  

It ran on, bent nearly double, its unnaturally long arms trailing behind it, the tip of the unusually long, slender sword sheathed at its back nearly dragging on the ground.  It was close now, it knew, to the place it must go, to the city with its white walls and its people.  The trees and their leaves flashed by it in, what to most, would have been a vague blur of green.  But as the creature’s speed had been improved so, too, had its vision, and it could make out each blade of grass, each leaf shifting in the wind as it passed, yet it paid them no attention.  There was only it and the wind pushing against it with invisible hands, as if even it wished to bar the path of the unnatural thing.  Its heightened sight picked out three figures further down the path and it jerked to an abrupt halt.  Dust billowed around it in a cloud, and the maelstrom of leaves and twigs that had followed its passage slowly settled back to the earth.

The dust cleared, and three figures dressed all in black stood on the path in front of it.  Even their faces were wrapped tightly in black cloth, so the creature could make out little more than their eyes.  It cocked its head, curious, but the men made no move, nor did they speak, only stood and regarded the creature in its tattered, hooded gray cloak.  The creature was covered in dust from the road and in several places branches had scored its clothing leaving bloody welts across its flesh, yet it felt nothing.  For several minutes, the creature and the three figures only stood studying each other in silence.  

Then the figures moved as if on cue and, had there been someone there to see it, they would have been amazed at the speed with which the swords sheathed at their backs appeared in their hands.  Yet even their shocking speed appeared sluggish compared to the creature’s own as it whipped the long, slender blade from its own sheath and held it up at an angle behind it, the tip pointing toward the sky.  

They watched each other, the dry dust of the road still settling between them.  Then, without warning, the creature burst forward in blur of motion, its blade aimed at the figure on the left.  The figure’s sword rose, blocking the initial strike, but it could not compete with the creature’s unnatural speed as it flew past, dragging its sword around the parry, so that it cut a deep furrow into the man’s arm.  

The black-clad man did not cry out or scream, did not even so much as grunt as his sword dropped from his hand.  His arm, now useless, hung at his side, the black sleeve that covered it quickly soaking through with blood.  The creature stopped and turned back, expecting to see the man fall from the blow, but he didn’t.  Instead, he turned along with the other two, the only indication that he’d been hurt at all displayed by a slight sway to his movements.  The creature cocked its head again, surprised to see the figure still standing.  The blow, it knew, would not be immediately fatal, but the arm would never work properly again as the creature had made sure to sever the tendons.  

The wounded man turned to look at his comrades who watched him with gazes that seemed to feel nothing.  Then, as if by some unspoken accord, the unarmed figure moved to take a place in front of his comrades, leaving a trail of blood on the dry dust of the forest path as he walked.  The creature studied him with dead eyes, bringing its sword, now coated in crimson, up at an angle once more.  It charged forward again, its feet seeming to barely touch the ground at all as it flew toward the three figures, its blade aimed at one of its two uninjured opponents.

Just before the sword struck home, the wounded man threw himself in front of the blade, wrapping his body around it.  The long slender blade cut deep into his midsection, nearly tearing out the other side, but the man curled himself around the blade—and the arm that held it—jerking the creature to an abrupt stop.  It stared at the bloody figure latched onto its arm.  The man was nearly cut in two, yet there was still life in his eyes.  Life and purpose.   He did not attack or retreat, only held on grimly, refusing to let go or be dislodged.  

The creature stared at the two remaining black figures as they stepped closer, raising their swords, and it cocked its head again, surprised that this one would give his life knowingly in such a way.  It pivoted and pulled at the sword, and the sharpened steel ripped its way through the wounded figure.  The man’s grip fell away as the blades of the other two figures drove into the creature, one through the stomach and the other down, deep into the place between its shoulder and neck.

The creature thrashed wildly as blood fountained from the wounds, and it tried to start toward the two figures that had now pulled their blades free and taken a step back.  But suddenly its feet wouldn’t obey its commands, and it cocked its head at the figures a final time before it fell to the ground, lifeless.  

 

***

 

The two black-clothed figures stood regarding the corpse in silence as the dust settled once more.  They did not celebrate their victory, for these were men who had long since given up celebration.  They turned and regarded their comrade, lying dead and nearly torn in two on the ground.  They did not weep for their fallen friend, for these were men who had long since forgotten what it was to weep.  

Instead, they turned as one to look back down the path from which the creature had come, their blades held down and at an angle to the ground.  Several minutes passed as they stood in silence, waiting to see if there would be more.  Finally, as if by some unspoken agreement, they turned to each other.  They did not speak, for speech was unnecessary.  Slowly, they sheathed their swords before turning back to the dead.  One walked to the creature lying in the road, grabbing its long thin blade in one hand and its ankle in the other while the other took the feet of their dead companion.

In silence, they dragged the two corpses off the road, not concerning themselves with the blood that had spilled on the trail.  Soon, they knew, nature would do what it always did, what it was so good at, and the dust and the rain would obliterate any evidence of the mortal struggle that had taken place only moments before.  

They worked their way deep into the woods.  By the time they stopped walking, night had come in full, but they paid it no attention as they lay the corpses side by side and began to gather fallen branches and dried leaves from the ground.  Had they been women, they might have wept and spoken soft words from the heart over their fallen companion.  Had they been men, given to sentiment, they might have dug a deep hole in the ground for the dead of their number, might have buried him with his blade in his hand, closing his eyes to the world that had, in the end, treated him so cruelly.  But they did not.  Instead, they continued to pile on wood for the fire in silence, their movements graceful and sure and unhurried.  Finally, one withdrew a flask from inside his black garments, and poured a pungent-smelling liquid on the two bodies, soaking their clothes and the tinder beneath.  

The other withdrew from his own garments a flint, struck a spark, and soon the bodies were set aflame.  Had they been only men, the two figures might have stared at that burning blaze, stood close enough to feel the heat of it as they remembered their friend, but they did not.  They only picked up the creature’s blade and that of their companion.  As one, they turned and started deeper into the forest, heading in the direction of a city known as Perennia, their eyes studying the darkness ahead and leaving the light behind.

Had they been only men, they might have seen an omen in that, some dire portent of things to come, but they were not just men.  They were Akalians.  And they knew that to fight the creatures of darkness, a man must go out into it, must, in his way, become part of it.  And they knew, also, that for what was coming, every blade would be needed.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Two 

 

“—don’t think that we have any other option,” Grinner said, the crime boss leaning forward in his chair and staring at the queen as if she were the only person in the room.  “Foremost on our mind, Majesty, must be keeping you safe.”

Hale barked a laugh at that, slamming his hand down on the table.  “I’d watch out, if I were you, Queen,” he said.  “I reckon there’s some folks in the Downs would tell you all about Grinner’s idea of ‘safe,’ if they could talk.  They can’t, you understand, on account of they’re dead.”

The old crime boss’s face went crimson at that.  “Why, you stupid oaf, what do you know of …”

Aaron stopped listening, sighing heavily and sharing a look with Adina, seeing his own impatience mirrored in her expression.   Since he and the others returned to Perennia, the leaders of the alliance had spent the last two weeks arguing over what the best course of action would be, yet they weren’t any closer to coming to an agreement than they had been.  “Gentlemen, please,” Queen Isabelle said for what was at least the fifth time of the day, “we are all on the same side here.”

The two crime bosses scowled at each other, and Aaron thought that if blades were allowed in the queen’s audience chamber, they’d end the day with a lot fewer allies.  Of course, he thought, that would at least have the added bonus of putting an end to the arguing, however it turned out.  Wasn’t an easy thing to argue with a corpse.  Then again, if anyone was capable of it, it would have been one of the two bastards sitting across the room, looking less friendly than a headsman and his victim.  

“Very well,” Grinner said, straightening his back with affected dignity, “as Your Majesty says, we are on the same side.  All of us understand the threat as it stands, and I think that should be good enough reason to support my suggestion.  After all, if there are any more of those…those creatures, then I do not think the city walls—even as fine as they are”—he nodded his head to the queen—“will keep them out for long.  The only real option is to get you out of the city, my Queen.  I cannot assure your protection here, but in the Downs…”

He trailed off as Hale broke into a fit of laughter.  “Sure,” he said, wiping his eyes as he glanced at Isabelle, “I wouldn’t trust this one, not a bit, queenie.  Once you’re away from all your soldiers, best case he murders you.  Worst case, the old bastard tries to marry you.”

Grinner looked aghast.  “You stupid ignorant wretch, I’d never—”

“Enough,” Isabelle said, holding up a hand for silence, and the two men subsided into scowls once more.  “Sir,” she said, turning to Grinner, “you have made your position quite clear, I assure you, and I have no wish to rule any strategy out.  Still, I do not like the idea of fleeing like a kicked dog with my tail between my legs before battle has even been joined.  It will not send a good message to the soldiers.”

“My thoughts exactly, Your Highness,” General Yalleck said, nodding his head stiffly.  “It would be foolishness of the highest order to abandon as defensible a position as we have here to travel across the breadth of Telrear in hopes of reaching Avarest without being accosted by this Kevlane or his…men.  And even if we were somehow to make it—an outcome I find highly unlikely—what then?  I am, of course, honored to serve the people of my city, Majesty, but Avarest’s walls are no match for your own.  No,” he said, shaking his head, “it would be better to remain here, to show this Kevlane the strength of our steel and our arrows behind the protection your fine walls afford us.”

Hale snorted.  “Protection, is it?  Now,” he said, looking around at the rest of the room, taking in Adina, Aaron, and Captain Gant as well as the queen, “I don’t know about you all, but I got a pretty good look at that fucker Silent and those others dragged back here.  If there’s any more of those bastards floatin’ around, well, I don’t suppose as this toy wall will do much to stop ‘em.  No offense, of course,” he said, winking at the queen.  

Aaron suppressed another sigh, knowing what the man would say even before he said it.  After all, he’d had occasion to hear it almost every day for the past two weeks.  “Nah, you see,” the big crime boss said, “way I figure it, we march out into that forest there, meet ‘em as the bastards come through with arrows and cold steel, usin’ the trees to hide when we have to.  Shit, ain’t so different than how we do things in the Downs, truth be told, and from what Silent told us, the big bastards are slow. Ought to be an easy enough thing to hide in the trees and retreat when we have to, only to come back at ‘em just as soon as they think they’ve run us off.”

“Fool,” Grinner spat, “you speak of suicide.”

“Oh, don’t worry your little head none,” Hale said, nodding at the big bodyguard standing behind where Grinner sat, “you’ve got your little doggy there to keep you safe enough, I’d guess.  Or is it that he only unsheathes his sword at night, when you two are alone?”

The older crime boss sputtered at that.  “How…how dare you?”

Hale opened his mouth to reply, but Aaron spoke first.  “It wouldn’t work.”  The crime lord swallowed whatever he’d been about to say, and they all turned to look at him in surprise, as if they’d forgotten he was there.  No shock, really, considering that he’d spent the last two weeks mostly listening to the leaders of the alliance argue and hadn’t ventured to speak much himself.  

“Oh come on, lad,” Hale said.  “Don’t tell me you mean to sit behind some walls like a baby lookin’ for her mommy when there’s killin’ needs doin.’”

Aaron shook his head.  “No, I don’t.”  He sighed, turning to General Yalleck.  “The walls won’t hold—Caleb told me as much, and I believe him.  They’d be within the city in a day, two at most.”

“I do not say that it is a great option,” the general said stiffly, “but that it is the only one.  Surely, General Envelar, you do not mean to meet them in the forest—”

“No,” Aaron said, turning and meeting the big crime boss’s eyes, “and I think you’re overestimating how slow the big ones are.  The woods didn’t do much good for the Tenders, when one of those bastards attacked.  And you’re not even considering the fast ones—they’d cut us down long before we even thought about retreating.”

Grinner smiled, obviously pleased.  “Well, I must admit that I had not expected to find myself and the sellsword on the same side of this argument, but it should be apparent enough now that the only true option—”

“Fleeing to Avarest is as sure a way to die as any of the rest,” Aaron interrupted.  “As General Yalleck pointed out, the city’s walls are no match even for Perennia’s.  Not that we’d ever make it that far—we’d be slaughtered long before then.”

Isabelle frowned.  “What then, General Envelar?  If we cannot defend the city or fight in the woods, nor can we flee to Avarest, what are our other options?”

Aaron sighed, rubbing a hand along his chin.  “I don’t know.”

“Well,” Grinner said, rolling his eyes, “that was useful.  Thank you so much for your contribution, General,” he finished, making the last a curse.

The conversation carried on after that, soon devolving into the two crime lords and the general of Avarest’s armies heatedly arguing their points with the queen, captain, and Adina occasionally interjecting, most often to keep one of the men from killing one of the others.  Aaron wasn’t paying attention.  He tried to turn the problem over in his head, but he kept seeing the face of the girl he’d killed back in Baresh, the girl who had not been a girl at all, but some monster created by a man’s lust for destruction.

He was so lost in thought that he didn’t hear Adina call his name until she’d laid a hand gently on his arm.  “Aaron, what’s wrong?”

Aaron looked up from where he’d been staring at the table and seeing the girl’s face in his mind, to find the princess studying him with a worried expression.  The audience chamber was empty save for the two of them.  “Where is everyone?”  

“They’re gone,” Adina said, sounding even more troubled.  “They’ve been gone for at least ten minutes.”

“Oh.  Right. Sorry about that.”

“It’s the girl again, isn’t it?”  Adina said, her voice filled with compassion.  “You’re thinking of her.”

“No, it’s not that,” Aaron lied, “it’s just…I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this, Adina.  How can you fight a war against things that aren’t even human?”

Adina took his hand in her own.  “We’ll figure it out, Aaron.  There has to be a way.”

There didn’t have to be a way, though.  Aaron had learned enough about the world growing up in the Downs to know that life wasn’t always fair.  Shit, it usually wasn’t fair.  Life, in his experience, liked to wait until a man was distracted and then kick him in the balls.  Still, it would do no good to tell her that.  He could see her need in her eyes, and through his bond with Co, could feel her desperation to believe that there was hope.  

“You’re right,” he said finally, forcing a smile that felt strange and alien on his face, “we’ll figure it out.  I guess I’m just tired, that’s all.”

Adina nodded slowly, watching him as if he was porcelain vase that might break at any moment.  “You haven’t been sleeping well, lately.  Every time I wake up, you’re gone.”

“I’ve just been training, that’s all,” Aaron said.  Another lie.  The truth was he’d gotten little sleep in the past weeks.  His dreams were plagued with visions of men and women being twisted and changed into monsters, of them being hunted through the streets of Baresh like animals, the evil in the city so strong it echoed through the power of his bond even here, so many miles away.  

“Come,” Adina said, finally.  “It’s late.  Let’s go to bed.”

“Alright,” Aaron said, rising, “but I can’t make any promises that I’ll be able to go to sleep.”

Adina smiled the smile he’d come to love, and he found some of his worry fading in the face of it.  “Who said anything about sleeping?”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Three 

 

“Gods be good,” one of the soldiers breathed as he and his companion stood, frozen with shock.

“Better…if they…were fast,” Gryle gasped, straining under the weight of the cart that was loaded down with a fresh batch of swords for Perennia’s troops.

“Oh, shit.  Right.”  The two soldiers hurried forward, coaxing the horses and pulling the cart out of the hole in the road.  

Gryle breathed a heavy sigh of relief as the cart wheel came back down on the cobbles, and he let go, wiping a hand across his sweaty forehead.  He’d expected the two soldiers to ride off then and was surprised when they walked back around and stuck out their hands.  

“Thanks, stranger,” one of them said.  “The gods know it would have taken us a couple hours or more to get the cart out, if you hadn’t been around.  Like as not, the general would have had us runnin’ laps in full armor for takin’ so long.  You’re a life saver.”

Flushing with embarrassment, Gryle took the first soldier’s hand, then the second.  “Um…thanks.”

“No, thank you,” the second soldier said, “you got us out of a real jam, fella, and we appreciate it.  And, if you don’t mind me sayin’ so, you’ve got a god’s own strength.”

Gryle found himself looking at his feet, not sure of what to say, but when he glanced up the men were already back aboard the cart and headed down the road.  Gryle watched them go, feeling somehow pleased and embarrassed at the same time.  A moment later, Michael and Caleb ran up to him.  “That was amazing, Gryle!”  Michael exclaimed, the young boy grinning widely and staring at Gryle as if he were some hero out of a story book.

“I…that is…thank you,” Gryle managed.

“It really was amazing, sir,” Caleb said, smiling widely.  When the youth had arrived back at Perennia with Aaron and the others, he had seemed too serious for his age, his face given to thoughtful expressions that were strange and unnatural on one so young, but lately, around Michael, he seemed like what he was—a thirteen year old boy in a strange city.  Surprisingly, he and Beth’s grandson had taken to each other right away, acting now as if they had been brothers their whole lives instead of complete strangers only a few weeks ago.

“Wasn’t it awesome, Nanna?”

“Sure it was,” Beth said, coming up behind the boy and rubbing playfully at his hair.  “Why, it’s just about like we’re walkin’ around with a real-life hero, ain’t that right?”

“Sure is!” Michael agreed, grinning widely.  

 

***

 

They walked on for some time, taking in the city’s sights, such as they were.  They had no real destination, no real plan, and that was just how Beth liked it.  Besides, it was enough for her to see the children laughing and just being children.  A time was coming, she knew, when laughter would be harder to come by, a time when many would be forced to grow old before their time.  Say one thing about war—it had a way of making men out of boys.  And a pox on the lot of it, she thought bitterly, being sure to school her features so her thoughts didn’t show on her face.  She told herself to enjoy the moment—after all, it was all a person really could do, in the end.  

Besides, for her, it was enough to be out and walking, feeling the cool air on her face, and the chamberlain’s comforting presence at her side.  She was certain that her old bones would pay for all of the exercise the next day, but what of it?  She’d lived long enough to know that everything had a cost—that didn’t mean it wasn’t worth paying.

She became aware of music drifting on the air, and saw a man standing in front of a nearby shop.  He was holding a lute and tapping one foot as his fingers danced across the instrument’s strings with impressive skill.   

Michael spun to her, his eyes wide with excitement.  “Can we go listen, Nanna, can we?”

Beth smiled.  “Oh, I ‘spose there’s no harm in it, just so long as Caleb goes with you.”  She turned to the youth and saw an expression of eagerness on his face to match her grandson’s, but when he noted her gaze his expression grew serious, and he nodded his head solemnly.

“I will keep him safe, ma’am,” he said.  “You have my word.”

Beth fought back the urge to laugh.  She was a woman made to laugh, she thought, her mother had always told her so, but this time she managed to hold it in.  It wouldn’t have been at the boy, of course—she liked Caleb and couldn’t be happier that he and Michael were becoming such fast friends.  It was only that she felt fine, better than she had in a long time. Still, he was a thirteen-year-old boy, and she knew from experience that boys of that age were a very particular kind of sensitive.  So, instead of laughing, she only smiled, nodding her head solemnly back.  “And I thank ya for it,” she said.  “Now, you both go on and have you a good listen.”

They both smiled widely and started away.  “Oh, and Caleb.”

“Ma’am?”  The boy said, and Beth grinned as she saw her grandson fidgeting, anxious to be gone.  

She reached into her pocket and handed the youth some change.  “You put that in the bucket that fella’s got, won’t you?  He deserves as much for makin’ a fine day a little finer with his music.”

Caleb grinned, “Yes ma’am.”

Beth watched them go then turned to the chamberlain.  “Thick as thieves, those two, and no doubt bound to get up to mischief as only boys can.”  She noted that Gryle was busy wiping ineffectually at the dust and dirt that had stained his tunic from when he’d been holding the cart, and cackled.  “Oh, Gryle, why don’t you lay off it?  In my youth, I always thought a little dirt looked good on a man—let a woman know he wasn’t afraid of gettin’ to work.”

He colored at that, his hands dropping to his sides with a speed she wouldn’t have credited him.  “O-of course,” he said, clearing his throat, “they…they’re only clothes, after all.”

He had to force the words out, and Beth laughed again.  “Oh, but you are a treat, chamberlain, truly.”

Gryle shifted uncomfortably, his hands starting for the stain once more before he caught himself and put them back down.  “Do…do you think it’s safe?” he said, looking down the street where Michael and Caleb sat on the cobbles listening to the musician.  The man had started up a lively tune, and the two boys stood among a gathering crowd, clapping along, smiling and laughing as if they hadn’t a care in the world.

“Oh, I think they’re safe enough,” Beth said, smiling to see the two youths having a good time.  “Especially,” she said, turning and raising an eyebrow at the chamberlain, “considerin’ that they’ve got a tried and tested hero in their midst.  Any fool comes around plannin’ mischief, well, I reckon he’d better hope there ain’t no church pews handy, eh?”

Gryle winced as if she’d struck him.  “You mock me.”

Beth frowned, stepping forward and grabbing his chin, so that his gaze was no longer on his feet but on her.  “No, Gryle,” she said, her tone serious, “I’d never mock you.  You are a hero, no matter what you think.  If it weren’t for you, me and the boy both would be dead and buried, if that bastard Aster would have taken the time to bury us, that is, and I don’t reckon there’s much chance of that.  Now, you quit walkin’ around like a dog expectin’ to be beat on, won’t you?  It’s a fine day—the sun’s shinin’, the wind’s blowin’, and we’ve even got some music.  What more could a man or woman hope for?”

Gryle nodded slowly.  “You’re right, of course, Beth.  But—”

“No buts,” she said, her voice filled with mock severity.  “My dad used to tell me that shit came out of them more often than not, and I ain’t never seen nothin’ to prove him wrong yet.  Now, stop worryin’, Gryle, and enjoy the day.”  She turned back to stare at the two boys, and when she spoke again, Gryle could hear the sadness in her voice.  “I don’t suppose we’ll be havin’ many more like it, not for a while at least.”

He nodded, wishing there were something he could say to comfort her but finding nothing.  He glanced back at the hole in the street where the wagon had got stuck to take his mind off of his worries.  Cobbled paths were well enough, but if left alone they would slowly crumble and fall apart.  It seemed to him that most everything did, sooner or later.  No matter the scope of the castles men built, no matter the size of the monuments they created for themselves, there would come a day when all the works of men would crumble to dust.  There would come a day—many thousands of years from now, he hoped—when the world of men would be nothing but a memory, and then not even that.  Time, after all, was the great thief, one which no barred door could keep out.  

He risked a glance at the woman beside him and was relieved to see that she was still staring at the two boys.  Forty-five years old, she’d told him, younger than he was himself, yet it was as if time had made a special point of robbing her of her life and her beauty.  And she had been beautiful, Gryle thought.  Even beneath the wrinkles and the ravages of old age, he could see that.  He found a tear gathering in his eye, and he quickly wiped it away.  Beth would not appreciate the pity, and she deserved better.    

“There have been many musicians playing in the streets of late,” he commented, more for something to say than any other reason, “mummers and actors, too.”

“Yes,” Beth said.  

“You would think that they would be preparing themselves,” Gryle said, looking at the crowd gathering around the musician, “getting ready for what’s coming.”

Beth turned to him and smiled sadly.  “Ain’t no gettin’ ready for what’s comin’, chamberlain.  There never is.  That is one of the biggest lies we tell ourselves.  We all end up in our graves, sooner or later—ain’t no amount of walls or swords gonna change that—and if we can smell a few flowers on our way, if we can feel the sun on our skin, then why not?  After all,” she said, sighing, “we ain’t nothin’ but visitors in this world and, you ask me, unwelcome ones at that.  Ain’t no controllin’ how long we get to stay, and ain’t much of a point worryin’ over it.  For some folks, today or tomorrow is all they’ll have.  So you find your joy where you can, chamberlain.  It’s all any of us can do.”

Gryle wasn’t able to keep the tears away this time.  “I’m sorry, Beth.  It’s not fair…about what happened to you.  I wish—”

She turned to look at him and laughed.  “Oh, leave it, Gryle.  What’s done is done, and what’s comin’ is comin’, that’s all.  Ain’t no use cryin’ over it anymore than cryin’ over the sun shinin’ or the grass growin’.  It’s the nature of things to die.  Still,” she said, smiling sadly, “I like to tell myself, from time to time, that the brightest flames burn out the quickest.  Ain’t much consolation in it, but then, you take what you can get in this world.”

“I bet you burned fiercely,” Gryle said, wiping at his eyes, “I bet you were beautiful.”

The woman met his gaze, “I guess maybe I was,” she said.  “And you know, Gryle, if things had gone differently, if I’d have known you then…well.”  She shrugged. “Mayhap, I would’ve played the princess to your knight.”  She winked, then sighed.  “But things are what they are, and I don’t begrudge ‘em none.  Speakin’ of, there’s somethin’ I been meanin’ to ask you.  A favor, if you could find your way to grantin’ me one even when I owe you as much as I do.”

“Name it,” Gryle said, “if it’s in my power, Beth, I’ll do it.  You have my word.”

The old lady giggled and, in that moment, Gryle didn’t just get a glimpse of the woman she’d been in her youth, but saw her in her fullness, a beauty in truth.  “Careful there, hero,” she said, “you don’t even know what I’ll ask you, not yet.”

“I don’t need to,” Gryle said.  “I like…I want to help you, if I can.”

Beth nodded slowly.  “Well.  It ain’t no small thing, and I won’t hold it against you none, if you say no.  Anyhow, the thing is, I ain’t gettin’ any younger.  Time was, I would hurt when I walked, and I’d have to sit down every once and a while, take a break.  Now, I ‘spose I hurt just about all the time, and whatever is comin’ I don’t think it’ll be long.”

“You don’t know that, Beth,” Gryle protested, “you can’t.  Maybe…if we can find a way to get rid of the Virtue or…”  He trailed off, not sure of what to say, and Beth patted him on the hand.

“Even if we did, Gryle,” Beth said, “then what?  I’ll magically go back to bein’ twenty again?  No.”  She shook her head.  “I don’t know much about magic, but I know plenty about time, and time’s a stingy bastard.  Refuses to give up anythin’ he’s taken.  Anyhow, what I’m gettin’ at is, when it does happen, do you think you could…”  She hesitated, and it was her turn to look embarrassed.  “Do you think you could maybe find a place for the boy?  He’s a good lad, and he wouldn’t be much trouble.  Not any more than any other boy, anyhow, and I suspect a lot less than most.”

“Beth, please…” Gryle said, his voice shuddering, “don’t talk like that.  You’ve still got plenty of time left.”

“Yeah,” Beth said, turning back to look at her grandson, “yeah, maybe.”  But it was all too clear that she didn’t believe it.  “Anyway,” she said, shrugging, “it was just a thought.”

Gryle stared at her for a moment then cleared his throat, “Of course, Beth.  If anything does happen…I’ll make sure he’s taken care of; I’ll take him in myself.”

She turned back sharply at that, staring at him, and he felt his face heat.  “I mean…that is…if you think it would be okay…”

“Okay?” she asked.  “Oh, Gryle.”  She pulled him into a hug, and Gryle felt sadness well up in him at how frail, how thin she felt.  “That’s better than okay.  You’ve just made my day, and that’s the truth.”  

When she finally released him, Gryle saw that there were tears in her eyes, but she was smiling.  “He loves you, you know.”

Gryle was not ashamed of the tears that fell from his own eyes then, for they were not tears of sadness or pain, but joy, and he turned back to watch the boys, a smile on his face.  

 

 

 

Chapter 

Four 

 

You should really be at the meeting.  It was Co’s voice, speaking into his mind, but Aaron was barely listening.

He breathed in the smell of grass and leather and sweat as he watched the three soldiers step into the fighting ring to join him.  It was a familiar smell, and he reveled in it.  Here, among the other soldiers, his sword a reassuring weight in his hand, he was able to forget, for a brief time, what it was they faced.  It was only here, his thoughts focused on his next strike, his next parry, that he could let the face of the young girl he’d killed fade from his mind.  

Aaron, Co said, you have to let it go.  As for Kevlane…we will come up with some way to defeat him.  Caleb, surely, will think of so—

Caleb is a kid, Firefly, Aaron thought back.  A genius but a kid for all that.  Less than a month ago, he was scrubbing floors in a tavern.  Intelligence Virtue or not, he’s still just a thirteen-year-old boy.

Still, Co continued, there must be some way.  And you facing off against three men—in what seems to be an effort to get yourself hurt in an impossible match—will not solve anything.

Not impossible, Firefly, he thought back as he watched the three soldiers ready their dulled blades.  Since making it back to Perennia, Aaron had been training harder than he ever had before, even when he’d lived with Darrell, and he had also been focusing on growing the power of his bond with the Virtue.  After all, in the days to come they would need any advantage they could get.  The three men started to circle him, looking for a way to surround him, but Aaron didn’t give them a chance.

He rushed toward the nearest, his own dulled blade leading.  The man hadn’t been expecting him to charge, and was caught off guard.  He parried frantically, but wasn’t able to keep Aaron’s blade from sneaking under his defense and tapping him meaningfully on the chest.  No sooner had Aaron scored the blow than he rushed at the next closest of the two, intercepting the soldier even as he charged forward.

What followed was a frantic, desperate battle but, in the end, the three men sat on the ground, defeated, and Aaron stood panting, covered in sweat but as happy as he had been of late.  You see, Firefly? he thought.  Not impossible.  

Oh, don’t get full of yourself, Co said, it is only because they weren’t ready.  They didn’t expect you to attack.

Aaron nodded, something—not an idea, maybe, but the ghost of one—niggling at his mind.  He waved to the soldiers to continue practicing as he stepped out of the circle.  

“A good show, lad,” Darrell said, but he was frowning at the three soldiers.  Since their return and Tianya’s betrayal and disappearance, Darrell had been helping to train the soldiers in an effort to prepare them for what they faced.  Judging by his expression, he wasn’t pleased with what he’d seen.  

Aaron grunted, feeling the weight of his worries and the dangers they faced settling back on his shoulders.  “Thanks, but they just didn’t expect it, that’s all.  I doubt if it would work again.”

“If this were a real fight,” Darrell said, “it would need to only work once.  After all, dead men do not get to try again.  It was smart of you to attack—it took them off guard.”

Aaron smirked.  “I had a swordmaster once—a real bastard, he was—that used to love telling me that it was often the man who attacked first who survived.”

Darrell frowned, considering.  “Is that right?  Surely, I said it better than that.  Still,” he said, shrugging, “it is true enough.”

Aaron started to respond then froze, the idea crystallizing in his mind. “It’s because the ones with the advantage never expect to be attacked,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper, and he wasn’t sure whether the words were for Darrell or himself.

“Yes,” the swordmaster said, nodding, “it is ever the curse of the strongest to underestimate their foes.”

Aaron shook his head in disbelief.  It was so simple.  How had he not seen it sooner?  “Sergeant!”  Wendell paused in haranguing two soldiers who were exchanging swings in a practice bout and ran over to Aaron.

“Yes, General?”

“Go to the castle,” Aaron said, feeling better than he had in weeks.  “Gather all the leaders of the alliance in the audience chamber—we need to talk.”

Wendell opened his mouth to speak, no doubt to make some joke about Aaron missing his afternoon nap or something similar, but he must have seen the excitement in Aaron’s eyes because he finally only nodded.  “Yes, sir.”  

When he was gone, Aaron turned to Darrell.  “Do you know where the boy, Caleb, is?”

Darrell frowned in thought.  “Last I saw him, he was hanging out with Gryle, Beth, and her grandson, but that was this morning.”

Aaron started away.  “Come on.  We have to find them.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Five 

 

It took Aaron nearly an hour to find Caleb, but he was happy to see that Beth and Gryle were with him.  If his instincts were right, they would need all the help they could get to convince the leaders of the alliance of what must be done.  

By the time they walked through the doors of Isabelle’s audience chamber, the others were already waiting with empty plates sitting before them on the tables.  “Gods, but it’s about damned time,” Grinner said, scowling at Aaron and his companions.  “I don’t appreciate being kept waiting, General, not at all.  There are important things that need doing, and here you’ve kept us sitting here for over an hour.”

Hale grunted.  “Oh, come off it, you old bastard.  Besides,” he said, smirking as he glanced at the bodyguard standing behind the other crime boss, “important things or important men that need doing?”

Grinner bared his teeth at that, but Hale was already turning back to look at Aaron.  “Still, much as I hate the bastard, he’s right, Silent.  Not that I don’t love your company, but I was pulled away from a particularly good whore for this.  Good, but not cheap, and I’ve yet to get my money’s worth, so I hope you brought us here for a good reason.”

Aaron nodded, glancing at Adina where she sat at the table before turning back to the crime boss, “You asked me, before, what I thought we should do.”

“That’s right,” Grinner said, “and it seems to me that you said you didn’t know.”

Aaron nodded, choosing to ignore the mockery in the crime boss’s tone.  “That’s right.  Well, I’ve been doing some thinking, and I believe…no, I know that we have only one real option.  We can’t defend the city—not against the troops Kevlane will raise during the tournament.  We can’t meet them in the forest without our own troops being cut down by those creatures, and fleeing to Avarest is a fool’s hope.”

Grinner scowled at that.  “What then?”

Aaron took a slow, deep breath, meeting the eyes of those gathered.  “We attack.”

A heavy silence descended on the audience chamber as each of those present processed Aaron’s words.  Finally, the silence was broken by Hale’s loud, hearty laughter, and he clapped the table with one hand, wiping at his eyes with the other.  “Gods, lad, but you are one bloodthirsty bastard, I’ll give you that.”

“And you call going to Avarest a fool’s hope?”  Grinner sneered, shaking his head in anger and disbelief.  “Yet you would have us march directly at the enemy, giving him the benefit of his walls and his defenses?”  He scoffed, “We’d be slaughtered before we ever set foot in the city.”

Isabelle frowned, her expression set in thought.  “I must admit, General, that it seems…reckless.  As Councilman Grinner says, we would give up whatever advantage we have by staying here, in Perennia.”

“What advantage?”  Aaron asked, glancing around the room.  “We all know what these creatures of Kevlane’s are capable of—the city walls wouldn’t afford much protection if a few of those big bastards decide they want in, I can promise you that.”

“Perhaps not,” Isabelle admitted.  “But…surely some protection is better than none?”

Grinner waved a hand, dismissing Aaron.  “Forget him, my Queen.  The sellsword is either a traitor or a fool, for such an idea could only be born of deceit or idiocy.  Now, about traveling to Avarest…”

“A fool, am I?”  Aaron asked, meeting the crime boss’s eyes.  “Maybe I am.  But, then, some might call it foolish to take on a crime boss’s entire empire, to fight through his men, killing his second in command as well as his bodyguard in the process—your predecessor,” he said, winking at the big man standing behind Grinner, “and then going for the crime boss himself.”  He turned back to the crime lord.  “Tell me, Grinner, just how long ago was it that I held a blade to your throat?  A blade that none of those hundreds of men following you could have stopped?”

Grinner sneered, “You were lucky, that’s all.  Such a thing would not happen again—the only reason you managed to make it as far as you did was because I did not expect you to be fool enough to come for me personally.”

Aaron nodded.  “Much the same way Boyce Kevlane will not expect us to come for him.”  He turned, addressing the room at large once more.  “He will expect us to hide behind our walls, cowering and praying to the gods to save us or, perhaps,” he said, turning back to Grinner, “to flee like rats before a storm.  What he won’t expect, what no one ever expects..” He paused to bare his teeth at the old crime boss in a savage grin.  “Is for us to sneak into his chambers and put a sword to his fucking throat while he’s sleeping.”

“It…could work,” Captain Gant ventured, but even he seemed uncertain.

Grinner scoffed again, “You speak as if you know this man’s thoughts, as if he even is a man.  If what you say is true, he’s been alive for thousands of years.  There is no telling the way such a one might think.”

Aaron ran a hand through his hair, frustrated.  Grinner might be the loudest and the biggest pain in the ass among them, but he could see the looks of uncertainty on the faces of the others, could feel their doubt through his bond with Co.  

They are not convinced, Co said.

Thanks for that input, Firefly, Aaron thought back sourly.  

Suddenly, Adina stood up, meeting Aaron’s eyes before turning to Grinner.  “I would not be so dismissive of what Aaron has to say, were I you.  Without him, my sister would be dead, and all of this would have been over a long time ago.  Without him, Perennia would have fallen when Belgarin brought his armies.  Perhaps, it would be wise of you to listen more closely to what he’s saying.”

Grinner sneered, opening his mouth to say something obviously scathing but seemed to come to the realization that he would be talking down to a queen, another of the royal line.  His mouth clamped shut, but his hateful expression did not fade.

Hale glanced at the old crime boss and snorted before turning back to the princess.  “Well, he might be too scared to say what he’s thinkin’, Princess—still hoping for a lordship, I expect—but I’m not.  Anyone with eyes can see that you and Silent here have taken more than your fair share of tumbles in the sheets.  Now, normally I don’t hold such a thing as that against a person—the gods know I’ve been known to do some tumblin’ myself—but it seems to me that if Silent here was to say we ought to pull the moon down from the sky and drop it on Kevlane’s head, you’d stand up just as quick.”

Adina’s face colored, and Isabelle stood, a look of outrage on her face.  “How dare you talk to my royal sister in such a manner?”  Isabelle demanded.  “Guards seize this ma—”

“Peace, sister,” Adina said, holding her hand up, “peace.  I have heard far worse in my time.”  She turned back to Hale.  “As for tumbles in the sheets, the women who accompany you must be particularly skilled.  For the life of me, I can’t see how a woman would fit into the same bed as your inflated head, let alone the rest of you.”

Hale chuckled at that, not offended in the least.  “Well, you give me an hour of your time, and I’d be happy enough to show you how it’s done.”  He turned to Aaron.  “You wouldn’t mind that, would you, Silent?  A little bit of sharin’ never hurt anyone.”

Aaron had taken several steps toward the man before he realized it, and a hand shot out from behind him, grabbing his shoulder.  He turned to see Darrell staring at him, his expression sober as he shook his head.  “Not like this, Aaron,” he said, low enough so that only the sellsword could hear.  “Remember why we’ve come.”

If Hale was concerned about how close Aaron had come to attacking him, he didn’t show it.  He grinned widely.  “Well, well, well.  Seems to me like the Silent Blade, the most cold-hearted, murderous bastard in the Downs, is in love.  Never thought I’d see the day.”

Aaron frowned, opening his mouth to speak, but Adina beat him to it.  “What myself and Aaron do in our personal time is none of your concern or of this council’s.  Besides,” she said, meeting the crime boss’s eye, “I think that we’ve probably got more important things to be concerned about than my and Aaron’s personal affairs.  Like, perhaps, an ancient mage who is creating an army of monsters to march on this city and kill everyone in it.”

Hale grunted at that, appearing properly chastised and, for the first time Aaron could remember, he didn’t have anything to say.  Adina waited a moment to be sure he would remain silent then spoke again.  “As I was saying, no one is claiming that attacking Baresh is a great choice, but that it’s the only one.  And while all of us appreciate your contribution so far, I think it’s more than fair to say that Aaron has saved this city more than once.  And if he says our only option is to attack,”—she turned, meeting Aaron’s gaze—”then I trust him.”

“Trust is all well and good, Queen Adina,” Grinner said, “but it will not keep our troops from being massacred in the open field.  For all any of us know, that bastard could already have an army of those things waiting for us.”

“I do not believe there’s much chance of that.”

Everyone in the audience chamber turned at the sound of the new voice to see the thirteen-year-old, Caleb, step next to Aaron.  The youth seemed to wilt under the weight of those gazes.  He took a slow breath, straightening his back and gathering his courage before he met the eyes of those assembled.    

Grinner opened his mouth to speak, a sneer on his face once more, but General Yalleck beat him to it.  “Forgive me,” Avarest’s representative said in a voice that was not unkind, “and I do not mean to dismiss your opinion, boy, but what does a child know about war?  Or, no offense, about anything?  I have two children, a son around your age, and a daughter a few years younger, and the fact of the matter is that their mother and I can barely trust the boy to bathe regularly without us telling him to.  As for our daughter,” he said, shaking his head with a small smile on his face, “she is more clever than she has a right to be and is a trial for both of us.  Still, I would not trust either, good kids that they are, to craft a strategy for war.  War is men’s’ business, lad.”  He turned as the queen cleared her throat, and his face grew red before he finished with, “Well, that is to say that it is the business of adults, at any rate.”

Caleb smiled, his shyness from a moment ago nowhere in sight.  “What does a child know, General?” he asked.  “Oh, I know more than you might think.  For instance, I know that you suffered from a spinal injury when you were younger—you’ve since lost the limp, but you sometimes exaggerate your posture and almost always wince as if expecting pain—a holdover from the days following your  injury.  I know also that the sword you wear at your hip was a gift—not from your wife, for you’ve had it longer than that, I think, but I’d wager that it was a woman.  Need I go on?”

The general jerked up out of his chair, his eyes wide.  “What kind of devilry is this?” he demanded.

Caleb sighed.  “Not devilry, General, only knowledge.  I see no more than any other person does; the only difference is that I pay attention to the things I see, and it’s not difficult to understand why a thing is the way it is once you realize it’s there in the first place.”

Grinner rolled his eyes.  “Trickery, no more.  That doesn’t make you qualified for giving advice on war, boy.”

Caleb turned and met the crime boss’s gaze.  “Would you like for me to perform my trickery on you, sir?  Here, in front of all these people?”

Grinner’s eyes narrowed at that, but after a moment he looked away.  Caleb nodded.  “Now then, I must support General Envelar’s strategy.  It is very, very unlikely that Kevlane will expect it and, by my calculations, all other methods end in not only our deaths but the deaths of those people whom we are trying to protect.”

Hale glanced at the older crime boss and grinned at his discomfort before turning back to Caleb.  “Gods, lad, but I’d like to have you around the next time I sit down for a hand of cards.  Anyway, if you’re so clever, what would you say the odds are of us winning if we do attack?”

Caleb hesitated, glancing at Aaron, but the sellsword nodded wearily.  “No more than one in ten,” the youth admitted.  Everyone shifted in their seats at that, but Caleb held up his hands.  “But you have to understand, that such a determination cannot be as accurate as you might think.  There are certain factors…”

Hale waved one of his big hands dismissively.  “Never mind the factors, lad.  Your words to Yalleck here were enough to make the man turn as white as parchment and damn near fall out of his chair.  I’ll trust your judgment for the time bein’.  Now then,” he said, turning to the room at large, “the real question we have to ask ourselves is if we’re okay with a one in ten chance of makin’ it out of this thing with all of our parts in their proper places.  Because, no offense lad, but it seems to me that a one in ten chance isn’t much of a chance at all, and if we’re goin’ to die anyway, I’d just as soon make a few more visits to the city’s brothels.  I’m thinkin’ there’s one or two ladies left that I might not have seen to yet, and I’d hate for them to feel left out.”

“You can’t be serious,” Adina said.  “We’re talking about the destruction of the world, of the death of all of the people not just in Perennia, but all of Telrear, if Kevlane gets what he wants.”

Hale sighed.  “You can’t scare me with death, Princess.  Folks as are worried about breathin’ don’t generally go into the business of bein’ crime lords.  Leastways, if they do, they do it with certain expectations.  I always figured I’d die to a blade, and I can’t say that’s ever changed.”

“But, sir,” Gryle said, surprising Aaron as he stepped forward, wringing his hands nervously, “surely, you must understand that a one in ten chance is better than no chance at all?”

“No,” Grinner said before Hale could speak, “that’s where you’re wrong, fat man.  One in ten odds aren’t ones I’d wager on.  Besides, this is all from the lips of a boy that, for all we know, might just be making up stories.  The way I see it, at least if we defend here or—better yet—at Avarest, we will be able to fight on our own terms, to die on our own terms, if need be.”

“Very well,” Isabelle said, glancing around the room as all eyes turned to her, “there is only one equitable way to solve this.  We will put it to a vote.  Do we remain here, in Perennia, and defend against the wizard’s attacks as best as we may, or do we travel to Baresh and attack it head-on?  All those in favor of marching to Baresh and attacking, please raise your hand.”  

Aaron’s raised his hand, followed by Adina, Gryle, Beth, Caleb, Darrell, and, after a moment of hesitation, Brandon Gant.  “Gods be good,” Grinner spat, “surely they don’t all get a vote!”

Isabelle looked at Adina sadly then nodded.  “I think that, for such a matter as this, we must keep the votes only to those present on the council itself.  That means that General Envelar, Captain Gant, and my royal sister all vote for attacking.  Now, those who think it better to defend here, in Perennia, please raise your hands.”

“My Queen,” Grinner said, his voice wheedling, “surely, going to Avarest might—”

“No,” Isabelle said, shaking her head, “I will not flee my city, sir.  Either we fight them here, or we march on Baresh.  These options, and only these, are available to us, for everything else is, to my mind, folly of the greatest order.  Now, those in favor of preparing our defenses?”

Aaron watched, his stomach sinking, as Hale’s hand rose, followed quickly by General Yalleck’s.  Grinner smiled at Aaron and raised his own hand.  Everyone present looked around the room uncertainly.  “Three to three,” Captain Gant began, “what do we—”  He cut off as Isabelle’s hand slowly went up.

The queen’s sorrowful gaze took in Adina and Aaron both.  “Forgive me, please, but Virtues and ancient magicians are not something I understand.  Walls, though, are familiar to me, and I believe this is our best chance.”

“But Isabelle,” Adina said, “you have to trust us, you have to…”

“It is not a matter of trust, dear, sweet sister,” Isabelle said with a sigh, “only a matter of what I think best not only for me but for my people.  If the worst should come, then here, at least, they might spend their final hours with their loved ones, finding what peace they may.”

Adina opened her mouth to reply but no words came and, finally, Isabelle nodded.  “Very well,” she said, “then the decision is made.  We will make our stand here.  Captain?”  She turned to Brandon.

“Yes, Majesty?”  

“Assist General Envelar and see that the troops are well-trained.  And you,” she said, turning to Caleb whose eyes went wide under her attention, “I would ask that you use your knowledge to help in the city’s defense.”

Caleb gave an awkward bow.  “I will, Majesty.  But I really think—”

“Then it is done,” Isabelle said.  “May the gods watch over us all.”

Not likely, Aaron thought, but he let it go.  They were making the wrong decision.  If only he could make them see, make them understand.  But they were not plagued with the nightmares of people being hunted like animals in the street.  Their dreams were not filled with the echoes of screams, of the wretched, tortured cries of men and women who had long since lost all dignity or hope and only wanted the pain to stop.  There would be others, before it was through.  Dozens—hundreds, if the tournament took place, and it would.  The army that could stop it, that could save those in Baresh from the terrible fates that awaited them, would not come to help.  Instead, they would camp behind walls that would serve no better against the monsters lurking in the darkness than quilts under which a child cowered, hoping somehow that the world’s monsters could not see him if he could not see them.  But Aaron knew enough of the world and its monsters to know that walls and quilts alike were little protection against them, and the monsters always found you.  Always.

Isabelle went on speaking, saying something about when they’d meet next, giving assignments to Brandon and the others, but Aaron was barely listening.  The screams that never completely faded upon waking were louder now, a thundering cacophony in his mind.  Terrible, wretched screams.  And they were only the beginning.  

He looked at Adina and saw her staring back at him, her desperate, foreboding expression a mirror to his own thoughts.  

“I’m sorry, General Envelar.”  Aaron looked up and saw General Yalleck, the representative of Avarest and commander of its army, standing before him.  

He had never noticed the slightly stiff way the man stood, but now that Caleb had pointed it out, it seemed all too obvious.  “Not yet,” Aaron said.  “But you will be, before long.  We all will.”

The general studied him thoughtfully for a moment, then he turned and walked out of the audience chamber.  Aaron watched as Grinner came forward, followed by his thickly-muscled bodyguard.  The crime boss was smiling cruelly.  “Well,” he said, “it seems that things do not always go your way, after all.  Oh, how that must chafe.”  Aaron didn’t speak, only stared at the man, and Grinner’s smile widened.  “Ah, the Silent Blade is silent in truth now, it seems.”  The crime boss winked, then turned and walked away.

“Gods, but I hate that man,” Aaron said to Darrell.

“Really?”  The swordmaster said, staring at the door through which the crime boss had gone.  “And here I thought he seemed so pleasant.”

“Yeah,” Aaron said, “about as pleasant as a sword through the gut.”

Darrell smiled.  “Oh, surely it’s not as bad as all that.”  Aaron looked at him questioningly and the swordmaster shrugged.  “Well, some men survive a sword wound, and those who don’t …”  He winked.  “Well, their suffering’s done, isn’t it?”

Aaron grunted in agreement.

“Gods, but that didn’t go well,” Adina said, walking up to stand with the two men.

Aaron sighed.  “About as well as I expected.”

“I’ll talk to Isabelle,” Adina said.  “She’s scared for her people, that’s all.  Without Grinner around to try to tear everything you say apart, I may be able to make her see reason.”

Aaron nodded, but he didn’t hold out much hope. The queen had seemed pretty set on her decision, and she didn’t strike him as the type of person who changed her mind often.  The vain rarely did.  He was considering the situation they faced when Brandon Gant walked up to them, accompanied by Caleb.  

“Well,” the captain said, “what do we do now?”

Aaron shook his head, frustrated.  “I wish Leomin had been here.  That man might have half of Perennia’s husbands wanting to beat the shit out of him, but he has a way of making people listen when he needs them to.  Where is he, anyway?”

Gryle cleared his throat, clearly embarrassed, and they all turned to him.  Aaron raised an eyebrow.  “Well, Gryle?”

“Um…I cannot say for sure, of course,” the chamberlain said, “but…I saw him yesterday.  He and Sergeant Wendell invited me for a drink tonight.”

Adina laughed.  “Well, that’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Gryle.”

“Of course not,” Aaron agreed, “with all that’s going on, I’ve a mind to have a few with them.”  Adina frowned at that, and it was Aaron’s time to clear his throat.  “Well…maybe one, anyway.  What tavern are they at, Gryle?”

“Well…” the chamberlain said, “the thing is, they aren’t at a tavern.  At least, not precisely.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Six 

 

“Is he really a Parnen?”

“Where did he get those bells in his hair?  They’re so handsome…”

“And those teeth…gods, but I’ve never seen anything so white.”

“I wouldn’t mind letting him take a nibble…”

Wendell rose to his elbows in the bed and sighed, but neither of the two women noticed.  It seemed to him that they had forgotten he was there at all.  They stood a few feet away, both half-dressed.  They’d been in the process of removing their clothes, clothes he’d paid to have removed, when they had begun talking about the Parnen.  That had been fifteen minutes ago now, at least.  He reminded himself to switch positions in a little while.  The women showed no signs of slowing in their conversation about the Parnen, and if he wasn’t careful he was likely to develop bedsores before they were done.  “The bastard cheats, that’s all,” he muttered.  After all, it wasn’t as if every man had some floating ball of magic that would help him get laid whenever he felt the need.  

The two women didn’t hear him, going on speaking in excited tones about the dusky-skinned man, and suddenly there was a knock at the door.  Wendell wasn’t normally the type who went in for an audience, but he found himself relieved at the interruption.  If he had to hear much more about how handsome the Parnen was, he thought he’d probably save that dusty old bastard Kevlane the trouble and kill himself.  He sat up, meaning to head to the door, but the women beat him to it.

“Maybe it’s him,” one said, and they giggled excitedly as they practically sprinted to the door, swinging it open.  

“Oh,” the other said, obviously disappointed, “you’re not him.”

Wendell peered past them to see General Envelar standing in the doorway.  He ignored the two women as he stepped into the room, and for the first time of the evening Wendell didn’t regret the fact that his pants were still on.  “General, sir,” he said, bringing his fist to his naked chest in salute.  “What can I do for you?”

Aaron glanced at the two women then turned back to Wendell, one side of his mouth turned up into a smirk.  “I just wanted to speak to you about something.  But if you’re busy, I can come back.”

“Gods, no,” Wendell said.  He threw his shirt over his head and stepped into his boots.  This time, it was his turn to rush to the door.  “I’m ready when you are, sir.”

Aaron looked surprised at that and opened his mouth to speak, but one of the women spoke first.  “Wilhelm, are you leaving so soon?  But…well, can you talk to him for us?”

“Yes,” the second woman said, her eyes pleading, “could you, please?  It would mean so much to us, truly.”

The sergeant gave Aaron a look then sighed.  “It’s Wendell.  I’ll talk to him.”

“Oh, thank you, Wyclef,” one of them said, grabbing his hands and bouncing up and down excitedly.  This one had, at least, managed to remove her top during the conversation with her friend, and Wendell took a moment to appreciate the view before turning and walking out. 

The general followed behind him, closing the door on the two girls.  Even before it was shut, Wendell could hear their conversation starting up again.  Aaron glanced at the door then back at Wendell.  “What was all that about?”

Wendell grunted, “That bastard Leomin, that’s what”

“Well, at least he left you two.  Not bad considering.”

Wendell gave the general a sour face.  “They wouldn’t fit in his bed,” he muttered.

“Oh?”  Aaron asked.  “Anyway, where is the whoring bastard?  I’d like to speak with him, too.”

“I’ll show you, sir, but you probably could have just followed the screams and laughter.”  Wendell led the general further down the hall to Leomin’s room, and winced at the sounds of pleasure and girlish giggling coming from the other side of the door.  

“Maybe we ought to come back, sir,” he said, turning back to look at Aaron, “We interrupt ‘em now, like as not we’ll have an angry mob of whores on our hands.”

Aaron grunted, “I’ll take the risk.”  He gave the door a firm knock, and it swung open of its own accord.  He shot an annoyed look at Wendell before stepping inside.  The sergeant hesitated for a moment, then took a slow breath and followed the general into the room.

Inside, the bed was a mass of tangled pale and tanned limbs and somewhere, beneath that writhing mass, Wendell caught a glimpse of dusky skin.  “You see what I was saying, General?” he muttered.  “No room in the bed.”

Aaron cleared his throat loudly, but the girlish giggling continued; none of those in the bed even turned to look.  The sellsword frowned and banged his fist loudly on the nightstand.  Abruptly, the laughter cut off as what must have been at least six women turned from their various positions in the bed—some of which Wendell found very unlikely.  He had a moment of regret that he hadn’t visited the prostitute Stretching Sallia instead of allowing the Parnen to talk him into coming out with him.  

Suddenly, a familiar head poked out from underneath the bed’s sheets.  The Parnen cleared his throat as he saw Aaron and Wendell standing there.  “Ah, Mr. Envelar,” he said, “I hope…that is…everything is well with you?”

“Who’s your friend, Leomin?” one of the women asked, running her hand through Leomin’s long, bell-bedecked hair as her eyes roamed over Aaron.  “He’s handsome.”

“Yes,” a woman with long, red hair said, her voice coy and seductive, “I think maybe we could find some more room, after all.”

“Leomin,” Aaron said, ignoring the stares of the women, “we need to talk.”

“Why, Mr. Envelar, I am, of course, at your service,” the Parnen said.  “Only…just now, I find myself with prior…shall we say, obligations?”

Aaron stared at the man, a slight frown on his face.  “Five minutes.  We’ll be downstairs.”

Leomin swallowed hard then glanced back at the women.  “Well, you heard him, my pretties.  Yet do not fret, for we are lucky, in our way.  Most men go through their lives never knowing how much time they have allotted to them, knowing only that one day or another the hourglass will run out.  We, on the other hand, have the distinct pleasure of knowing exactly how much time we have to—”

“Four minutes,” Aaron said, then he turned and walked out.  Wendell grinned at the look of chagrin on the Parnen’s face before he followed the general into the hallway.

 

***

 

Aaron and Wendell had been sitting at one of the tables for no more than a few minutes when Leomin walked up and sank into an empty chair as if exhausted.  Aaron grinned.  “Long day?”

“Not long enough, I’m afraid, Mr. Envelar.”

Aaron grunted.  “You do know that there’s a war going on, don’t you?”

Leomin scowled.  “There was, Mr. Envelar, but no longer.  I fear that the battle has been lost as I have been forced to abandon the fight altogether.”

“Serves you right,” Wendell muttered.

The Parnen turned to the sergeant, a hurt expression on his face.  “Friend Wendell, surely you do not mean—”

“Never mind that,” Aaron said, “we have more important things to discuss.”  He told them about the meeting he’d had with Isabelle and the others.  As he talked, their expressions slowly changed from hurt and annoyed to worried.  

When he’d finished, Leomin spoke.  “But Mr. Envelar, do you truly believe that the only possibility of victory is to attack?  Surely, there must be some other way—”

“There’s not,” Aaron said, shaking his head, “I wish there was.  But the fact is, each day we do nothing, Kevlane and his armies grow stronger.  Our spies claim that the tournament is set to begin in two months which means that he’ll have hundreds—shit, maybe thousands—of some of Telrear’s best warriors to use in his experiments.”

Leomin and Wendell both nodded, clearly troubled as they both remembered what they had faced in Baresh and, for a time, no one spoke.  “But what can we do, General?”  Wendell finally asked, “Without the troops from Avarest or Isabelle’s own, we won’t have enough to attack Baresh.  Don’t get me wrong, the soldiers from Galia and Cardayum will certainly help but…”

“No,” Aaron said, shaking his head, “you’re right.  It would be suicide.  Shit, it might very well be suicide anyway, but I think it’s the only chance we have, and Caleb agrees.”

Wendell grunted.  “That boy seems to know a thing or two, I’ll give him that.  But, sir, you haven’t answered my question.  None of the alliance leaders agreed with you so…what can we do about it?”

“We can’t do anything,” Aaron said, turning to face Leomin, “but he can.”

The Parnen glanced between the two men uncertainly.  “Wait,” he said, “do you mean…what, exactly?  That you wish for me to convince the others that attacking is the only option?  Because I feel it necessary to point out, Mr. Envelar, that two out of the four are professional criminals and would kill me as soon as listen to me.  As for General Yalleck…I get the distinct feeling that he isn’t a man who changes his mind often.  And the queen…”  He shook his head.  “I do not think I can do it.”

“Maybe you can’t,” Aaron said, “though, considering that I had to stop and count how many women were in your bed just now, I doubt that.  But either way, Aliandra can.”

Leomin frowned.  “But…you have often warned me of using the bond.  Are you sure it is wise to do so now?”

Aaron laughed.  “Leomin, come now.  You’re a sneaky bastard, but I doubt that you talked six women into your bed at once all on your own.  Especially considering the fact that I didn’t see you pay them.”

“Pay them?”  Leomin asked, his tone genuinely curious.  “Why would I do that?  After all, we were all enjoying our time together.  It doesn’t seem fair that I should have to pay for the privilege unless they must do the same, which begs the question of who we would be paying.”

Wendell grunted in annoyance, and Aaron laughed.  “You do understand that most people have to pay for the privilege of making use of a brothel’s wares, don’t you?”

Leomin opened his mouth to speak then glanced at the angry look on Wendell’s face and thought better of it.  “Besides,” Aaron went on, “Kevlane already wants to kill us, and he already knows where we are.  It’s not as if the man can kill us twice.”  His smile faded.  “Also…I’ve got a bad feeling.”

“Yeah, me too,” Wendell mumbled, “on account of I did pay.”

“Not about that,” Aaron said.  “It’s…I get the feeling that we’re running out of time.”  He turned to Leomin.  “Will you do it?”

Leomin sighed.  “Very well, Mr. Envelar.  If you say so then so it shall be.  Still, I think I must point out that it will take some time.  Convincing the general will be hard enough, bond or not, and the two crime bosses will be even worse.”

Aaron nodded.  “I guess it’s a good thing that you don’t have to convince them.”

“Oh?”  Leomin said, the relief clear in his voice.

“Just the queen,” Aaron said, “that should be enough.  Do you think you can handle it?”

“I believe so.  She is well…not to be crass, but a bit larger than I generally prefer but, still, there are many men out there who search for just such a—”  He cut off as Wendell burst into laughter, and Aaron sighed.

“Gods, Leomin, I don’t want you to sleep with her, only convince her that attacking Baresh is our only option.”

“Ah,” Leomin said, clearing his throat.  “Right.”

Wendell shook his head, studying the Parnen.  “Gods, Leomin, are there any women you haven’t bedded?”

“Of course,” Leomin said, “several, and a pity it is too.  I am a man full of love, overflowing with it, in fact, and I have no choice but to let it out, from time to time, lest I should burst.  Still, there are plenty of women that have not had the opportunity to experience it.   Princess Adina for exa—”  He cut off, his eyes going wide as he realized what he’d been about to say, and he turned to Aaron.  The sellsword was studying him with a hard stare, and Leomin coughed.  “Not that I would ever think of doing anything with her.  Much too fine for one such as I, of course.”  He glanced back at Aaron, saw that his expression hadn’t changed, and tried again, “That is…I could never hope to compete—”

“Leave it, Leomin,” Aaron said, “just leave it.  All I need from you is to see what you can do about making the queen see reason.  I can kick your ass later, if we live through this.  Now, come on,” he said, rising, “there’s no time to waste.”  

 

 

 

Chapter 

Seven 

 

The night was dark and moonless.  The lanterns that hung at regular intervals along the street did little to penetrate the gloom, providing only enough illumination to breathe life into the shadows, to give them form and substance.  The three men walking down the street had their minds on their own thoughts, their own worries, and so they did not notice the shadow that was slightly different from the rest, hunkered down on the roof of the brothel they’d just left.

Only one shadow among thousands, that was all.  Still, it would not be a discredit to the three men to imagine that, even had they been looking, they might not have seen the figure crouching on the rooftop on the balls of its feet.  And even if they had noticed, even had they somehow managed to pick that one figure out of the tapestry of darkness, they might well have thought it no more than some trick of their vision, for the figure was still and unmoving.  Not unmoving in the way a man is, for a man is never truly still.  Instead, his arms and his legs are only ever waiting to move, yearning for it; his mind, too, has its own momentum, not easily stopped or even slowed.  

The figure crouched on the roof, however, had little in common with a mortal man, and it existed within that darkness as if it were a part of it, shadow given substance, night given form, and not even so much as its breath pluming in the cool night air could be seen.  A man, had he been standing even within a few feet, might have been forgiven for believing the figure to be dead or, perhaps, some strange, alien statue commissioned by the brothel’s owner.  But the figure crouched on the edge of the roof was not dead, and he watched in silence as the three men moved further down the street until, finally, they passed beyond his view.  When they were gone, he rose and turned to look at a nearby roof where another figure rose from its own crouch.  The two seemed to study each other across the gap in the buildings in silence for a moment then, without a word, they turned and started to descend to the streets, their movements confident and sure.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Eight 

 

They lay in Thom’s bed on Captain Festa’s ship, both panting for air.  “Well,” May said, pushing a hand through her long red hair as she turned on her side, “that was something.”

“Yes,” the first mate managed through his heaving breaths, “it was something.”

She smiled down at him, running a finger over his naked chest.  Thom was in his early fifties if he was a day, but he didn’t look it.  His body was packed with thin, corded muscle from a life spent working on one ship or the other, his skin tanned.  Besides, he was only a few years older than May herself, never mind the lie that she often told whenever the subject of her age came up.  The thought made her sad.  Fifty years and nothing to show for it.  Oh, she had her club back in the Downs, had men and women who relied on her, but no family.  No husband or kids.  Children were far beyond her reach now, and that was alright, she thought.  After all, she had plenty enough people to look after without a squealing baby.  A husband though…

“What was it?” she asked abruptly.

The first mate rubbed a hand across his face.  “Sorry, what?”

“You said it was something,” she answered.  “What was it?”

He grinned.  “It was fun, May.  That’s what.  It’s always fun.”

She frowned at that and rose from the bed, pulling the quilt off of him and covering herself as she began to pick up her clothes from where they lay scattered across the room.  “May?” he asked.  She didn’t answer, and he sat up on the side of the bed, watching her.  “May, did I do something wrong?”

“No, of course you didn’t,” she snapped, hating herself for the hurt that came through in her voice.  You’re too old for this, woman.  Too damned old, and you should know better by now.  Never get attached.  Nothing good can come of it.  “We had fun.  Oh, we could have gone on a hike, maybe, or went to a tavern and gotten so drunk we couldn’t stand up, but we decided on this, and that’s alright because it was fun.”

She turned back to the bed to see the first mate staring at her, a look of confusion on his face, “May…I didn’t…it wasn’t just fun.  It was incredible.  It’s always incredible with you.  You’re incredible.”

She snorted as she gathered up her dress.  Then she stepped behind a small divider that afforded privacy.  “Incredible, am I?  Well, that’s something, I suppose.  It will look nice enough on my tombstone, won’t it?  Oh, no ‘beloved mother’ or ‘beloved wife’ for me.  Still, ‘she was incredible’ will do.”  She knew that she wasn’t being fair, that she was taking out her worries on the first mate, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.  Since Aaron had returned with that thing, she’d found herself, for the first time in a very, very long time, considering failure.  She had survived in the Downs in large part because she was cleverer than most those around her—not saying much, given the population of the Downs—and because she made it her point to know as much as it was possible to know, not just about her enemies, but about her friends too.  But when you were up against things that weren’t even human, when you were up against monsters that belonged in some fairy tale book instead of lying dead in a queen’s audience chamber, what good were cleverness and knowledge?

“May,” Thom said, “I don’t understand.  What is it?”

“Never mind, Thom,” she said, realizing she didn’t have the energy to argue, that she didn’t want to even if she had.  Just be satisfied with what you have, woman.  A man to keep you warm at night, and that’s no small thing.  She knew as well as any that such things never lasted even in the best of times, and these were far from the best of times.  No, not the best of times but, quite possibly, the last of them, and here she was snapping at the one man that made them bearable.  “I’m just irritable, that’s all,” she said, sighing, “I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

She looked over the partition to see the first mate nodding, a troubled expression on his face.  “Will you come back to bed then?  We don’t have to…I mean…”

“No, thank you,” she said, her ire rising despite herself, “I don’t need any charity from you, Thom Gustain, not you or any man.  I have things to be about.”

“Oh?” he asked.  “What things?”

“You just never mind,” she said, frowning as she bent to slide on one of her shoes.  “I’m not your wife, and I’ve no need to go explaining my comings and goings to you whenever you’ve a mind to listen.”  She saw the hurt in his eyes as she rose, and sighed.  “It’s nothing really.  I just thought I’d go and check on Silent.”

“He’s lucky to have you.”

May snorted.  “I think he’d probably argue that.  Still, I know he’s been trying to convince the queen and the others to change their vote for attacking, and I want to check and see how everything’s going.”

Thom frowned.  “Do you really think he’s right, May?  I’m no soldier, but it seems to me that attacking a stronger enemy that is entrenched in their defenses is an easy way to get a lot of good men killed.”

May laughed, and the bitterness in it surprised her.  “Oh, Thom.  I’m not sure that such a thing as a good man exists.” 

“You didn’t answer my question.”

May slipped on her other shoe and stepped from behind the dressing partition.  “I don’t know what I think, Thom.  I’m no general to go moving pieces on a game board and watch people die for it.  But Silent is one of the cleverest people I know, and I trust him.  He believes it’s the only way, and I believe in him, so that’s enough for me.”

The first mate nodded, and he rose, throwing on a pair of sailor trousers, the cuffs of which stopped mid-calf.  Angry or not she couldn’t help but notice that the man did have nice calves.  “And after?” he said.  “Will you come back to see me?”

Yes, she thought, I’d like that.  But what came out of her mouth was, “Probably not tonight. There’s a dance being held at The Bottomless Cup tonight in Perennia.  I thought I’d go to that.”

“A…a dance?  Do you really think you should go to such a thing?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”  May demanded, and the first mate winced as if she’d struck him.

“Uh…no reason, May,” he said, “I just wondered, that’s all.  I mean…is it safe?”

May scowled.  “What are you saying, Thom?  That I need a man to keep me safe, is that it?  I’ll have you know that I’ve spent the majority of my life leading an organization in the Downs, spent my days outmaneuvering and outthinking men far more dangerous than any I might happen to see at some dance.  Besides,” she said, turning and starting for the door, “it isn’t as if I have a husband or a boyfriend to bring along, is it?”

“May, wait,” he said, and she spun on him.

“What?”

The first mate fidgeted, obviously uncomfortable.  “I…that is…be careful.”

She studied him for a moment then walked out the door.  And if she slammed it on her way out, so what?  Sometimes, a woman just needed to slam a door, that was all.

 

***

 

The first mate stared at the closed door for several seconds, replaying the conversation in his mind and trying to figure out what he’d done and how a day that had started so well had soured so quickly.  Sighing, he pulled his shirt on and started up toward the deck.  Maybe Balen or Captain Festa would be able to shed some light on what the woman was on about.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Nine 

 

“P-please, g-gods, please.”  Words that were little more than a gasp, so quiet that he might not have even known what they were at all, if not for the fact that he’d heard them so often of late.  Over his long life, Boyce Kevlane had found that all men, in their final moments, were the same.  Their gasps, their moans and pleas, all indistinguishable from one to the next.  Even the words they used, the promises they made, all the same, all tediously, exhaustingly the same.  

Men, at the end, were much as they were at the beginning—little more than animals, scared, confused animals who knew nothing and thought nothing beyond the shocking, jarring sensation of being pulled away from all that they’ve known, of being jerked away from the familiar into a place of shadows and uncertainty, a place in which they have no part and wish none.

Kevlane knew this better than most, for he had seen hundreds, thousands meet their ends in his time and no matter how brave or strong they were thought in life, they all did so in much the same way.  They screamed, and they begged, and they died.  Sometimes they soiled themselves and sometimes they did not; beyond that, there was little variety in the manner with which they began their journey to Salen’s Fields.  “Easy now,” he whispered as the man struggled against his bonds, “it’s alright.”  It wasn’t, of course, at least not for the man, but if his unnaturally long life had taught Kevlane anything it was that men and women would hang on to any false hope, any empty comfort they could find, in order to assure themselves that everything would be alright, in the end.  

Kevlane closed his eyes as he dug the knife in deeper, his hand guided by experience and by the Art instead of his sight.  He felt it, then, the pressure of the Art building within the mewling thing before him, felt it digging in, trying to find within the man a place to hold its power.  It was not, Kevlane knew, a pleasant feeling, and the man’s screams were sharp and terrible as the magic tried to take hold.  If it did, the man before him would become faster than he’d ever been before, would move with a speed greater than even the finest horse.  But first, there was the pain.  In the mage’s experience, pain was the barrier to most of life’s greatest treasures.

“P-please,” the man gasped in choked sobs, “k…kill me.”

“I am not killing you,” Kevlane said, offended, “I am making you better, don’t you see that?  You will be a force to be reckoned with a—”  He cut off as the man’s eyes rolled slowly up into their sockets.  “No,” Kevlane said, “don’t you even think of it.”  He sent a fresh wave of the Art into the man, straining with the effort, but the man didn’t seem aware of it.  His old, too-thin chest gave one deep shudder and then grew still.  

“No,” Kevlane hissed, “no! I am not finished with you yet, damn you.”  He strained, reaching for more of the Art, and he felt a great pressure build inside his head, as if it would burst apart at any moment.  Still, he pressed on, hissing spittle out onto the bloody form lying on the stone slab beneath him and, finally, he gathered enough power and forced it into the man once more.  

The old man’s back arched so abruptly and sharply that Kevlane thought he heard something crack, and he heaved out a breath before collapsing once more onto the slab.  Kevlane watched him for several moments, waiting to see the rise and fall of his chest, but there was nothing but the stillness and the smell of blood and worse.  Dead then.  Hours wasted.  Screaming with rage, he spun and hurtled the bloody knife against the earthen wall of the chamber.  

He stood there, panting for breath, exhausted by the energy he’d expended only to have the fool die anyway.  Then he heard the sound of the door opening and turned to see Caldwell entering the room.  The two hulking figures that kept watch on either side of the door started toward him, obviously meaning violence, but stopped when they saw it was the advisor.  Caldwell must have seen something in Kevlane’s face because he seemed to shrink within himself, and his face grew pale and sickly.  “M-master.  I’m…sorry.  To disturb you, I mean.”

Kevlane stared at the man, his rage churning in him like a gathering storm.  For a brief moment, he considered killing the advisor out of hand, of tearing him apart in a fit of anger, but he took a slow, deep breath to steady himself.  As he did, he watched the thin man glance past him at the table where the dead man lay, his ankles and wrists manacled to the stone surface.  “Forgive me, Master,” the advisor said, dropping to his knees and bowing his head, “I did not mean to disturb you when you are about your work.”

“What work?”  Kevlane hissed.  “That is seven in a row, Caldwell.  Seven you have brought me that are too weak to survive the shaping.  Seven over which I have worked and toiled, at no small amount of pain to myself, only to have them demonstrate a will insufficient to keep them alive.  Oh yes,” he said, as if the advisor had asked, “there is great pain, Caldwell.  Not only for he who is shaped but for the one doing the shaping as well.  What is left of the Art is much like a knife with no handle, only blade, and it cuts he who wields it as deeply as it does he upon whom it is used.”

He stepped closer to the advisor, wiping his bloody hands on a robe that was already covered with crimson stains.  “I wonder if it would help you to understand, Caldwell, if I should visit some part of that pain upon you.  Perhaps then, you would not send me weaklings.”

“P-please, Master,” the thin man said, his body visibly shaking as he knelt on the dirt floor, “I beg of you…I live only to serve you.”

“So do they,” Kevlane said, a cruel smile rising on his face as he motioned to the two hulking figures standing near the door, “yet they do not fail me, Caldwell.  They would not even consider such a thing as failure.   And while I sit here wasting my time and my efforts on the old and the infirm, that bastard, Aaron Envelar, works to unite the whole of Telrear against me.”

“Forgive me, Master,” Caldwell stammered, “it is only…there are no more people of adequate…will as you say, to bring you.  I have been forced—”

“No more men?”  Kevlane roared, and the advisor let out a squeak of terror, looking up with wide, frightened eyes.  “Do we not have an army of soldiers in Baresh, Caldwell?  Those you brought from the army served my purposes well enough.  Certainly better than these…”  He glanced back at the corpse lying on the stone platform, and sneered.  “Disgraces.”

“Yes, Master,” Caldwell said, nodding hurriedly, “and if it is your wish, I will continue to bring you subjects from the army itself.  I only stopped because I felt that General Fannen was beginning to grow suspicious.”

Kevlane frowned.  “That pompous fool would be too focused on standing up straight to notice if someone walked up and stole the boots from his feet, and you mean to tell me that he has taken notice?”

Caldwell swallowed hard.  “Yes, Master.  He has even come so far as to mention the matter to me in passing.  He was not overly concerned, not yet, but I thought it prudent that we should begin to find subjects from elsewhere.”

Kevlane stared hard at the man crouched before him, and Caldwell spoke again, wincing as if he expected to be struck down.  “Master, if it is your wish, I will continue to pull men from the army.  My worry was only in creating difficulties that might hinder your plans.  I did not mean—”

Kevlane waved a hand.  “Never mind what you meant.”  He considered for a moment, then shook his head.  “No, Caldwell.  You were right to avoid suspicion.  We cannot afford such, not now, not when I am so close to achieving my goals.  And what of those we have sent forth?”

The advisor nodded.  “They are on their way even as we speak, Master, if they have not arrived already.  We should hear more news before long.”

Kevlane grunted.  “That is good, at least; Aaron Envelar will learn that it is unwise to anger a god.”  He rubbed at his chin thoughtfully for a moment, “He will learn that he is not worthy of his namesake and, even if he were Aaron Caltriss remade in the flesh, he would not be able to stand against what’s coming.  No one can.”

“Yes, Master,” Caldwell said, and there was such wheedling and desperation in the man’s tone that Kevlane found himself growing annoyed once more.

“Is there nothing else, Caldwell?  Or did you come only to test the limits of my patience?”

“N-no sir,” he stammered.  “It…it’s the general, sir.”

Kevlane frowned.  “I thought we had already discussed General Fannen, and I believe that I have made it clear that, for now at least, you may postpone pulling subjects from the army.  In time, once the tournament begins, and I have hundreds, perhaps even thousands with the touch of the Art upon them, it will make no difference should all the men and women of the world turn against me.”

“As you say, Master,” Caldwell said.  “However, it is about another matter that I have come.”

“Well?”  Kevlane demanded.  “Out with it, Caldwell.  I would advise that you do not test my patience further.”

“The general…he…he wishes to speak with you, My Lord.”

Kevlane’s eyes narrowed.  “He wishes to speak to me?”

“Yes, Master.”

Kevlane waved a hand again.  “So put him off, Caldwell.  I have too much to concern myself with already without listening to the pathetic meanderings of that useless fool.”

“Yes, Master.  Only, I’ve tried.  But he has insisted and—forgive me if I speak out of turn—I think it would be wise for you to meet with him, if only to allay suspicions.  Some of my men have brought me reports of mutterings among the Council.”

When Kevlane spoke, his tone was dangerous and cold.  “Mutterings, is it?”

“Y-yes, My Lord.  They do not understand why they have not been called upon in some time, particularly considering the fact that we are supposed to still be at war with the people of Perennia.  They expect—”

“Expect?”  Kevlane snapped, a wild, insane anger dancing in his eyes, “They dare to expect of me?”  His hands clenched into fists at his sides.  “I will show them the error of making demands from their god.  I will teach them the true meaning of wrath.”  He took a slow breath then, and when he spoke once more his voice was no longer filled with fury.  “But not yet,” he said.  “Not yet.  Tell me, Caldwell, where is the general now?”

“He awaits you in your private audience chamber, Master.  He would not leave.”

“Would he not?”  Kevlane said.  He removed his cloak and tossed it to the ground, unconcerned with his nakedness beneath.  Then he called upon the powers of the bond and felt the bones and muscles of his body begin to reknit themselves, to tear and break and repair until, after several agonizing moments, he was no longer Boyce Kevlane, but King Belgarin.  He looked back at the advisor, who had a noticeable green quality to his face.  “Very well, Caldwell.  I will require a clean robe and a basin in which to wash my hands.”

 “Of course, Master.  And…forgive me, My Lord, but your nose…”

Kevlane frowned and ran his fingers beneath his nose.  They came away slick with blood.  The price I pay for the work I do, he thought, and this only the smallest fraction of it.  “Yes, and I will wash my face too.  Now leave me.  Bring me the things for which I have asked and tell General Fannen that his king will be along soon.”

“Of course, Master.”

 

***

 

Half an hour later, Kevlane stepped into the audience chamber to find General Fannen standing at the window.  Even alone, the man stood painfully erect, his hands clasped behind his back, his chin raised high.  He was staring out the room’s only window, looking down at where workers were putting on the finishing touches for the coming tournament, erecting more stands and benches, for Kevlane expected it to be by far the largest tournament the world had ever seen.  In fact, he counted on it.  

The general turned from the window, and when he saw Kevlane standing there wearing Belgarin’s clothes and Belgarin’s face, he bowed stiffly, as if his body was made from something as unbendable as stone.  “My King,” he said, his words clipped, his tone formal, “it is my great pleasure that you have taken the time to see me at my request.”

“Your request, is it?”  Kevlane asked, his voice changed to suit the man he was supposed to be.  He walked past the small table in the center of the room to sit at his throne and regard the man.  “It seems to me, General, that your request sounds remarkably like a demand.”

“Forgive me, Sire,” the man said, though there was no hint of apology in his voice, “I, of course, mean no disrespect.”

“Of course,” Kevlane said, giving the man a humorless smile.

“I only wished to speak with you, My Lord,” the general continued, “about our plans regarding the war.  I thought, perhaps, to lend what small knowledge I have in an effort to—”

“Our plans, you say,” Kevlane interrupted.  “Tell me, General, what makes you think that I care a whit for what your plans are?  As for your false modesty, you may keep it, for I have no need of it, nor time to suffer through it.  I have a thousand things to do and little patience for a man who pulls me from them only to strut around like some puffed-up peacock, hoping someone will brag on the vibrancy of his feathers.”

The man colored at that, and his face grew even stonier than usual.  “Forgive me, Sire, but I did not mean to offend you.  I only thought to meet with you and discuss what might be done.”  Kevlane did not miss the hinting glance the general gave to the empty chairs at the table.

It seems, he thought, that standing as if your spine is made of steel is not all that comfortable, after all.  “Well?  Do go on, General.  You have pulled me away from my business so let us not waste any more time than you already have.”

“Well, Majesty,” the general said, shifting uncomfortably, “I...that is to say…some of the men are expressing concerns about the war.”

Some of the men?  Kevlane thought.  Oh, I bet I know just who to thank for that, General.  And thank you I will—very soon.  “Oh?” he asked.  “And what concerns might those be?”

The general hesitated before finally speaking.  “Well, King Belgarin, they wonder if we are still at war at all and, if so, why we are not acting like it.  After retreating from Perennia—though I’m sure Your Majesty no doubt had ample reasons for it—they have grown worried.  They feel that each moment we delay only gives your sisters time to strengthen their position, and it will mean more lives lost when we finally begin our attack.”

“I see,” Kevlane said, nodding slowly, “and what are your own thoughts on the subject, General?”

The man ran a hand through his salt and pepper hair, clearing his throat.  “I of course support whatever decision you make, My King.  I only wished to offer my services in the planning of the attack in any way that I might.”

“Well,” Kevlane said, rising and walking toward the window, “I do so appreciate your support.”  He stared out at the amphitheater below where the workers were busy about their tasks.  “Come, General,” he said, motioning the man to the window, “tell me what it is you see.”

The general walked up beside him and stared out at the field below.  “The tournament grounds, Sire,” he said, as if unsure of what Kevlane wanted from him.

“And what, I wonder, do the soldiers think of such a thing as this?”  Kevlane asked, turning to look at the man.

The general shifted uncomfortably again.  “They are anxious to get the fight with Perennia over with, Sire.  I believe that they think it a waste of time and resources when there are more important things to deal with than games of war.”

Kevlane smiled.  “Oh, war is always a game, General.  Some men die and some live, and that is how the gods define the winner and the loser.  Besides, a tournament in a time of war might be a good thing.  It will remind the people that victory is not bought without a price, that each step on the road leading to it is slick with the blood of friend and foe alike.  Do you not agree?”

“If you say so, Sire,” the general said, his voice uncertain, “and forgive me, but you have something there, on your neck.”  

Kevlane ran a hand along his neck and, once more, it came away slick with blood.  He’d been so angry at the most recent specimen’s failure to take the shaping, so frustrated at the general’s insistence to have an audience with him, that he’d not taken the time to clean himself as well as he should have before coming.  He smiled at the general, and it did not touch his eyes.  “Blood, General,” he said, holding his fingers up close to the man’s face, “there is always a price.  If you do not know that yet, then you will before this thing is done.”  He turned back to the window, his smile widening further.  “You all will.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Ten 

 

The night was silent save for the sound of his breath as he moved from one stance to the next, his sword flowing with him, not separate from his body but a part of it, an extension of it.  The night was dark except for the flickering orange of the torch that cast a circle of ruddy light.  Aaron did his best to clear his mind, focusing on each stance, each movement.  He’d done each a thousand times and more, yet he found himself growing distracted, found his mind wandering back to the dreams, the nightmares.  Faces rose up in his mind, the tortured visage of the young girl he’d killed, twisted by Kevlane’s evil working, the mutilated countenance of the hulking figure that Wendell had finally managed to kill by running him down with a horse.  A girl who had once had her own hopes and dreams, her own desires.  A man who’d had his own worries, his own troubles, maybe with his job or with a woman.  But no more.  

They’d had whatever made them human stripped from them by the ancient mage’s Art.  They had been made into weapons, no more than that.  Weapons to be used and discarded at Kevlane’s pleasure.  In his distraction, Aaron stepped wrong, stumbling, and the graceful serenity the sword forms so often provided shattered.  He hissed with frustration and let his sword hang out at his side as he stared past the training grounds toward the city.  Seen through the flickering orange light of the torch, the city almost seemed to be on fire, and the thought felt more like a premonition than an errant musing.  

Aaron, Co said, you staying up all night and exhausting yourself isn’t going to change anything.

“No, it isn’t, Firefly,” he said, “but at least when I’m awake, I can’t dream.”

Aaron… But she said no more.  After all, what could she say?  Co was a part of him, and through their bond, because of it, she experienced all of the same dreams that he did himself.  She, too, was subjected each night to the images of those faces, slack in death, the girl’s more than any other.  She too felt the pain and anguish, the hopelessness, as Kevlane worked his horrors on the people of Baresh again and again.  She was right, though.  Staying awake and working over his forms would not solve their problems—in the morning, Kevlane would still be king of Baresh, and his army of monsters would only be that much stronger.  

Still, he was thankful to be covered in the warm sweat that came from practicing his sword forms instead of the cold, chilling sweat that so often coated his skin when he awoke from one of the dreams.  That, if nothing else, had made it worth coming to the training grounds.  At such a late hour, he shared the grounds with no one and that, too, was as he liked it.  During the day, he was forced to put on a brave face despite all his misgivings.  After all, the people of Perennia needed a hero, someone to look up to.  He knew enough about himself to know that he was ill-suited for the role; he had no white, noble charger, and the only poetry he knew was the kind that could be found in drinking songs.  Despite all of this, he tried his best to be the man the city and its people needed him to be during the day, never letting his concern show and always speaking to the soldiers as if victory were a foregone conclusion.  

Only here, in the darkness, could he admit to himself the truth which he spent so many of the daylight hours trying to hide from those around him; they were going to lose.  Oh, they would fight, and they would not make it easy for the ancient wizard but, in the end, he felt certain that they would lose just the same.  And it matters little to the dead whether they sold their lives cheaply or at a heavy cost, for they are dead anyway.  This feeling of imminent defeat was something that had been growing in him for some time, since he and the others had first returned from Baresh, and the days following their return had not weakened it.  Instead, the sense of foreboding had only grown stronger.  Bitter weeds, after all, required little soil in which to grow.

She worries about you, you know.

Aaron didn’t have to ask the Virtue who she meant, for he knew well enough.  Adina.  In his darker moments—growing increasingly frequent of late—he found himself wishing he’d never met the princess or, for that matter, any of the people he now considered friends.  It seemed unfair to him that he should grow to care about someone so much just before the world was brought low by an ancient madman with an army of monsters at his beck and call.  It was as if he’d inherited a shop full of wonderful glass sculptures and ornaments, only to discover that the worst earthquake the world had ever known was about to strike.  I know she does, he thought back, and I worry about her.  But all of our worrying won’t stop the blood from coming, won’t stop the dying when it starts.

You’re right, the Virtue agreed, worrying does little good in warding off death.  Still, I find that it excels in warding off living.

Aaron frowned at that. You think I’m overreacting.

No, Co said, I don’t.  I think it is perfectly natural for a drowning man to kick and thrash, to use up every last bit of strength and stamina he has left in an effort to stay alive.  It is natural, but that does not mean it is useful.

What would you have me do then, Firefly?  Aaron thought back, anger at the uselessness of it all rising up in him.  Would you have me skip around like a child on fair day?  Would you have me lie, even to myself?  To pretend everything is going to be fine again?  Shit, maybe take it a step further since we’re dreaming.  Why don’t I pretend that, in this fantasy land of yours, Adina and I get married and pop out a bunch of little bastards to drive us both nuts.  Oh, and I know, gold could rain from the sky and violent men could find themselves holding bunny rabbits anytime they reached for their weapons.  Is that what you would have of me?

When the Virtue spoke, her tone was sad and full of pain.  I would have you live, Aaron.  That’s all.  There was a saying, long ago, when I was a little girl.  My mother used to tell it to me whenever I awoke, certain that there was a monster under my bed or hiding in my wardrobe.  It says, “A coward dies a thousand deaths, a brave man only one.”

Great, Aaron thought sourly, so I’m a coward now.

Do not be any dumber than you have to be, Co snapped back.  Of course you are not a coward; you are one of the most fearless men I have ever met.  But being brave and being fearless are two very different things, Aaron Envelar.  Even the single mother who must leave her young child in the hands of near strangers, who must trust them to take care of her entire world while she goes out to make a living, even she is braver than you.  For a fearless man has no fear because he does not understand that he has something to lose, something that can be taken from him.  A brave man—or woman—knows this, yet does what needs to be done anyway.  It is not the knowing of fear that makes men cowards, Aaron Envelar.  It is what they do with that knowledge that defines them.

Aaron hocked and spat.  “So I’m a child hiding under the covers thinking they’ll protect me from the monsters, then?  Well, the problem with that, Firefly, is that this time, the monsters are real.  And they won’t stop with me—they’ll keep going until they’ve destroyed every single thing I’ve come to care about.  Everyone I’ve come to love.”  

The monsters are always real, Aaron.  What makes a man or a woman a monster isn’t that they’ve been mutilated and twisted by the Art and an ancient wizard.  What makes them monsters is what is on the inside; I think you should know that well enough from the time you spent in the Downs.

Sure, Aaron thought back, but then, none of those monsters could lift a horse and throw it as if it weighed no more than a cat.  None of those monsters could run faster than that same horse.

Suddenly, Aaron heard the soft fall of footsteps behind him and spun, half-expecting to see one of those monsters charging out of the darkness.  The figure was in shadow, and Aaron narrowed his eyes, staring but unable to make out any distinguishing features.  He turned, bringing his sword up in front of him, and waited.  After a moment, the figure stepped into the circle of erratic light provided by the torch and the shadow resolved itself into Leomin, the Parnen Captain.  

“Leomin?”  Aaron said, surprised.  “Gods, but you just about scared the life out of me.”

“Or out of me,” Leomin said, swallowing hard as he took in the bared steel still pointing in his direction.  “I apologize, Mr. Envelar, I did not mean to startle you.”

“Never mind that,” Aaron said, “what brings you out here so late at night?  Based on what I’ve seen, I can’t imagine you make a habit out of sword practice.”

The Parnen winced. “In my experience, Mr. Envelar, a man must either learn to fight well or run fast.”

“And I’m guessing you chose the latter?”

Leomin grinned.  “Well, I am the captain of a smuggler’s ship, Mr. Envelar.  Running is part of the job description.”

“Well, if you’re not here for practice then why are you here?”

“I’m here for you, Mr. Envelar.”

Aaron barked a laugh, “You’re a good enough sort, Leomin, and I’d say that at least half the time I’m around you, I don’t want to murder you outright—an improvement from when we first met, believe me.  Still, I don’t go in for that sort of thing.”

Leomin laughed.  “Ah, Mr. Envelar, sarcastic and direct as always.  If you were a wine, you would be a bitter, strong one indeed.  No, I have not come for any dalliance—not that I’m above one doing such a thing, of course.  Why, there are many fine women in the city you might ask, and they would give you the truth of it.”

“Or I could save time and ask their husbands.”

“Yes, well.  I have come to tell you that, to my great dismay, I have had no luck in convincing Queen Isabelle to reconsider her decision regarding the disposition of her forces.”

Aaron grunted, not surprised.  “Well.  It was a long shot anyway.  What did she say?”

Leomin cleared his throat.  “Well, the thing is… I cannot vouch for the veracity of the words, but I was told that she said something along the lines of, ‘Tell the Parnen he will not work his tricks on me.’”  He nodded sadly.  “It seems that Queen Isabelle is no fool and has decided that the best way to avoid being swayed in her opinion is to not speak to me at all.  A most distressing state of affairs, I assure you.”

Aaron sighed, “She sure did pick a bad time to start making her own decisions, that’s for sure.”

“Oh.  Right,” Leomin said, nodding.  “That’s bad as well.”

Aaron frowned.  “What are you talking about, Leomin?”

“Well…” the Parnen began, then hesitated.  “It’s only that…I’ve never had a woman refuse to meet with me before.  It is quite galling.  It is very difficult for a man to demonstrate his charms when the woman he wishes to charm refuses to be in the same room as him.  I have been forced to attempt said charming through her guards, and though I cannot be sure, I feel that they do little justice to the intricacies of my words.  It seems to me that men who spend their lives training with swords lose all understanding of the art of romance.”

“Romance?  Leomin, I told you to try to convince her to attack Baresh, that’s all.  I didn’t say anything about you bedding her.”

The Parnen cleared his throat.  “Right, no, I understand, Mr. Envelar.  Of course, I do.  I did not mean ‘romance,’ of course.  Perhaps, ‘conversation’ is the word I was looking for.  And anyway, I must admit that I do not recall you forbidding such an endeavor.”

“Actually,” Aaron said, “I seem to remember doing exactly that.”

Leomin hesitated for a second, then finally shrugged.  “Well, in any case, Her Majesty has yet to succumb to my advances.”  He realized what he said and continued hurriedly, “That is, my attempts to advance the agenda upon which we have all agreed is necessary.  Nothing uncouth or inappropriate, I assure you.”

Aaron wiped a hand across his eyes and sheathed his sword at his back.  “Save your assurances for your women, Leomin.  I don’t need them.  Anyway, it’s too bad you failed, as Adina hasn’t had any luck convincing Isabelle to change her opinion either.”

“Failed?”  Leomin asked, his eyes going wide.  “Why, Mr. Envelar, I never said that I failed.  In such matters, I never fail.  It is only that negotiations have been stalled, no more than that.  I’m sure that, given time—”

“I’m afraid time is one of the few things we don’t have,” Aaron said, staring off into the darkness toward where Baresh lay far in the distance, miles and miles away.  He did not need to orient himself to know which way to look, for even without concentrating, he could feel the fear and pain echoing from that doomed city.  It was always there, a disturbing reminder of what they faced.  “I feel like something’s going to happen, Leomin.  Soon.”

Leomin frowned, his expression turning serious.  “Surely, Mr. Envelar, we have some little time left.  Enough, perhaps, to convince the queen or one of the others about the importance of what we must do.”

Aaron sighed, shaking his head slowly.  “I don’t know, Leomin.  I really don’t.  Lately, I’ve been overcome with the feeling that we’re in real trouble here.  That this only ends one way.”

Leomin nodded thoughtfully.  “Mr. Envelar, do you remember me telling you of the time I spent with the priestesses as a child?”

“Of course, Leomin,” Aaron said.  “It sounded like torture.”

Leomin nodded.  “And so it was, Mr. Envelar.  Though, in many ways, I would not be the person I am today without the time I spent there.  The reason I bring it up is that, looking back, it is quite interesting.  You see, those priestesses are not so very different from you or me.”

Aaron frowned.  “It seems to me there are a few differences worth noting.”

The Parnen smiled.  “You see, those priestesses believed that we were living in dark days, believed that, sooner or later, the power of that thing with which the gods had entrusted them—the Virtue of Charisma, though you never would have heard them name it as such—would break free of its confines and wreak great havoc not just in our country, but in all of creation.  What they did not know, what they could not have known, was that there were other powers at work in the world.  The Tenders, for example, men and women who dedicated their lives to keeping the world safe from the danger the Virtue posed, not to mention six other Virtues altogether.  You see, Aaron, for the priestesses, the world was always on the brink of chaos and destruction, was inevitably slipping further and further toward it with each passing day, with each moment.”

He laughed, holding his arms out wide.  “Yet, behold, the terror which they envisioned has come to pass—a man has been taken over by the power of the gods and been seduced away from the protections their temple provided.  Now, he has traveled out into the wider world to wreak havoc and destruction wherever he goes.  And, as it turns out?  The doom they feared did not come, for I have not, as yet, destroyed the world.”

“Oh, give yourself time, Leomin,” Aaron said, “you’re not dead yet.  As for not wreaking havoc, I think I know of a few husbands and fathers that might disagree with you on that score.”

The Parnen let his hands fall to his sides.  “Perhaps you’re right.  Still, my point is that the priestesses saw the end as inevitable—much as you do now—but despite all of their fears, the sun still rises in the morning and sets in the night.”

“I’m not worried about the sun rising, Leomin.  I’m worried about the corpses it will reveal when it chases the shadows away.”

The Parnen sighed.  “Do you believe in the gods, Mr. Envelar?”

Aaron shifted uncomfortably.  “I don’t know.”

“Oh, do not be so anxious; there are worse things than a man admitting he doesn’t know something.  Still,” he said, looking up at the night’s sky, “I do.  After all, I believe that, for there to be a creation, there must, too, be a creator.  Or creators, as it goes.  And it stands to reason that such creators would not wish to see that which they have made brought to ruin.”

Aaron grunted, “I’d guess that the Death God would disagree with you there.”

Leomin laughed.  “I have always found it an interesting aspect of the people of Telrear, that they should view the God of Death with such concern, picturing him as some sneak thief come in the night to steal that which is most valuable.”

Aaron raised an eyebrow.  “And do the Parnen view him differently?”

“She,” the Parnen replied.  “Her name is Ubsaka.  Mother Death, they call her, and she is not seen as some villain out of a child’s story.  Instead, she is looked upon with reverence, celebrated.  Ubsaka is no demon to appear in the night and rip men away from their wives or parents away from their children.  Instead, she is a guide, one who does her duty out of love, making sure each soul that passes beyond the world we know is not left to wander alone.  It is she who leads them forward, taking their hands and guiding them to what awaits us all.”

“And what’s that?”  Aaron asked, interested despite himself.

Leomin turned to him and shrugged.  “Who knows?  The Parnen believe that it is different for each man or woman—a place, a world, that reflects the character of their lives.”

“Sounds lonely.”

Leomin nodded.  “Yes.  But then, we Parnen are a lonely people.”

“Well,” Aaron said, thinking of Adina, of the way she’d looked tonight, asleep in their bed, when he’d awakened from his latest nightmare and decided to do some training.  “Nice place or not, Leomin, I don’t think I’m ready for everyone to die just yet.”

“And neither am I, Mr. Envelar.  So let us stop it.  True, the enemy is strong, but we are strong also.  He has his weapons.” He said, holding out his hand so that Aliandra appeared above it, the orange light of the orb shifting in the darkness, “but so do we.”

“I’m not sure how you having a supernatural ability to get laid is going to help us with what’s coming, Leomin.”

There was the distinct sound of a lady huffing in aggravation, then the Virtue vanished into the Parnen’s skin once more.  Leomin’s laughed.  “There is more to the bond I carry than stealing kisses with strange women, Mr. Envelar.  Perhaps, in time, I will show you.”  

They stood in silence for several minutes then, each of them thinking his own thoughts as they gazed out at a city cloaked in shadow.  “Thanks, Leomin,” he said finally.  “We’ll still probably all be dead in a few months, but I feel better.”

“Perhaps, Mr. Envelar.  But, then, the future is not set in stone.”

“Co said much the same, earlier.”

Leomin bowed low.  “The princess is known for her wisdom.  Now, I’m afraid I must be leaving.  There is a certain woman who—”

“Spare me the details, if you don’t mind, Leomin.”

The Parnen shrugged.  “As you say.”  He turned to go, but looked back at Aaron, his expression serious.  “You will be okay?”

Aaron put on a smile he didn’t feel—he was getting very good at pretending.  “Yes.  Good night, Leomin.”

“Good night, Mr. Envelar.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Eleven 

 

They were gathered.  Some of their kind had been lost on the way, taken, and though their thoughts shared few similarities with those of men—if they could be said to think at all—their natures meant they felt each death as it happened.  Felt it, but did not regret or mourn it, for such emotions were beyond them.  Those who were no more had been taken by the shadows, by men dressed in black who carried sharp steel in their hands.  Even now, one of their number who had survived sat in the darkness of the sewers, his blood mixing with the brown water flowing past.

Its breathing was rapid and unnatural, but the others did not move to help it, did not try to see if they could staunch the flow of blood, for their sense of compassion—like so many other things—had been stripped from them.  If they had any thought, it was the need—ingrained in them by their master before he sent them on the errand—to be quiet, to not attract attention.  

The wounded one could not serve such a purpose, not as he was.  One of their number moved toward it.  The long, slender blade was ill-suited to the close confines of the sewer, but its edge was sharp and soon there was only silence once more.  The others remained still, did not so much as turn to look as the one made its way back to its spot, crouching down, its too-long arms propped on its thin, knobby knees. 

They waited, together but alone for all that, as a curtain of darkness settled fully over the city.  The darkness, their master had told them, was the time for such things.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twelve 

 

The two stalked through the shadows, their long blades held in their hands and extended up and at an angle behind them so as not to drag the ground.  Few people were out so late at night, and they had seen none near the training grounds save for the one they were after.  Do it quietly, their master had told them, and do not be seen.  They moved with care, taking each step with an exaggerated slowness completely at odds with the speed with which they normally moved; their feet made no noise on the ground, another gift from their master.  The one’s back was to them as he stepped and lunged, his sword cutting down an invisible target before coming back to block an imaginary strike, his feet working beneath him.  

The two regarded each other, and although they did not speak, an understanding passed between them.  The one that would be first took a silent step forward.  If it failed, then the one that remained would attack.  

The first charged forward, its steps as silent as a ghost as it blurred into motion.  In another moment, the thing would be done—but suddenly, for no reason that the creature or its companion could understand, the man turned.

The creature still hunkering in the shadows watched in as much surprise as one of its kind could feel, as the man’s blade lashed out, directly in its companion’s path.  The creature was unable to stop its forward momentum, and it plunged onto the waiting blade.  Steel erupted from its back in a shower of blood.  The man did not hesitate, ripping the blade free and taking off his attacker’s head with another swing.

The one that remained stood motionless, concealed in the shadows, waiting for him to let down his guard.  But the man did not put away his sword, did not so much as move.  Instead, he turned and looked in its direction.  Had the creature not known it was invisible in the darkness, it would have thought he was looking right at it.  The man’s face was coated in blood, and he said something, but the creature had long since lost the ability to understand the speech of men, and it cocked its head, feeling that sense of surprise once more.

It was not used to men defeating its kind.  Their speed was always enough to guarantee victory, and nearly all of their victims had no idea the creatures were even there until their blades had done their work.  It felt a vague sense of unease, the way a rabbit might feel when it suddenly knows, knows without a shadow of a doubt, that some hungry predator lurks in the tall grass nearby.  Its unease increased as it felt something thin and metallic drop around its neck.  Before it could react—even with its unnatural speed—the chain was jerked tight.  It struggled, but its kind were not strong like their cousins, and the chain dug deep, ripping and tearing into its flesh. Something in its throat crumpled under the pressure, and it had a moment more to feel what might have been relief.  Then there was a snap, and it knew nothing more.

 

***

 

“Come on then, you bastard,” Aaron growled.  Despite the quick way in which he’d dealt with the first one, he found his breath ragged in his throat, not with exhaustion but with rage.  Rage that they would come here, would come for him while he was training.  He heard something that might have been a grunt, and his lips came away from his teeth, revealing them in a silent snarl as he prepared himself to fend off the attack, if he could.  He’d been lucky the first one had not expected that he knew of its presence.  This other, though, would not have such a disadvantage.  

He waited several seconds, his eyes scanning the darkness warily, but there was no sign of movement, no sign of the creature at all.  Only shadows that shifted and swayed in the torchlight.  Frowning, feeling as if he were walking into a trap, he started in the direction where he thought he’d sensed the creature, grabbing the torch from its bracket with his free hand as he passed.  

He moved forward cautiously, careful not to look directly at the orange light so as to preserve his night vision.  He would need every advantage he could get if he wanted to survive this fight.  But when he arrived at the place where he’d sensed the creature, there was nothing there, and he froze.  It must have gotten around behind him somehow.  He stood still, not even daring to breath, listening and half expecting to hear the rush of air caused by the creatures’ great speed, to feel the kiss of steel against his neck.  He stood that way for several minutes, but when nothing came at him out of the darkness, he decided that he must have been wrong, after all.  There had been only one, and it had only been his mind playing tricks on him, a mistake somehow caused by his bond with the Virtue.  No surprise, really.  After all, the things were hard enough to detect anyway, barely human at all.  With the disorientation that night brought, it was no great leap to assume that he’d only imagined the second one.

Still, he scanned the immediate area, and was surprised to find something spattered on the ground.  Frowning, he gave one final look around, the sound of the burning torch thundering in his ears as he listened intently for any tell-tale sound of another’s presence.  Then, satisfied he was alone, he sheathed his sword and knelt, running his hand through the wet grass where it came away slick with…something.  He held his fingers close to his face in the torchlight, smelled them.  Blood.  The coppery scent of it, the sticky feel of it on his hands.  Had the one that attacked him been wounded?  Had that been why he’d been able to deal with it with such ease?  

But no.  He knew that wasn’t true.  There had been two of them, that was all.  He’d been right all along.  But where, then, was the other?  

I felt it, Co said into his mind, but I feel it no longer.  Aaron, how could they get into the city?  How could they attack you here?

“I don’t know, Firefly,” he muttered, “and how they got here doesn’t matter, only that they did.  As for the second one…I don’t know.  Maybe it grew scared when it saw me kill its companion.”  But even as he said the words, he knew they were wrong.  These creatures were not men to be frightened or intimidated.  They were monsters, and monsters did not check under their beds at night before going to sleep, did not worry that something lurked in their closets. They were the things under the bed, they were the lurkers.  Whatever had caused the creature to leave, it had not been fear.  

But why?  Co asked.  Why would Kevlane send them here to Perennia?  He’d have to know that they’d have little chance of doing any real damage; it isn’t as if two of them will win the war for him or defeat an entire army.

“No,” Aaron said, thinking, “they wouldn’t.  Still, he wants me dead, and killing me would have taken away the general of the army, thereby weakening it.”  His eyes went wide in realization, and his heart hammered in his chest.  “Shit.”

What is it, Aaron?  Co asked, her voice worried and confused at once.

“They didn’t come here to beat the army, Co,” he said.  He glanced back to where the creature that had attacked him lay dead.  “These aren’t soldiers.  They’re assassins.”

But why you? Co asked.  After all, it isn’t as if you dying will bring him any great victory.  I agree that he wants you dead, but I knew Kevlane for many years.  Time might have changed him, but he was always a practical man, and he would not squander his army to no purpose.

“Shit,” Aaron growled.  “Not to no purpose, and not just me, Co.  After all, why send two assassins when you can send a dozen?  Killing me wouldn’t be enough to defeat the army, but killing me and several others just might.”  The real question, though, was who Kevlane would send his monstrosities after.  “He wouldn’t know about General Yalleck,” Aaron reasoned aloud.  “Not Hale or Grinner either, since they weren’t here when he tried to assassinate Isabelle.  He would target the people who were there, for sure.  But wait, that’s not right.  We know that people in the city have been working for him, so he’d know to target the ones—oh gods,” he said, his breath catching in his throat.  “Adina.”  Then he was sprinting toward the castle, his fear and anger lending him speed.  Please gods, no.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirteen 

 

Adina sat on a bench in the castle’s inner courtyard, her thoughts troubled as she listened to the burbling water.  She’d woken to find Aaron gone, an occurrence more and more common of late.  She knew his worries followed him into sleep, but whenever she asked him about it, he claimed it was nothing.  A lie, she knew.  He never cried out in his sleep, never woke up screaming, but she did hear him speaking sometimes, his voice so low his words were unintelligible.  But even as quiet as they were, she could hear the pain in them.  The pain she could see in his face before he became fully awake and hid it once more.  

She had tried to broach the subject with him multiple times, but he always dismissed it as if it was of no importance, refusing to let her in, to talk to her.  She knew he thought to protect her from his worries, his fears, but sometimes she was tempted to strangle him until he saw reason.  Men, she’d found, could be incredibly stupid sometimes, believing that bottling their emotions up, swallowing them until they choked, was somehow noble.  She decided she would stay awake until he returned, would force him to talk to her about what was bothering him.

It was as if the man tried to carry every one of the world’s troubles on his own shoulders, as if he were trying to see just how much of a burden he could put on himself before his back finally broke beneath it.  It made her want to kiss him and slap him at the same time.  She yawned, rubbing at her eyes.  He’d better not make her wait too long.  The cool night and the gentle burble of the fountain were working on her, making her sleepy.  

She was lost in thought, trying to figure out the right way to approach Aaron about all this, when a rustling sound jerked her out of her reverie, and her gaze snapped toward the bushes from which it had come.  She squinted her eyes, trying to make anything out in the darkness, but could see nothing.  “Aaron?” she said.  “Is that you?”  He knew that she liked to come here. If he’d come to the room and found her missing, he would have known to check the courtyard.    

Still, there was no answer.  “Aaron?”  Nothing.  Only the stillness and the night, thick and mysterious.  Your mind’s playing tricks on you, that’s all.  You’re in the middle of the castle courtyard; how much safer could you be?  The thought gave her little comfort, though.  After all, they had been betrayed by someone on the inside of Perennia several times now.  Was it really such a crazy notion to think it might happen again?

Suddenly, sitting in a dark courtyard alone felt foolish, and she regretted the easy confidence that had caused her to dismiss the guards who had offered to accompany her.  At the time, she’d thought that she wanted to be alone, needed to be alone to think through her—and Aaron’s—problem.  Now, however, sitting in the darkness trying to place the strange sound, it felt like the height of stupidity.  She tried to tell herself, again, that the sound had only been her imagination, but the thought held little weight, for now she felt as if someone was watching her.  Watching and waiting, though for what she did not know.    

Her mouth felt unaccountably dry, and Adina turned to the lantern hung near the fountain.  She’d considered it a vanity, when she’d first seen it, a lantern that would have to be relit regularly whose sole purpose was to shine light on the admittedly beautiful fountain.  Presently, however, she found she was incredibly thankful for it, and she pulled it off its bracket, raising it high.  The courtyard had been cultivated with bushes as tall as a man creating a square around the central clearing in which the fountain set.  The bushes displayed flowers of various colors, and she had thought them wonderful upon first seeing them.  Now, though, they only served as a barrier to obscure whatever—or whoever—had made the sound.  A path ran around the outside of the dense bushes, winding into the courtyard proper, and she turned to look at the entrance.  

She felt for her sword and realized with a sinking feeling of despair that she had not thought to bring it, remembered actually looking at it in her room, but deciding that there would be no point in carrying it when she was only going to the castle’s courtyard.  Dismissing the guards and leaving your own sword behind, she thought, Foolish, foolish girl.  People have died for much less.  Something rustled in the bushes to her right, and she cried out in surprise, her head whipping around.

Nothing.  Only the darkness and the vague outline of the bushes, their beauty stolen by the night.  She jumped in surprise as she heard something metallic strike the ground at her feet.  She looked down and caught a glimmer of it among the short, regularly tended grass.  Frowning, she glanced around at her surroundings before kneeling down.  She reached for whatever it was, had just touched it, felt the cool, metallic feel of it in her hands, when a form rushed out of the darkness toward her with impossible speed.  In an instant, it was on her and then past her, and she heard the screech of metal on stone.  

Adina let out a scream, stumbling to the side, and spun to see a figure standing facing the fountain.  The figure was short, shorter than she herself.  It wore a robe, but by some trick of the darkness it seemed impossibly thin.  Looking closer, she realized that its arms were too long, the left one nearly reaching to the ground as it stood erect.  Seeing this, she remembered what Aaron had told her and the others about the creatures they had encountered in Baresh, and a wave of fear ran through her.  

She expected for the creature to turn and rush at her again, but it took her confused mind a moment to realize that the sound she’d heard had been the creature’s sword striking the stone fountain.  It was busy trying to rip the blade free, but it was having difficulty as its impossible momentum had driven the sword deep into the stone, lodging it fast.  The creature turned to look at her, cocking its head as if trying to puzzle her out, and by the light of the lantern she saw a face that belonged on something out of nightmare.  It was scarred terribly and had a strange, stretched look, but it was made all the worse by the fact that there were features in that face that resembled a person.  

She considered rushing the creature while its blade was stuck, but quickly decided against it.  After all, she had no sword of her own, and if what Aaron had said about the creature’s speed was true—something she hadn’t doubted then and certainly didn’t now—then it would be able to finish the job easily enough, even without the blade.  Not that it would have to; even as she watched, she saw the sword loosening.  

Without giving herself time to think about it, she turned and ran for the opening in the bushes, the light bobbing and shifting wildly as she ran.  She made the opening, expecting the creature to cut her down at any moment, then turned right and sprinted toward the gate that led inside the castle.  She was almost there when what she’d taken as a shadow rose out of the darkness only a few feet in front of her.  

Oh gods, another one.  Unlike the other which had worn a dull gray robe, this one was dressed all in black, so that the only part of it that was visible were its eyes; hard, and cold, and without fear.  With no other option, Adina ran past it, leaning to the side in case the creature should reach out and try to grab her.  She knew it was useless even as she did—the things were much too fast for her to escape so easily—but there was no time to turn around, and that wouldn’t help her in any case since the thing’s companion was behind her.  

She shot the black-clothed creature a glance as she dodged around it and had the strange impression that the front of its tunic was covered in blood, and it seemed as if one of its arms hung limply at its side, the arm, too, coated in blood.  She had no time to give it any thought however, and she ran to the door to the castle, rushing through it and slamming it shut behind her.  She reached for the latch, intending to lock the door behind her, but saw to her dismay that it had been broken off.

No choice but to run, then.  She turned and started to do just that when she saw the body in the hallway.  It was one of the castle guards.  The man’s helmet had been knocked off and lay a few feet away from his body; it wasn’t hard to find as a trail of blood led right to it, and a moment’s examination showed her that his throat had been sliced nearly all the way through.  Adina realized that she recognized the man—Benedict, his name had been, a middle-aged guard, and one of those who had offered to escort her to the courtyard.  Apparently, he had decided to wait outside despite her foolish orders to the contrary, and he had died because of it.  “Oh, gods, I’m so sorry,” Adina whispered, tears welling up in her eyes.  She pocketed the thing she’d picked up from the ground without thinking about it and grabbed the guard’s sword where it still lay in his scabbard.  From the look of it, he hadn’t even had the time to draw the blade.

She was rising to her feet when she heard another ringing, metallic sound from inside the courtyard.  Then she was running again.  She’d only made it halfway down the hall when she heard the door behind crash against the wall.  Adina spun and saw the gray-robed creature standing at the courtyard’s door.  Its hood was thrown back, exposing its gruesome features, and by the light of the lanterns hung at regular intervals in the hallway, she saw that one side of its face was coated in blood.  But if the creature felt any pain, it did not show it, and Adina swallowed hard, bracing herself, the sword in one hand, the lantern in the other.  She had a vague idea of throwing the lantern at the creature with the hopes that it would shatter and the oil would catch fire, but knew it to be a fool’s notion.

A creature that moved as fast as this one did would have little problem dodging a lantern.  It started toward her, but did so at an awkward, ungainly walk, as if it was not used to moving so slow and had to concentrate to do so.  It’s toying with me, she thought.  But no, that couldn’t be right, could it?  She’d thought from Aaron’s description that they were little more than unthinking beasts.  That’s what you thought, some part of her reminded her, but that’s not what he said, remember?  He said that there was still part of them that was human, a small, weak part, true, but still a part.  And that, she decided as she watched the thing walk closer, was what made it so terrible.   

Her mind raced as she tried to think of some way out of this.  If it came down to a one-on-one fight, she stood no chance of beating the creature.  It was too fast by far, and if any proof was needed, it could be found in the dead Benedict lying a few feet away, a soldier who had trained for combat nearly his entire life, had spent the better part of it as a guard defending his queen.  Yet the creature in front of her had cut him down before he had even managed to draw his blade.  What hope did Adina have against such a thing as that?

None, that was the answer.  So she did the only thing she could do:  she threw the lantern at the creature with all her strength and turned and ran.  If she could somehow get far enough into the castle, she could gather more guards.  With enough of them, the creature’s speed would not matter, and they would be able to overpower it by numbers alone.  She risked a glance back and saw the creature reach out with the long blade it carried and knock the lantern aside.  The lantern shattered and oil struck a tapestry on the wall, catching it on fire.  The creature’s sleeve was also burning, but it didn’t seem to notice as it turned back to her, and Adina felt a great hopelessness welling up in her.

Still, she ran on, sprinting toward the intersection in the castle’s hallway in front of her.  She was almost there when she felt a rush of wind at her back.  She ducked her head as best as she could while she ran, knowing it was pointless even as she did it, as the creature’s unnatural speed would allow it to correct its strike.

She screamed right before she was sure the creature’s blade was about to enter her while, at the same time, she came upon the intersection.  There was a furious growl from her right and suddenly someone barreled into her with shocking force.  The sword went flying out of her hands, and she was knocked from her feet into an awkward roll until she struck the wall.

She heard a shout of anger and, gasping, she turned, her eyes widening in surprise.

Aaron stood in the hallway in the sleeveless linen shirt he’d thrown on when he woke during the night.  The shirt, as well as the rest of him, was covered in blood.  The gray-robed figure stood propped against Aaron, their heads over each other’s shoulders as if they were having some whispered conversation they didn’t want anyone else to hear, and it took Adina’s panicked mind a moment to notice the blade Aaron held, the blade that had impaled the creature through the stomach, tearing out of its back.  

The two figures stood as if frozen, and Adina could hear each drop of blood as it dripped off the sword onto the hallway floor.  The creature’s hood was still back, and its eyes were vacant in death.  Finally, Aaron let out a grunt of disgust, jerking the blade free, and the creature collapsed to the carpet in a heap.  The sellsword studied the creature for several seconds then he turned to her and, for a moment, his eyes were those of a stranger, wild and blazing with rage and hate.

Then the wildness left his gaze, and Adina saw the man she loved once more as he hurried to her, pulling her to her feet.  “Adina, are you okay?”

“I-I’m fine,” she said, her shock at what had just happened making it difficult for her to find the words.  “You’re…bleeding.”

The sellsword frowned and glanced down at his shirt, “Not my blood.  At least, I don’t think so.”  

“Aaron, what happened?  What are they doing here?”

“Assassins,” he growled, staring at the creature once more.  “I had one come at me on the training grounds as well.  I figured it was fairly likely they’d try for you, too.”  He turned and studied her.  “Can you run?”

She nodded.  “I…I think so.”

“Good,” he said, his expression dark and angry, “because we have to go check on the others.”

“Aaron,” she said, “in the courtyard…there was a—”

“No time, Adina,” he said, “you can tell me about it later.  Come on; we have to go.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Fourteen 

 

“And so,” the actor intoned, flourishing his robe as he placed one foot on the ‘dead’ body of Baron Ostrekar, the commander of the enemy army, “I, King Marcus, chosen of the gods themselves, declare this rebellion at an end.”

He stood there for a long moment, his chin held high and, Gryle thought, far too puffed up with his own importance, before an actress in a crude linen dress and no shoes ran up, prostrating herself at his feet.  “My King,” the woman said, “thank thee so much for saving us.  Without ye, we should have all perished and, even now, be journeying forth unto those dark, endless fields which Salen doth call his home.”

Gryle snorted, rolling his eyes, and a man standing in the crowd beside him frowned, shushing him.  Sighing, Gryle shot a glance at Beth to see the old woman grinning at him.  For his part, the boy, Michael, seemed completely engrossed in the play, his unblinking gaze locked on the actors.

“It is no great matter, my lady,” the actor playing King Marcus said in a deep, sonorous baritone, grabbing the woman’s hand and pulling her to her feet with a gallant gentleness that made Gryle want to puke.  As she rose and pushed her hair behind her ears, the chamberlain noted with more than a little ruefulness that her hands were without blemish, her nails perfect.  Not the hands of a woman who’d spent her life toiling in the fields.  Nor was her face that of a woman who’d spent hard hours in the sun and passed some days with no meal at all.  No, Gryle thought, such a hard life as the one she has supposedly lived would inevitably leave its mark.  He glanced at Beth who was now watching the play once more, and felt a twinge of sadness go through him.  After all, the world always left its mark.  

“My good people,” the king said as other actors in equally crude garb hurried up and lay prostrate at his feet, “rise and do not humble yourselves.  For without you, what victory we have achieved could not have come at all.  Perhaps it was my hand that held the blade which struck these heathens down, but while I am the blade you, my people, are the heart.”

“Oh, come on,” Gryle said, “King Marcus did not speak li—”

“Shhh.”  Gryle turned at the sound to see several people standing behind him in the crowd glaring at him, and he swallowed before turning back to the stage in time to see the actor playing king lift his “sword” high into the air.  In point of fact, it wasn’t a sword at all but some sort of shiny, metallic-looking material which, while doing a good job of gleaming in the torchlight, did a much poorer job of being a sword as it had a noticeable bend to it.  Abruptly, the king gave another flourish of his cloak—Gryle figured the man must really go through them at this rate—then drove the fake blade into the chest of the traitor Ostrekar where he lay at his feet.  

My god, isn’t he already supposed to be dead?  Gryle thought.  It’s not as if you can kill a man twice, is it?  Still, he managed to keep his outburst to himself.  For his part, Ostrekar, the supposedly twice dead Ostrekar, fidgeted and brought a hand up, rubbing furiously at his nose.  In another moment, he let out a loud sneeze, and the actor playing the king recoiled to avoid the spray.  There was some scattered laughter at that, and there was a moment of awkwardness before the king stepped forward once more, looking out over the audience.  “And it is done, good sirs and ladies.  And now, henceforth, you shall be my people.  And I shall be your king.”  He bowed low then and the crowd erupted in applause as the other actors and actresses came out beside the king and took their own bows.  Even the rebel general rose, rubbing at his red nose, and took his bow as people from the crowd threw coins onto the stage, cheering and laughing.

“Well,” Gryle said to Beth amid the uproar, “it is certainly not fine art, I’ll say that much.”

The old woman snorted.  “Don’t be such a prude, chamberlain.”  She gestured to the crowd surrounding them.  “That’s just about as fine art as most of these can expect in their lives.  Now, I think it best you walk me and young Michael here home before you get us all stoned to death for your complaining.”

“Aw, Nanna,” the boy said, looking up at her with wide, sad eyes, “do we have to go home?  There’s another show I heard about o—”

“No sir,” Beth said, “it’s past your bedtime, and you know it, so don’t be goin’ and usin’ those eyes on me.  It won’t work, I tell ya.”

The young boy sighed heavily in the tortured, resigned way that seemed somehow the exclusive domain of little boys and girls who were forced to go to bed before they wanted to.  “Okay, Nanna, but I’m not even tired.”

“Maybe not,” Beth said, tousling the boy’s hair, “but maybe your poor old Nanna is, did you ever think of that?”

The boy’s face grew solemn at that, and he nodded.  “I’m sorry, Nanna.”

She winked at him.  “That’s alright, lad.  Now, come on and take this old lady’s hand, won’t you?  She’d feel a lot safer, if you could help lead us home.”

The boy brightened at that, clearly pleased to be called on to protect his grandmother, and he rushed forward, grabbing her hand and tugging on it.  “This way, Nanna.  I’ll show you.”

Beth laughed and shot a look at Gryle, motioning him after them, before allowing herself to be dragged away.   Smiling despite his aggravation at the inaccuracy of the play, Gryle followed after them.  Still, he found himself thinking of the way the actor had played King Marcus.  He’d known the king, had even had the honor of being his chamberlain, and he had loved him.  King Marcus had been many things: wiser than a priest, smarter than a scribe, and as good with a blade as any soldier Gryle had ever seen, save for Aaron Envelar. He had been kind and gentle—many believed, to a fault.  For all that, he’d had a temper that was terrible when awoken.  What he had never been though, was boastful or vainglorious.  “It’s not even the way it happened,” he muttered to Beth once they had extricated themselves from the crowd gathered in front of the stage and made their way into the open street.

“What’s that?” the woman said, glancing at him.

“The rebellion,” Gryle said, “that isn’t the way it happened.  King Marcus was a great warrior, but he wasn’t stupid.  He wouldn’t have charged an army like that, leaving his soldiers behind.  What commander would?”  He shook his head in disapproval.  “It’s foolishness.  Half of what they showed was either an exaggeration or an outright lie.”

“Yes,” Beth agreed, glancing at him, “but they were pretty lies, chamberlain.  Sometimes, that’s enough.”

Gryle frowned.  “What do you mean?”

The old woman smiled.  “Oh, Gryle, but you are a funny one.  You see, the truth isn’t the most important part of a show.  And thank the gods for that too, for I’d be bored to tears watching such as that.”

“But if the truth isn’t important, then what is?”  Gryle said, confused.

“Shows such as what that troupe put on back there, chamberlain, allow us to forget, for a time.  Allow us to be in another place, to live another life.”

“But it’s perverting history…” Gryle said lamely.

Beth snorted.  “Leave history to those old farts sitting in their libraries and writing their lives away, chamberlain.  Leave the truth too, so far as that goes, for both, in my experience, are a bitter brew.  You see, Gryle, shows don’t have to be truthful, they just have to make us forget.  Make us forget our own problems.”  She leaned in, speaking in a conspiratorial whisper.  “You know, problems such as the fact that, very soon, we will all most likely be slaughtered by an army of monsters out of nightmare.  Or, even smaller ones, like how many of those who watched will go hungry tonight.  For a little while, they didn’t have to worry about twelve hour shifts spent working for barely enough to keep a roof over their heads, didn’t have to think about their husbands cheating on them, or their children going hungry.  Sure, they were lies.  But they were pretty ones.”

Gryle considered her words.  “I never thought of it like that,” he admitted.  

“Oh?”  Beth said, teasing him, “Something that big brain of yours hasn’t thought of, then?”

Gryle felt his face heat.  “Still…” he said, “it seems…wrong to me.”

Beth turned and pointed a finger to where the boy, Michael, had skipped a little way down the street.  He’d found a stick somewhere and was busy laughing as he fought off invisible soldiers.  “And that?  Does that seem wrong to you, chamberlain?”

Gryle studied the boy, laughing and playing, the worries that had been plaguing them all over the last several weeks nowhere in evidence.  “No,” he said, “no, it doesn’t.”

“Alright,” Beth said, smiling.  “Maybe there’s some hope for you, after all.”

 

***

 

A short time later, they arrived at the inn where Beth and Michael were staying, and Gryle paused in the street.  He could hear music and rowdy laughter coming from inside, and the orange light of lanterns spilled out into the street.  “I still don’t understand why you refused the Queen’s offer of a room at the castle,” Gryle said.  “It would have been safer, and you wouldn’t have to worry about so much noise all the time.”

Beth laughed.  “I like the noise, chamberlain.  It reminds me I’m still alive.  Besides,” she said, giving him a wink, “I imagine I’ll be safe enough in my coffin before long.”

Gryle frowned.  “That’s not funny, Beth.  You shouldn’t talk like that.”

“Oh now, you sound like one of those old prudish noblewomen, their hair pulled back so tight it’s a wonder they don’t yank their brains out of place.  Just because somethin’ ain’t pleasant doesn’t mean it ought not be talked about, Gryle.  In fact, it seems to me that a person would do well to talk about it more, to steal some of the sting from it.  After all,” she said, grinning and leaning forward so that Michael couldn’t hear, “a man’s fiddle is still his fiddle even if you call it a ‘member’ or ‘endowment’ or some other nonsense.  And the best ones, well, they really can make some music, chamberlain.”

His eyes went wide at that.  “Beth,” he said, his face growing hot as he leaned back.

The old woman cackled and grabbed Michael’s hand once more before starting toward the inn.  Gryle watched them walking away until Beth turned and glanced back.  “Well, chamberlain?  Aren’t you going to escort us to our room?  Or is it that for danger on the street, we can count on you, but if it’s in the inn, we’re on our own?”

Gryle cleared his throat.  “Of course, I would love to walk you both to your room.  I just didn’t want to intrude.”

“Come on, Gryle,” Michael said excitedly as he held out his little hand, “I can show you the new toy knight Nanna got me.”

Smiling, Gryle bowed.  “I’d be honored, sir.”  Then he took the boy’s hand, and the three of them walked into the inn together.  

Inside, the common room of the inn was busier than Gryle had expected.  It was also louder.  A man sat on a small raised stage strumming a lively tune on a lute, while a woman in a long fluffy dress danced, her feet rapidly striking the stage.  From time to time, her leg would fly up so high into the air that Gryle half-expected her to strike the ceiling.  The men and women in the audience sang along with the man, a bawdy tune that Gryle didn’t recognize but one full of innuendo that made his face heat with embarrassment.

Beth glanced at him and laughed.  “Nice, isn’t it?”  

Despite himself, Gryle grinned.  “It’s great,” he said, and meant it.  He was used to the balls and dances of nobles, to slow music and slow dancing, and this rowdy, lively display as people in the crowd stomped their feet or stood up and clapped and sang along was very different from that which he’d grown accustomed.  Different, but not worse.  In fact, Gryle decided, as several men and women got up and began to dance, it was better.  

He laughed aloud, joining in the clapping.  The youth, Michael, followed suit, clapping along and doing his best to sing with everyone else despite the fact that he clearly didn’t know the words.  That made Gryle laugh again, and Beth laughed with him, hitting him playfully on the shoulder.  “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you laugh before, chamberlain,” she said.  “It looks good on you.”

Gryle couldn’t seem to stop smiling, overcome by the lively atmosphere and the shared joy of everyone in the inn.  And he was surprised to find himself bowing low and offering his hand to Beth.  “Madam,” he said, “may I have this dance?”

Grinning, her cheeks rosy with excitement, Beth took his hand, and reached out for Michael with the other, “Come on then, Michael.  Let’s you and your Nanna show Gryle how to dance.”

They all moved out onto the clear area in front of the stage where other dancers were moving to the music, and soon they were dancing, too.  Or, at least, Beth and Michael were dancing.  Gryle was doing his best not to fall on his face.  As with so many things in his life, Gryle had been taught about dancing from books, had learned the names and techniques, which one was proper for a wedding and which a ball, had learned the history of them and the origins of their names.  What he had not learned, however, was that thing which could only be learned from experience, could only be learned by putting one foot in front of the other—or beside and, on more than one occasion, twisted around the other until he nearly fell.  He had known of dancing, had known enough facts that he could have spent a full day and night boring someone with the story of it.  What he had not known, however, was how fun it was.  

But that night, among a woman and boy he cared for to a degree that surprised even him, amidst the pleasant smell of pipe smoke and surrounded by strangers, he danced.  And he learned.

 

***

 

Leomin took another sip of his wine as he scanned the large common room of the tavern.  At least a hundred men and women either sat at the tables on the outside of the room, huddled in whispered conversation, or dancing in the wide open space in the center of it, their bodies moving slowly and gracefully to the melodic strums of the harpist.  Suddenly, a shadow fell over him, blocking his view, and he looked up to find a woman in a gold-sequined dress smiling down at him.  “Hello,” she said, offering her hand, “my name is Lady Haversham.  I am quite sure I don’t recognize you.”

Leomin rose and took the white-gloved hand, giving it a hardy shake.  “A pleasure to meet you, Lady.  My name is Leomin.”

The woman smiled knowingly.  “Ah, yes.  I do believe I have heard the name before.”

Leomin raised his eyebrows.  “Not cast in a negative light, I hope.”

The woman’s dark eyes danced with amusement, and she leaned close, giving him a fine view of the low cut of her dress.  “From what I gather, if I only listen closely enough at night, I may very well hear it from the lips of a dozen women as they cry out in ecstasy.”

“A dozen?”  Leomin said, frowning in thought, “No, not so many, surely, madam.  They would not fit in the bed.”  His frown deepened.  “I’ve tried.”

“Oh, you’re bad, aren’t you, Mr. Leomin?” she asked, running her gloved hand through the bells in his hair and causing them to tinkle softly.  “So very, very bad.”

Leomin cleared his throat, straightening his back.  “Madam, forgive me, but if that is what is being said, then I feel the need to defend my honor.  I make it a personal goal to never leave any woman unsatisfied with our…conversations.”

She laughed at that, a soft, throaty sound that was almost a purr, and now her hand was running down his face.  “Oh, I do not doubt it.  I wonder, Leomin,” she said, leaning in closer still so that her ample breasts pressed up against him, “are you too weary to have a conversation now?  Or do you feel quite…up to it?”

Leomin was still considering his response when a heavy-set man in a finely-made coat and trousers stepped up, his hand resting softly—but no less possessively for all that—on the woman’s arm.  “Ah, there you are, my dear,” he slurred, his breath smelling thickly of liquor.  “I have…well, I’ll say I’ve been looking all over for you.”

The woman rolled her eyes at Leomin so that the man could not see before she turned and offered him a smile that, for all its fullness, seemed more than a little cold.  “And now you have found me, husband,” she said, her tone making it clear, to Leomin at least, that she had not wanted to be found.

The heavy-set man laughed as if she had just told the world’s finest joke.  “So I have, so I have, my dear.  Now, why don’t you come dance with me?  I’ve a feeling that, in a few minutes, they might just be playing your favorite song.”  He leaned in to Leomin, a proud look on his face.  “I gave the band a few coins to do so, for money matters little when it comes to pleasuring my wife.”

Not exactly subtle, Leomin thought, but he hoped that the woman would take the offer anyway.  It wasn’t that he minded that she was married; it was only that the night was still young, and he did not want it to end quite yet.  

“Oh, I would love to, dear,” the woman said, feigning regret even as she winked at Leomin, “but the gentlemen Leomin and I were just preparing to have a conversation that I expect will be most interesting.”

“Oh?” the man asked.  “Well, what’s it about then?  I do love a good conversation myself.”

Leomin, who had been taking a sip of his wine, nearly choked, and the woman grinned, waving her gloved hand dismissively.  “Oh, nothing that would interest you, I’m sure.  It is a gentle, subtle topic, and one that I believe you would not find agrees with your particular manner.”

The husband grunted, “Well, I have always been a man for getting straight to the point, that’s for sure.  No sir, no dilly-dallying or dancing around it for me.  As my father used to say, the fastest way of getting a thing resolved is by driving straight at it.”

“Yes,” the woman said, rolling her eyes at Leomin, “and oh how you have followed his wisdom, my dear.  For you are remarkably, dreadfully fast.”  She stared at Leomin.  “In all matters.”  

“Yes, well,” the husband said, clearly pleased, “you do flatter me, wife.”

“Don’t I?”  

“Forgive me,” Leomin managed, suddenly feeling terribly uncomfortable, “but although I would no doubt find considerable joy in our conversation, I fear that, for this night at least, it must be put on hold, for I am waiting on someone.”

The woman’s expression grew hurt.  “And is this ‘someone’ a man or a woman, I wonder?”

Her husband snorted.  “Oh, a woman, of that I’ve no doubt, wife.  I’m quite certain I’ve noticed some of the gentler sex eyeing our dark-skinned friend here even as we’ve been talking.  A friendly enough chap, I’ll admit.”  He smiled widely and patted Leomin on the back.  “Oh, I expect you pass few nights alone, am I right, my friend?  Still, are you quite sure?  My wife does enjoy her little chats, and I would hate to cheat her of one.”

Leomin winced, clearing his throat.  “Yes sir, unfortunately, it is a meeting which is unavoidable.”

The man grinned wider.  “No doubt it is, eh?” he said, winking.  “Well, I wish you all the best luck in your endeavors, sir.  Before my wife here brought me to heel, I was once quite a rogue myself.”

“Yes,” the woman said, her voice nearly a hiss, “quite a rogue, was my husband, for in his youth whores were considerably cheaper and less discerning than they are now.”  With that, she turned and stormed off into the common room.

The husband stared after her, his eyes wide with surprise.  Finally, he turned back to Leomin, shaking his head.  “Women,” he said, “they are like a spring thunderstorm.  Unexpected and terrible, yet beautiful for all that.”  He bowed his head low.  “It was a pleasure, sir, and I wish you the best of the night.”

Leomin nodded politely.  “You as well, sir.”  

In another moment, the man was gone, following in his wife’s wake, and Leomin sighed as he took another drink of his wine.  He’d met a man once, years ago, who had been a wine merchant and a self-proclaimed connoisseur of the world’s finest vintages.  The merchant had claimed that there was a wine for every mood.  A man in need of relaxing might go with a fine red while a sad man, having suffered some grievous loss, could find comfort in a subtle white.  Leomin had suffered through the man’s explanations and insistences mostly because he had paid well to be carried across the sea aboard the clandestine, but he had thought—and still did—that a life spent analyzing the intricacies and differences of one wine to the next was a life that could use some excitement.  Wine, after all, was only wine and, in the end, they would all have the desired effect.

Women, though…well, that was a different story.  Much the way the man claimed that there was a wine for every mood, so too did Leomin believe there was a type of woman for each.  A lively woman for a lively night, a quiet, somber sort for a night spent in gentle, lolling bliss, and a thousand others.  He had not yet, however, found a woman of any sort that could overcome the melancholy that had settled upon him in the last few weeks.  A melancholy that seemed to spread through his entire life, muting the bright, vibrant colors and turning them all a dull, lifeless gray.  

Melancholy.  Or so he called it.  But the truth of the matter was he was plagued by a loneliness that he had not experienced before and had not expected to.  As a sailor, Leomin was used to leaving everything, everyone he knew behind to venture to some far-off shore, and used to inevitably seeing, upon his return that nothing was as it had been, so each trip back to a port seemed to him to be the first time he had ever visited it.  He had always loved the life, always felt he was the luckiest man alive, a man who was always traveling on a perpetual holiday.  He had treated his trysts with women much the same; a woman for a night, pleasantries and the feel of soft, supple flesh in the darkness, and then on to other ports, and other beds.  

There had been a time—a month ago, no more than that—when he would have taken the woman up on her offer, and even now part of him wished that he had.  But a man cannot heal a headache by putting a bandage on it; some things are deeper than the flesh and, therefore, require deeper cures.  

I told you not to choose a red wine, Aliandra said into his mind, you always grow maudlin when you do.

Do you believe it to be so? Leomin asked, wondering if that’s really all it was.

I do, the Virtue answered.  And I also believe that you’re worried about the coming weeks, about what Kevlane is doing.

Leomin nodded slowly.  There is that.  You are as wise as you are beautiful, madam.

The Virtue snorted.  Oh, do not attempt to use that silver tongue on me, Leomin.  I am well-accustomed to it, and it is I who am the wooer and never the woo…well, you know what I mean.  Anyway, you will not get a flash of ankles or cleavage from me for your trouble.  Mostly, you see, because I do not have ankles or cleavage to flash.  

Ah, but I bet you were a fine flasher in your day, Leomin thought back.

The best, she responded, and they lapsed into silence as Leomin considered her words.

As a general rule, Leomin made it a point never to worry about anything.  Either the sun would shine or it would rain, and he found that he could find happiness either way.  Over the last few weeks, though, something had changed.  The idle distractions that had so often appealed to him held little interest.  Still, there was no escaping the reality of what was coming, and at least some of the blame must be laid at his own feet.  After all, Aaron had asked him to convince the queen to change her mind, and he had failed.  The ancient wizard would gather his army of monsters and march on Perennia, destroying its people.  And when he came, men and women would hold onto their wives and their husbands, would wrap their arms around their children even as their death fell upon them, seeking comfort in the love they shared for one another.

Not, alas, poor Leomin, he thought, for he is a leaf carried along in a river, never coming to rest but only going where the current takes him.

Leomin, Aliandra said, surprise in her voice, unless I completely miss my guess, you sound like a man who is wishing he had a family.  A wife to nag him and little kiddies to keep him awake with their bawling.

Leomin pondered that, taking another sip of his wine.  He had never given any thought to having a family—his life as captain of the Clandestine had always been enriching enough and had made having a close family difficult in any case.  Could it really be that the loneliness he felt was one that could only be filled with the love a man and a woman might share once they have given all of themselves unto each other?  Leomin rubbed at his chin, feeling himself coming very close to some vital truth.  Then, at the last moment, he shied away, for Leomin, above all things, was a man who liked to enjoy himself, to think few deep thoughts, and to live in the moment and such men, as he’d learned, must sometimes lie to themselves.  “The wine,” he muttered, setting the glass down on the table, “that’s all, dear, Aliandra.  A poor choice in wine, and you were right to tell me so.”  He shook his head.  “A grievous oversight on my part, yet one that, thankfully, I might remedy before it is too late for all involved.  Namely, me.”

With that, he rose and started for the bar, ignoring the stares—some of challenge, some of invitation—as he worked his way between small crowds of noblemen and noblewomen, passing tables at which wealthy merchants boasted and bragged over their latest purchases or their best sales.  A fine establishment with fine men and women in all their…finery, he thought.  I should be having the time of my life.  A change of drinks, that’s all, and we shall be back in the spirit of things.  He grinned to himself.  Spirits, Aliandra.  Do you see?  Drinks…spirits.

The Virtue groaned.  Please, Leomin, fetch yourself another drink, and quickly.  Anything, even maudlin, would be better than your ill-advised attempts at humor.

You wound me, my lady, Leomin thought back, you wound me deeply.  He took a seat at the bar’s last empty stool.  The bartender was at the far end of the counter, and he noted Leomin as he sat down.  Leomin raised a finger to indicate that he’d like the man’s attention, and the bartender nodded before turning back to the customers he’d been speaking with—a richly dressed couple.  They were obviously nobles, and Leomin was surprised to find that he had no real interest in even so much as sizing the woman up to determine what sort of night she might gift him with.  For the first time he could remember, it didn’t seem to matter whether she would be lively or quiet, shy or wild.  

“Must be coming down with something,” he muttered to himself.  “Some sort of sickness.”

Another snort from the Virtue.  I hate to tell you, Leomin, but whatever you have, you’ve had for a long time.  Though, I suppose “sickness” isn’t such a bad word for it, really.

Leomin frowned at that.  “Unfair, madam,” he muttered.  “Sickness is no joking matter, you understand.”

“Sorry?”  Leomin turned at the sound of the voice, coming from the person sitting beside him, and for the first time he realized it was a woman.  Gods watch over and keep me, something is seriously wrong.  

“Forgive me,” he said, giving her his dazzling smile, one that had opened the door to many a maiden’s bedroom, “I was talking to myself, I suppose.  An altogether fruitless endeavor, I find, as myself is an incorrigible suck-up who insists on agreeing with everything I say.  Except for, of course, when he doesn’t.”

The woman pushed a strand of hair back from her face, not an affectation meant to draw his attention, he thought, but instead a simple habit, proof of which could be seen in the bored look she gave him.  “Well,” she said, “if the relationship has soured as much as that, perhaps it would be better to cut ties altogether.”

Leomin cocked his head in surprise and confusion; he generally knew how these conversations went, yet he had not expected that, and was, in fact, finding it difficult to parse through her sentence.  Still, for all that, he found himself grinning.  “Perhaps.  But, then, how does one cut ties with one’s self?”

She shrugged as if the matter was of no concern to her.  “A knife would work well enough, I suppose.”

Leomin furrowed his eyebrows, playing the conversation over in his mind.  “I suppose it would at that,” he finally admitted.  “But, then, I am fairly certain that such an undertaking would not end well for me.  Or myself.”

She smiled, an expression with little humor in it.  “Pity,” she said, then turned back to her drink.  Leomin found himself studying her profile.  Suddenly, he wasn’t bored any longer.  Confused, certainly, but not bored.  In the lamp light, he found that the woman’s complexion was smooth and flawless, and what he could see of her features were as well.  Except, that was, for a crooked nose, as if she had broken it as a child and it had never been set correctly.  Still, somehow this flaw, if it could be called that, did not seem to diminish her beauty in the slightest, but instead gave it character.  

“You know,” she said, turning back to him and arching an eyebrow, “you may not be from around here, but in our culture, it’s considered impolite to stare.”

Leomin nodded, glad to be speaking to her once again.  “In mine as well.  A deplorable habit, staring.”

“Yes,” she said, looking at him expectantly, and it took Leomin several moments to figure out what she meant.

“What?  Oh, you thought I was staring?  Please, forgive me, madam,” he said, feeling off-balance, “but, although you are without question worthy of such stares, I was but wondering when the barkeep would be making his rounds to this side of the bar.”

“That so?” she asked, her tone making it clear that she didn’t believe a word of it.

“Errr…well, yes?”  He cleared his throat.  “That is, yes.  Certainly.”

She nodded, turning back once more, and Leomin continued to look at her, trying to decide what it was that he found so appealing.  Certainly, the woman had an annoying habit of spouting sentences that were barely coherent and expecting him to somehow understand. Still, there was no denying that there was something about her…was it her hair, perhaps?  It was long and dark as a moonless night, pretty enough, surely, but nothing remarkable.  Her face, then?  Tanned skin, a surprising and not unappealing contrast to the many pale noblewomen that crowded the inn but no…that wasn’t it either.  

He thought that, perhaps, there was something of the fey about her.  Something in the slight oval shape of her eyes.  It certainly wasn’t her hands.  Glancing at them where they held her glass, Leomin could see—yet another surprise—that they were calloused with nails cut short and functional instead of the more ornate, longer style.  They were the hands of a carpenter, or some smith, yet delicate in their way too, the fingers long and fine.  The hands of a sensitive carpenter then, one who perhaps spent her evening reading poetry or writing ballads.  Something—

“You’re doing it again.”

Leomin jerked as if he’d been struck and had to grab hold of the counter to keep from tumbling from his stool.  “I…that is to say…you have the hands of a carpenter poet.”

She frowned, looking at him as if he was crazy.  “Points for originality, but I’m not sure that it’s the most flattering thing a girl can hear.”

“What?”  Leomin asked, only just realizing what he’d said.  Gods, but what’s wrong with me?  He, a man who had conquered more women than most men had seen in a lifetime, now found himself stumbling over his words like some child caught at mischief.  “I…the bartender…”

“Won’t be visiting this side of the bar anytime soon, I expect,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone.  “And, for you at least, that’s just as well.  For if it is he you are staring at, I think it likely he would ask you out for a date before long.  Or punch you.”  She seemed to consider that, then shrugged.  “Now I think of it, either would be quite entertaining.  Please, as you were.”

Leomin gave a nervous laugh.  “I can assure you, madam, that he would not punch me.  I have a way with people, you see—”

“Date you then,” the woman said, nodding as if she had expected as much all along.  “Well, I wish you both the best with each other.”

Leomin, who had been taking the last drink of his wine, sputtered and nearly choked.  “My lady, I assure you that such a thing…I mean…I prefer the company of women.”

“‘My lady’, is it?” the woman said, snorting in a decidedly unladylike fashion that somehow fit her.  “Oh, you have me wrong.  I’m no lady.”

Leomin smiled, feeling himself back on comfortable ground once more.  This, at least, was a conversation he’d had many times and the ending was always the same.  A soft bed and warm sheets.  “Ah, perhaps in the foolish eyes of this world you are not, but you are certainly a lady to me, madam.”

“Then you’re either blind yourself or a fool.”  She smiled, but the expression did not hold the same invitation that a woman’s usually did after hearing such.  “Maybe both.  After all, a person must have their goals, mustn’t they?”

Leomin opened his mouth to reply but froze, finding to his shock that he couldn’t think of anything to say.

“I’d be careful leaving your mouth open in that way,” she said.  “A fly might decide to call it home.  Or, perhaps, our friend the bartender might take it as an invitation.”

Leomin’s mouth clamped shut, and he felt his face heat with an embarrassment he didn’t fully understand.  “My la—”  He paused as she gave him a look, clearing his throat.  “That is, ma’am, I believe you mistake my intentions.  I only wished to have a polite conversation, nothing more.”

“Nothing more?” she said, then let out a soft sigh.  “Oh well, I suppose I’ll have to spend my night alone then.”

Leomin’s eyes went wide.  “I mean, that is…unless—”

“No, no,” she said, shaking her head sadly, “I’m afraid the mood just isn’t right anymore.”  She started to rise from her stool, but Leomin held up a hand, forestalling her.

“Forgive me,” he said.  “I…my name is Leomin.”

She smiled.  “And a fine name it is, too,” she said.  “Now, I really must be going—”

“At least let me buy you a drink,” the Parnen stammered, “it is the least I can do for a woman of your beauty and grace.”

The woman arched an eyebrow.  “So you are telling me that my beauty and grace are worth no more than a single drink?”  She shook her head.  “And here I had aspired to a career within a brothel, yet with such compensation I would starve, wouldn’t I?”

Leomin coughed.  “I…as many drinks as you would like?”

The woman settled into her stool once more, smiling with a mischievous glint in her eyes, “Let us start with one.  If, that is,” she said, her tone souring, “you can get that bartender to come over.  Something I very much doubt, as he seems to have decided that this side of the bar has contracted the plague and his best chance is to stay as far away as possible.”

Leomin smiled, at ease once more, and never being a man to pass up an opportunity, decided to try again.  “If I am able to procure a drink, will the lady then share with me her name?  I would love to know the name given to one of such beauty as yours.”

She gave him a knowing smile as if she knew full well what he was up to and wasn’t fooled in the slightest.  “Oh, but names are very funny things, Leomin.  And now that you have set such high expectations on mine, how can I hope for anything but for you to be disappointed, should I give it to you?  And, if you were, well then I would have no recourse but to spend the entirety of my lonely night regretting such an action.  Still,” she said, leaning in close to him so that Leomin could smell the sweet smell of her, not heavily perfumed as so many women were, but with a slight hint of flowers and something that reminded him of the wind rushing over green, green grass.  “A whole name I could not give you.  But a letter?”  She seemed to consider, and Leomin found himself watching her lips, not pouty as many noblewomen’s but delicate and soft despite that.  “A letter I could do.”

Leomin nodded, swallowing hard and forcing his eyes off of her lips.  “Then a letter I shall take and do so gladly.”  He held up a finger to the bartender and concentrated, letting a sliver of the power of the bond out and in the bartender’s direction.  When he spoke, his voice was no louder than it had been when speaking to the lady, his tone almost conversational.  “A moment of your time, sir.”

The bartender’s whipped around, regarding him, then he smiled and walked away in the middle of one of the nobles saying something to him.  The nobleman frowned at the barkeep’s back, but the man himself didn’t seem to notice as he came to stand in front of Leomin.  “Good evening, sir.  How may I help you?”

Leomin smiled.  “An ale for myself.”  He glanced at the woman sitting beside him.  “And for you, miss?”

The woman gave him a curious, suspicious smile before turning to the barkeep.  “An ale for me as well, thank you.”

“And here I had thought that a lady such as yourself would have preferred wine,” Leomin said.

The woman studied him for a moment.  “It seems that you are going to insist on calling me a lady no matter what I say.”

Leomin shrugged.  “I prefer to speak truths to falsehoods, my lady, and for me there is no doubting your character or standing no matter whose blood flows in your veins.”

“You are so sure of my standing even as I’m sitting?” the woman asked, amused.  “And, tell me, Leomin the Parnen, is talk of blood normally how you woo your women, or are you just warming up?”

Leomin blinked.  “You know, I am normally quite a lot better at this.”

“At what?” she said, a feigned expression of innocence on her face.

Leomin opened his mouth to speak but hesitated, unsure of what to say.  He was saved from the attempt by the woman speaking once more.  “Anyway, you’ll have to tell me how you did that with the bartender—I think it would be a nifty trick to know.”

“A trick, my lady?”  Leomin asked, and it was his turn to feign innocence.  “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean; I suspect that the man is responding to a certain unnatural charm that I have been told I possess.”

The woman laughed.  “And here I thought you preferred the truth?”

Leomin flushed at that, but the bartender was just returning with their drinks, and they both waited in silence as the man sat them down on the counter.  “Will there be anything else, sir?” he asked.

Leomin shook his head distractedly.  “No, but I thank you for your time.”

“Of course,” the man said, nodding.  “Would you like to pay now, or should I start a tab?”

“A tab is fine,” Leomin answered.

“Very well,” the bartender said, then he was off and moving further down the bar to see to another customer.

“Oh, Leomin, do not pout,” the woman said, smiling, “I was only teasing you.”

“I’m not pouting,” Leomin pouted.  “Forgive me for saying so, lady, but you are a difficult woman to figure out.  My fear is that I may not be up to the task.”

“Giving up so quickly?” the woman asked, and she shook her head sadly.  “Shameful.  And is that your fear, honestly?  Tell me, Leomin,” she said, meeting his eyes, “what is it that you truly fear?”

“Being alone.”  Leomin had been watching the quirk of the woman’s lips, not classically beautiful but particularly distracting for all that, and the words were out of his mouth before he’d realized he was going to say them.  His eyes widened in surprise.  “I…that is…”

“Oh, do not change your story on my account,” the woman said.  “That, I believe, is the first honest thing you’ve said to me since you sat down.”

The Parnen shifted in his seat uncomfortably as she studied him, a small, knowing smile on her face.  Then, an idea struck him, and he smiled.  “I have just realized that my lady has not yet given me what I was promised.”

She sighed, amused.  “You do not give up easily, I see.  Very well, the letter of my name is ‘S’.”

“S,” Leomin mused, nodding slowly, “it is a good letter, and one that fits you well, I think.”

“Oh?”  The woman asked, arching an eyebrow.  “I did not know a single letter could fit a person at all.”

“Oh yes.”  Leomin nodded seriously.  “Scintillating.  Special.  Strange.”  He leaned in, smiling.  “Secret.  It seems to fit you well enough, my lady.”

“Tell me, Leomin,” she said, laughter bubbling beneath the surface of her words, “do you call all women you meet in bars weird, or should I feel honored?”

“No, you mistake me, lady,” Leomin said quickly, “your strangeness is more alluring than the brightest diamond, more tempting than flame to a moth.”

“Lies,” she said, smiling, “but they are, at least, pretty ones.  I do not doubt that more than one fair maiden has found herself being undressed by such sweet words.”  She leaned in close to him, running her hand through his hair and bringing her mouth within an inch of his ear.  Leomin found himself distracted by the heat of her breath on his skin, by the smell of her, a slight hint of something flowery that was at the same time wild and fey.  He was wrapped up in the smell of her, the nearness of her, and the feel of her hand on his chest.  “But I, dear Leomin, am not so easy a catch as that.”

She leaned away, and Leomin took a slow, deep breath.  His heart was galloping in his chest, and the side of his neck still tingled from the feel of her breath on it.  “My lady, I—”  He cut off as a hand landed on his shoulder from the other side, and he turned, surprised to see May standing beside him.  The club owner was wearing a sparkling green dress, her flame-red hair let down and resting about her shoulders.  She was giving him a knowing smile.  

“May?” he asked, surprised.  “What are you…I mean…what has brought you out this fine night?”

The club owner smiled.  “Oh, I thought that I would do a bit of dancing, that’s all.  I saw you sitting here and thought we might have a small talk about the task that our…”  She spared a glanced for the woman before looking back at Leomin.  “Our…mutual friend has set you.”

Leomin nodded.  “I would love to, dear May, but I’m afraid that I am, at present, preoccupied.  This fine lady and I were just having a most interesting discussion.”

“This is May, a friend of mine,” he said, turning to the woman.  “May, this is…”  He hesitated, giving the woman an opportunity to finish for him.

She laughed softly.  “Oh, I think ‘fine lady’ will do well enough.  It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said, nodding her head to May.

“And you,” May said, a note of sourness in her voice.  “Anyway,” she continued, turning back to Leomin, her voice stern, “I think we should talk about this now.”

Leomin gave her a smile all the while trying to communicate with his eyes that she should leave.  “Very well,” he said, “if you will but give me half an hour, perhaps a little more—”

“I’m actually surprised to see you out at all,” May said, speaking loudly enough for the woman to hear.  “Did the rash go away so quickly then?  That’s good—from the way the healer talked, I had been worried for you.  It is your own fault, you know, a man can’t go tromping around in sewers without expecting to get a little dirt on him now, can he?  Which woman was it, I wonder, was it—”

Leomin cleared his throat loudly, his face heating as he turned to the other woman.  “My lady, I assure you—”

“Oh there is no need, Leomin,” she said, grinning mischievously and rising from her stool.  “I will let you and your friend talk.”

“So soon?”  Leomin said, unable to keep the disappointment in his voice.

She bent and gave him a slow kiss on his cheek that left the skin there tingling and leaned back, giving him a wink.  “Who knows, Leomin?  Perhaps, we will see each other again.  Ah, but I think I may need to speak with the barkeep before I leave to thank him for the drink.”  She turned and started toward the other end of the counter where the barkeep stood.  The Parnen found himself studying the sway of her hips, the sinuous grace of her body.  

“I’ll find you,” he called after her.  “After all, the city is not so big.  There can only be so many women whose names start with ‘S’.”

She glanced back at him, giving him a smile of white teeth.  “I told you I would give you a letter, Leomin.  I did not say it was the first one.”  She winked and walked away, and Leomin stared after her, feeling confused and foolish and happy all at the same time.

“Pretty enough,” May said from beside him, “but perhaps too sharp for the likes of you, Leomin.  Also, I couldn’t help but notice that her nose—”

“Is perfect,” Leomin said with a weak sigh.  “She is perfect.”

May grunted, sitting in the stool the woman had vacated.  “If you say so, though I’ve seen prettier.  Still, she’s got you twisted up, and I suppose that’s something.”

“She is beautiful and deadly both,” Leomin said as if May hadn’t spoken.  “A sea in storm, a sharpened blade with no handle.”  

“Sure,” May said dryly.  “Anyway, we should talk.”

Leomin sighed again.  “If we must.  Now, I can only assume that you mean General Envelar and the task he set me to—”

“Not here,” May interrupted, glancing around them to see if anyone was paying undue attention.  “Somewhere private.”

“Right,” Leomin said, shaking his head as if to clear it, “Sorry, friend May.  I find myself somewhat distracted.”

“In my experience,” the club owner said, “most men do when a fine pair of legs walks by.  Now, do you know somewhere or not?”

Leomin nodded, his expression sour.  “I have a room upstairs.  I suppose it might as well be put to some use.”  He raised his hand to draw the barkeep’s attention, and the man set down the mug he’d been cleaning with a rag and walked up to them.

“How can I help you, sir?”

“I’d like to pay my tab please.”

“So soon, sir?” the innkeeper asked.  “Do you not wish to participate in the dance?”

Leomin scowled.  “I would have very much liked to participate in a dance but, I find, that my ideal partner has pressing business elsewhere.”  He reached into his tunic for his coin purse, but it wasn’t where he usually left it.

“I see,” the bartender said as Leomin checked the other pockets of his tunic.  “Well, the tab’s already been cleared, sir.”

Leomin frowned as he began rechecking his pockets.  “Cleared?  By whom?”

“The woman you were sitting with, sir,” the barkeep said.  Then he snapped his fingers.  “Oh, that’s right.  I almost forgot, but she handed me a note to give to you, sir.”

Leomin couldn’t help the smile that rose on his face and didn’t try to.  “A note, is it?”

“Yes sir,” the barkeep said, reaching into the pocket of his trousers and withdrawing a small folded piece of paper, handing it to Leomin before moving away to help another customer.

The drinks are on me—I suppose it’s the least I can do.

Besides, you seem to have misplaced your coin purse, and I’d hate for you to get into any sort of trouble.

I enjoyed our chat.

“S”

P.S. I told you I wasn’t a lady.

“A sea in storm,” May said from where she read the note over his shoulder.  “A blade without a handle and, it seems, a thief.”

Leomin’s grin widened.  “She said she enjoyed our chat.”

May sighed heavily, shaking her head.  “Men.  I swear, the gods created you solely to teach women patience.  Now, about that room?”

“Right,” Leomin said, the smile never leaving his face.  “Come—I’ll show you.”

 

***

 

Leomin swung the door to his room wide, motioning May inside.  The club owner stepped inside frowning.  At least a dozen lit candles were placed around the room, on the night stand, the dresser, and even on the floor.  “Gods be good, are you trying to burn the place down?”

Leomin cleared his throat as he rushed into the room and began putting out all of the candles, using the last to light a small lantern that sat on the nightstand.  “Forgive me, but I had expected my company to be…somewhat different, this night.”

“No doubt,” May said.  “And what is that gods-awful smell, anyway?”

Leomin hurried to the bed and lifted the pillows to pull out a few crushed lilies.  He turned to see May’s expression and shifted uncomfortably.  “I like their smell,” he said weakly.

May snorted.  “I’m sure you do, and I’m sure they have nothing at all to do with what you had planned for the night.  Well, don’t be getting any ideas, Leomin.”

The Parnen’s eyes went wide at that.  “May, I assure you, I wouldn’t dream of it.  Why, I wouldn’t even consider—”

“Oh?”  May asked, her voice dangerous.  “And why is that?”

“B-b-because,” Leomin said, swallowing hard, “I…that is…I wouldn’t want to offend or—”

“Relax, Leomin,” May said, laughing, “I’m just messing with you.  Now, I heard about Silent trying to get you to convince the queen to attack.  How did it go?”

Leomin sighed heavily.  “Not well, I’m afraid.  Queen Isabelle has proved most resistant to my charms.  Perhaps, it is because she has not actually seen them.  You see, her door is really quite thick and—”

“Wait,” May said, waving a hand, “start from the beginning.”

 

***

 

Thom studied the crowded common room of the inn, frowning, as he shifted uncomfortably in the tunic and trousers he wore.  He was a sailor, used to a life spent in a sleeveless shirt and calf-high trousers.  If, that was, he wore a shirt at all.  He was a man with a love for the open sea, for the feel of the sun on his back, and the wind on his face, and he felt stifled, nearly claustrophobic surrounded by so many people.  Not to mention the fact that the trousers he wore seemed tight in all the wrong places.  And the sleeves of his shirt were somehow constricting yet ludicrously puffy all at once.  

Gods, but what was I thinking letting Balen talk me into this?  He’d told Balen and Captain Festa about what had transpired with May, and they both had agreed that the woman was clearly wanting him to ask for her hand.  Crazy, of course.  After all, she was a woman who could rule the world if she desired just by using her indomitable will.  A woman who practically ruled the Downs of Avarest, if Balen was to be believed.  What in the name of the gods would she want with a dried up old sea dog like him?

He’d told the two men as much.  Balen had laughed, claiming that there was no understanding the ways of women, and instead of questioning, Thom should spend his time thanking the gods that May must be blind enough to see anything but an old bastard when she looked at him.  Festa wasn’t as kind, telling Thom that May was a woman who could challenge the old Sea Bitch (his typical name for the Goddess of the Sea) herself, and that he would be a fool if he didn’t do whatever was necessary to make her happy.  He went on to explain, in no uncertain terms, that he was not in the habit of allowing fools to work for him.  

Thom might not understand women, but he’d understood that well enough, and so he’d set off to the dance May had spoken of with the intention of making it right with her again.  And if she did somehow want to marry him—a thought that seemed impossible in his mind—well, then he’d be okay with that too.  It might be hard to teach an old dog new tricks, but he thought he had the begging bit down, if that was what was called for.

Balen had stopped him before he’d made it far, had asked him if he was seriously intending to go ask a woman to marry him in the ragged shirt and trousers he’d worn on the ship without so much as shoes to cover his bare feet.  Thom had told Balen that his sailing clothes had been good enough to see her into his bed, and he figured they’d be good enough to dance in, but Leomin’s first mate had persisted, claiming that just because an old ship was busted and barely seaworthy, didn’t mean you neglected swabbing the decks.  

It said quite a bit about Thom’s confused state of mind that he’d agreed to let Balen Blunderfoot take him on a shopping expedition and, so far as he was concerned, the man had enjoyed it way too much.  Or, perhaps, he’d merely enjoyed watching Thom look a fool in all the assorted motley and clothes he’d had him try on.  Thom had tried to tell him that you could wrap a piece of shit up in gold paper and cover it with roses, but it’d still be shit for all that.  

Still, when he’d gotten a gander at the tailor’s looking glass, Thom has been forced to admit that the clothes and the hat Balen had picked out for him did add a certain something.  Of course, at that point he hadn’t tried to do much actual walking in the damned things.  He was glad he wasn’t a younger man as May might have wanted kids, and he was fairly certain the trousers would see to finishing off any chances of that happening before the night was through.  

Still, he liked the hat, a black, woolen felt cap that he kept tilted at a precarious angle.  Not seeing May anywhere in the crowd of people, he decided he’d go and visit the barman, maybe get himself a drink while he was at it.  He’d always been told that steerin’ a ship to safety was a sober man’s job, but he also always kind of figured that if a storm was comin’, one you knew for a fact was going to upend your ship and send you tumbling along in its wake, then you might as well be drunk when it did.

The barkeep saw him approach and was waiting on him when he arrived at the counter.  “Good evening, sir,” the man said, bowing his head, “have you come for the dance?”

Sir, is it?  Thom laughed with surprise.  The bastard thought he was some noble dandy out for a drink and a dance.  The man raised an eyebrow in question, but Thom shook his head.  “Never mind. I’ll take an ale, if you don’t mind.”  He tossed a coin onto the counter.  “And none of that watered down shite you fellas like to pawn off neither.  If it don’t burn like fire and taste like piss goin’ down, I ain’t got any interest in it.”

The man frowned as if seeing Thom for the first time, but he nodded, sweeping up the coin in one hand before turning and pouring the ale.  He set it down in front of Thom, and the old first mate nodded before he took a long swallow, downing half of it.  “Well, that’s alright then,” he said, “that’ll do fine.”

“I’m pleased you like it,” the barkeep said, his tone and expression much less subservient than when he’d taken Thom for some rich noble, and that was alright too.  As far as Thom was concerned, it was better for a man to get treated like what he was.  More often than not, it was folks who got confused about the true nature of the world and their place in it that ended up in trouble.  He’d known scores of sailors who would say as much, if the dead could talk.

“Hey there,” Thom said, catching the man’s attention before he could move away once more, “I’m lookin’ for a girl.”

The barkeep frowned.  “I’m sorry, but this isn’t that type of establishment.  There is a fine brothel, I’ve heard, over on Dock Street.  You can’t—”

“Not lookin’ for just any girl,” Thom interrupted, “one in particular.  A woman, really.  Got a body with curves in all the right places, and hair looks like the sun itself come down and caught it on fire.  Got a sharp tongue on her too, sharp enough to peel the skin off a man’s back, if he ain’t careful.  Sometimes even if he is.”  He finished the last with a mutter.

“Ah,” the barkeep said, nodding slowly, “I’ve seen just such a one as you’ve mentioned.  She was at the bar not an hour gone.”

“Well?”  Thom asked, leaning forward.  “Where’d she go then?”

“It’s not really my place to say,” the barkeep said, in a tone that made it all too clear he was enjoying saying it.  “It seems to me that she and the fellow she left with would enjoy their privacy.”

“Wait a minute,” Thom said, “you sayin’ she walked out of here with some swingin’ dick?”  He frowned, growing angry.  “Which way did they go?”

“Well,” the barkeep said, smiling slowly, “who can say?  I do know that she escorted the gentleman to his room, at least for a time, but I saw them both walk out of here not long after.”  He grinned wider.  “If it helps, she didn’t look particularly pleased, and the man with her looked like a child called down for acting out.  Oh,” he continued, his smile fading, “and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t use such language in my inn.  This is a quality establishment, and I won’t have my customers being forced to listen to such vulgarity.”

The barkeep let out a squeak of fear and surprise as Thom grabbed hold of his shirt and jerked him halfway across the bar.  “Listen here, fella,” the first mate growled, “that lady is goin’ to be my wife, and you shoot me a smile like that about it one more fuckin’ time, and I’ll show you just how vulgar I can be. I don’t reckon that grin of yours’d have the same effect if somebody decided to knock half your teeth down your throat, what do you think?”

“I-I…didn’t mean…”

“Never mind what you meant,” Thom said.  “Now, you start tellin’ me somethin’ useful before I start wipin’ this bar with your face, you understand me?”

“East,” the barkeep managed, “th-they went east.”

Thom frowned, pushing the man away.  “Alright then.”  He lifted his cup and knocked back the rest of the ale before slamming it down on the counter.  “Thanks for the drink.  And if I find out you lied to me, I’m gonna come back here, and we’re goin’ to see just what we can do about that smile of yours.”  

 

 

 

Chapter 

Fifteen 

 

The two figures crouched on the rooftops staring at the street below.  Their eyes, shaped and forged by their master during their painful rebirth, made good use of what little ambient light the night provided, allowing them to make out the red-haired woman and the dusky-skinned man walking with her.  One glanced at the other, pausing to study the wound its companion had taken on the arm, a deep gash that bled freely.  A bad cut and one that would, in time, prove fatal, but neither moved to bandage it or see to it in any way, not because of callousness, but because they were creatures made to destroy, not to heal, and so they understood nothing of it.  

They understood only that they were being hunted, that men had arrived before them and had waited for them to come.  Some of the others, they knew, were dead, they had felt each death as a brief burst of light inside of minds that hardly resembled those of human beings at all.  Yet, despite the men who hunted them, there were others in the city still going about their work, just as these two were.  One had been sent for the dusky-skinned man, the other for the woman.  

They followed the progress of the two down the street, moving from rooftop to rooftop, as silent as shadows gliding in the darkness.  They waited until the two figures turned down an alley way.  Then the two glanced at each other and began climbing down to the street.

 

***

 

“Oh, stop acting so damned nervous, Leomin,” May said.   “What are you so worried about anyway?  What, do you think Isabelle’s going to throw us in the dungeons for going to talk to her?”

“It had crossed my mind,” Leomin muttered as he reluctantly followed the club owner.

“Come off it,” May said, exasperated, “you know as well as I do that Adina wouldn’t let that happen.    If you ask me, you’re more concerned with that woman at the bar and the fact that you weren’t able to get in her skirts than about winding up in a dungeon cell.”

“I wasn’t trying to get in her skirts,” Leomin said defensively, and May turned to look at him, raising an eyebrow.  The Parnen cleared his throat.  “Well, not only that, anyway.  This one, she’s…different.”

“Sure she is,” May said, the sarcasm heavy in her tone, “just like all the others were no doubt different, each in her own way.”

“You don’t understand,” Leomin said, shaking his head slowly, “she’s incredible.”

May snorted.  “Either way, we’ve got more important things to worry about just now than you getting to dip your wick in whatever pretty thing catches your eye.  Namely…”  She paused, glancing around the street.  In the sporadic light of the intermittently placed lanterns she was able to satisfy herself that no one shared the alley with them.  “Namely, not getting us and the rest of the city—including your dream girl, mind you—killed.  The same dream girl, I might add, that stole all of your coins and vanished.”

“She paid for our drinks though,” Leomin said, “and she said that she enjoyed our chat.”

“And why not?”  May said.  “I’d enjoy chatting with someone well enough too, if I knew I was going to get paid good coin for my trouble.  Anyway, forget it—if we make it through the next few months without getting murdered or conquered by Kevlane and his monster army, I’ll help you find her myself.”

“Do you mean it?”  Leomin asked, turning and meeting her gaze with a solemn expression on his face that was unusual for the Parnen.

May sighed.  “I mean it, you damned fool.  Now, can we focus on the task at hand?”

“Fine,” Leomin said, “but I have to be honest with you, I still don’t think that Isabelle wi—”  A surprisingly powerful breeze buffeted him from behind, and he cried out as something wet splashed across his face.  

“Gods,” May said, wiping an arm across her own face, “what in the Fields was that?”  

“I…I don’t know,” Leomin managed.

May turned to look at him, and her eyes grew wide, “Oh my.”

“What is it?”  Leomin said, freezing.  “Is it a spider?  Gods, but I should never have come back on the land.  I hate spiders, they just crawl and bite and—”

“It’s not a spider,” May said, interrupting him, “it’s just that…”

Leomin turned to her, his expression worried.

“You’re covered in blood,” they both said at the same time.

Leomin gagged, wiping desperately at his face.  “But what…how…?”

“And what’s this?”  May said, frowning and moving toward a vague shape in the poor light of the street lanterns.  She grabbed something that looked slender in the darkness and lifted it up into the light, and Leomin gasped, gagging once more.

The club owner stared at the long sword and the severed hand still gripping its handle with something like shock then abruptly dropped it.  “We have to go.  Now.”  

They turned and sprinted for the end of the alleyway, their panicked breaths harsh and loud in the gloom.  The sound of their hammering hearts in their ears, of their gasping breaths, blocked out all else, so that they did not hear the near-silent struggle of the two figures behind them in the dark alleyway.  They did not see as the one-armed, cloaked figure moved with impossible speed, jerking a knife out from the inside of its cloak and burying it in the black-garbed figure’s eye even as its opponent drove a sword through its chest.  They knew nothing about the two deaths as the figures slumped to the alley floor behind them, looking as if they were embracing each other as their life blood pooled on the ground beneath them.

 

***

 

“Oh gods, what was that?”  Leomin gasped as they exited the alley onto one of the city’s main streets.  This late at night, they were alone on the street save for two guards out on patrol in the distance.

May didn’t answer the Parnen.  Instead, she sprinted in the direction of the guards, cursing herself for wearing a dress.  “Help!” she screamed.  “We’re being attacked!”

She and Leomin came to a panting stop in front of the two guards who shared a nervous glance before drawing their swords.  “Y-you’ve got to help us,” May said again.

“What’s the problem, ma’am?”

“T…there’s something…back there,” May managed through great heaving breaths.

“Something?” one of the guards asked, frowning and looking over May’s shoulder, “I don’t see anything.  What did it look like?  And why are you both covered in blood?”

May hesitated.  “I…that is…we never actually saw it.  But there was a dismembered hand holding a sword and…and…”  She cut off, not knowing how to finish.

The two guards shot each other another look, this one troubled and with more suspicion in it than May would have liked.  “I think you’d better come with us,” one said, starting forward, “both of y—” Something flashed in the darkness, and the guards words abruptly cut off as his and his partner’s heads went flying through the air in a shower of blood.

This can’t be happening, May’s panicked mind had a chance to think.  She shot a look around the street and saw a figure standing more than thirty feet behind them.  She could not make out any of its features in the darkness, but she could see the vague outline of a cloak, of arms that seemed much too long, and her mind went back to the description of the creatures Aaron and the others had seen in Baresh.  Gods be good, they’re here.  “Leomin, we’ve got to run.”  He didn’t answer, and she risked a glance to the side to see him standing frozen, his gaze locked on the two headless corpses at their feet.

“Leomin,” she said, grabbing the man and shaking him.  He roused slowly, like a man from some deep sleep, and turned to her with eyes that were wild around the edges.

“M-May?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said.  “Now, we have to run.”

The Parnen blinked, staring at her as if her words were a riddle he was trying to solve.  “I…I don’t—”

“Go!” she screamed, pushing him hard enough so that he stumbled forward several steps before breaking into a run.  She chanced one more glance down the street to see the figure still standing there, its head cocked like a curious child studying a crawling insect.  

May set off after Leomin at a run, pulling her dress up to free her legs.  She felt a rush of air from behind her, and heard Leomin cry out.  She saw the Parnen stumbling, a hand going to his head.  Oh gods, she thought.  She turned back to the road and screamed in surprise, stumbling to a halt as she saw the cloaked figure appear ahead of them in the street.  

“Leomin?” she said, not daring to look away from the creature, “are you okay?”

“No,” the Parnen groaned.  May looked at him.  She didn’t see any obvious blood or missing limbs, but his hand was pressed against his head with something like anguish on his face.  

Now that the thing was closer, May could see that it carried a long slender sword in its left hand, the blade so long that it had to hold it up and at an angle to keep it from dragging on the cobbled street.  She risked a glance at the Parnen.  He still had a pained expression on his face, and his normally dusky skin had grown pale, though whether from injury or fear she couldn’t tell.  

Suddenly, someone stepped out from the corner of the street behind the creature, but if the creature heard the newcomer it gave no sign, continuing to stare at May with eyes devoid of any emotion.  May couldn’t see much of the figure in the darkness, but she saw that it held something raised above its head.  Either the creature heard something May herself couldn’t, or it sensed someone behind it because it spun, its blade lashing out with incredible speed.  Something—May thought it must surely have been the man’s head—went flying.  

Instead of collapsing, the newcomer swung whatever he was holding, and it struck the creature in the head with an audible crack.  The creature stumbled backward.  The man followed it, but not fast enough to completely avoid the sword as the creature brought it back around.  He screamed in a voice that sounded somehow familiar and attacked again.  There was another crack, and the creature crumpled onto the cobbles.  The man fell on top of it, bringing his weapon down again and again.  May stared in disbelief as the man beat the creature, until finally he huffed a breath and half-sat, half-fell, onto the street.  

She shared a glance with Leomin before they both started toward the two figures.  As she drew closer, May noted with surprise that the man was dressed like a nobleman in rich cream-colored trousers and a blue shirt with billowing sleeves.  She also realized that what she’d seen go flying had not been the man’s head after all, but what appeared to be a black woolen cap.  The man’s back was to them, and May couldn’t make out any of his face but saw that his arm was bleeding from where the blade had caught him.

“Thank you, stranger,” she said, stepping around to look at him.  “I appreciate—”  She cut off, her eyes going wide as she saw the man’s face.  “Thom?”  

The first mate gave her a pain-filled smile.  “It’s me, May.”

May collapsed to her knees, jerking the man’s arm up to examine his wound.  Thom groaned, “Not so rough, lady.  I feel as if my arm’s about to fall off.”

May ripped the sleeve of his shirt so that she could see the wound better, using the piece she’d torn to wipe the blood away.  The cut was long, but thankfully it wasn’t deep.  “Oh, stop being such a baby,” she said, unable to keep the relief from her voice.  “It’s just a scratch.”

“You sure?”  Thom said doubtfully.  “Doesn’t feel like a scratch.  Feels like I’m about to go meet the Keeper of the Fields himself.”

May rolled her eyes.  “I swear, you men are the biggest babies I’ve ever seen, whining over every little hurt.”  Her expression grew serious, and she leaned in closer to him.  “What are you doing here, anyway?”

“Came…to find you,” the sailor said, looking embarrassed.

May frowned in thought.  “But…how did you know I was here?”

“Didn’t,” the first mate said, wincing as she pulled the makeshift bandage tight around his wound, “leastways, not exactly.  I spoke to that fella at the inn, and he told me you left with a man.”

May glanced at the ground where the first mate had dropped what he’d been using as a weapon—a stout, two-foot length of wood that was coated in blood.  “So…you didn’t know I was in trouble?”

“Oh, I thought you were in trouble alright,” Thom said, frowning, “only, I thought it was with me.  See, the innkeeper told me you went up to a man’s room, then left with him a short while later.  I persuaded him to tell me which way you’d gone, then I went a lookin’.” 

“With a makeshift club in your hand,” May said, trying for sarcasm but unable to keep herself from feeling flattered in a strange way.

The first mate grunted, clearly embarrassed.  “Seemed like a good idea at the time.  Anyway, turned out it was, as it did well enough for that…”  He paused, gesturing at the figure lying a few feet away.  “Well, whatever the shit it was.”

May narrowed her eyes.  “Oh, I know well enough what it was, alright.  That is one of Boyce Kevlane’s creatures, the things I told you about.  It must have been sent here to kill Leomin or myself.”  

Thom grunted.  “And here you were out with your new lover.”

May was busy thinking about the implications of the creature being here, in Perennia, and it took a moment for the first mate’s words to register.  “Wait a minute, what do you mean ‘new lover’?”

“Seems clear enough to me,” Thom said, his voice sounding hurt and angry at the same time.  “That fella at the inn told me you went to another man’s room, and I suppose it’s obvious enough why that is.  And I just want you to know, May, that this fella, whoever the fuck he is, well, he ain’t ever goin’ to care for you the way I do.”

May opened her mouth to speak then paused, changing what she had been about to say.  “Care for me, do you?”

Thom squirmed uncomfortably.  “Well, shit.  I guess you know I love you well enough, though it ain’t somethin’ I say easily.  I ain’t the smartest man, May, the gods know the truth of that.  Not the most handsome either, and there’s days pass where I ain’t got two coins to rub together.  But I reckon I’ve loved you for some time now.  This fella might be richer or handsomer than I am, but I can promise he don’t feel the love for you that I do.”

May smiled.  “Oh, Thom,” she said, shaking her head and running a hand along the first mate’s grizzled cheek, “I love you too.  And as for my new lover…”  She motioned with her hand, and Leomin stepped out from where he’d been waiting behind the first mate.

“Good evening, Master Thom,” the Parnen said in a timid voice, as if he thought the first mate might attack him at any moment.

Thom glanced back and forth between Leomin’s ashamed look and May’s wide grin and heaved a sigh.  “Gods, but I’ve been a fool, haven’t I?”

“Yes,” May agreed, leaning forward and kissing him on the forehead, “But a sweet fool.”  She leaned back and looked him up and down.  “Still, that doesn’t explain the clothes you’re wearing.”

Thom looked down at himself, and even in the poor light of the nearby street lantern May could see him blush.  “Balen thought it’d be a good idea, if’n I took the time to get a little fancied up for you.  Can’t say as I much care for it myself, though.  Except for this, of course,” he said, leaning over and grabbing the hat from where it had fallen on the ground.  There was a deep cut through it, and the top was only held on by an inch or two of fabric, but the first mate gave it an approving nod before putting it on.  “Seems to me this here is my new lucky hat.”

May sighed and offered him her hand.  “Come on, you sweet fool.  Let’s go get that arm of yours seen to; I won’t have you dying after I’ve finally got you to admit you love me past all your stubbornness.”

“Yes, a healer would be good,” Leomin said, moving forward as May helped Thom to his feet.  May noted that his hand was still on his head.

“Gods, Leomin, in all the fuss I forgot.  How bad is it?”

“Bad,” the Parnen said in a pitiful voice.

Frowning, May made sure Thom was up on his feet before stepping closer to the Parnen and pulling his hand away.  She scanned the side of his head, looking for a wound, and frowned.  “I don’t see anything.”

“No,” Leomin lamented, “and you wouldn’t.  That bastard cut off a lock of my hair, maybe even two as I haven’t had the time to check.”  He shook his head sadly.  “It seems, friend Thom, that neither of us has come out of this encounter unscathed.”

“Wait a minute,” May said, incredulous, “do you mean to tell me that you’re acting this way because that thing cut off some of your hair?”

“Well…yes,” Leomin said, “but you of all people, May, should know that it takes a long time to get your hair to the length you want it.  I have spent years trying to—”

“Leomin,” May said, a warning clear in her tone, “if I were you, I wouldn’t say another word.  Not unless you really do want to end this night with an injury.  Now, come on.”  She glanced back at the first mate who was holding a hand over his wounded arm.  “We need to find a healer.”

“Very well,” Leomin nodded, “and perhaps, after we’re done at the healer’s, a barber would…”

“Not another word, Leomin,” May said as she put Thom’s good arm under her own and began leading them down the street.  “Not one.”

 

***

 

“He sleeps so peacefully,” Gryle said.

“Yes,” Beth agreed, smiling.

They were sitting in the room Beth and her grandson Michael shared at the inn.  It was a nice room, if a bit small.  The table at which they sat was a battered, scratched-up thing, but sturdy for all that.  Gryle nodded, taking a slow sip of the hot tea Beth had made.  “I wish I could sleep so soundly.”

“The gift of children and fools,” Beth said.  “As we get older, we begin to recognize all that could happen, all the worst things that could befall us and those we care about.  It’s more than just years on this earth that cause our once-smooth faces to wrinkle up and dry out, more’n just our age that makes our hair lose its luster and turn to gray.  At least, I believe so anyhow.”

Gryle frowned.  “So you’re saying that with knowledge, with truth, comes fear and, what, a premature aging?”

Beth snorted softly.  “Truth, is it?  Careful, chamberlain.  You sound like one of those priests, walkin’ around in their perfect white robes, their noses tilted so far into the sky you’d think they were gettin’ ready to tip over.”

“But surely,” Gryle said, “that’s what you mean, isn’t it?  As we get older, we learn the truth of things, recognize all the things that can harm us, if we’re not careful.”

Beth shrugged.  “I’m just a silly old woman, Gryle.  I wouldn’t think to sit around with the philosophers and talk about the meanin’ of life or any of that.  Seems to me that the meanin’ of life is just livin’ it.  But I’ll risk sayin’ this much on it, anyway.  What is truth, really?  My truth,” she said, meeting his eyes, “is that these old bones ache every mornin’ and ache every night and afore much longer they’ll stop their achin’ altogether.  My heart will stop its beatin’ and I’ll be buried in the ground along with all the others that come before me.”

“Beth,” Gryle said, his voice troubled, “you really shouldn’t—”

“Relax, chamberlain,” she said, smiling, “I ain’t tryin’ to get maudlin on ya.  It’s just the way of things, is all, and I don’t hold no grudge against it.  Anyhow, that’s my truth—and you might think it hard to swallow, but it ain’t so much as you reckon.  You see, knowin’ that each day might be your last is a freein’ thing, too.  You stop worryin’ so much about where you’ll be tomorrow, or how you’ll be gettin’ along next year because you might not be gettin’ along at all.  That’s true for everybody, o’course, but nobody understands it like the dyin’.  Makes you appreciate the little things when they come, makes a body slow herself down, get out of this hurry we all seem to be in, rushin’ along for this or that, runnin’ life as if it were a race we could win.  Not much point in it, if you consider we all end up in the same place at the end of it.”

Gryle started to speak again, but Beth held up a hand, forestalling him.  “My point is, my truth ain’t likely to be the same as yours, and why should it be?  Our lives began different, and they’ll end different, too.  Seems to me thinkin’ everybody is goin’ to have the same truth is like taking a million sentences that all start different and tryin’ to end ‘em the same way.  Worthless to try, and why would you anyway?  You see…”  She paused, nodding her head at the sleeping youth.  “That boy there’s got his own truth.  Today, I reckon that truth’s mostly got to do with his old rundown grandma, and the hero who saved their lives then spent the day with ‘em, watchin’ a show, and dancin’ till we were all plum wore out.  It’s a good truth, and it’s enough.”

Gryle nodded slowly.  “I had a good time,” he said.  “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Oh, chamberlain, it was our pleasure.”  She leaned forward, patting his hand.  “You’re a good man, no matter what you tell yourself.  You should be proud of the things you’ve done, of who you are.  One of the finest men I’ve ever known, and that’s a fact.”  She winked.  “Even if you do dance like a fella needs to go see the healer, and fast.”

Gryle laughed at that, and it felt good.  Even now, he could hear the music from the common room of the inn, could hear the laughter and the shouts of joy, could hear the sound of men and women clapping along to the music as they danced as if there would be no tomorrow and had been no yesterday, as if the only thing that mattered was the moment.  He decided maybe Beth was right, after all.  Storms come, whether you want them to or not, whether you spend your days in fear of them or you don’t.  Storms come, people die, and it was all a part of it.  He looked at the old woman sitting in front of him.  Time had done its work on her, but the beauty was still there, if you looked hard enough for it, and he thought that came from the joy she found in everything.  “Beth—” He cut off as a deafening crash came from somewhere beneath them, in the common room.

“What in all the gods was that?”  Gryle asked.

“Some fool fallin’ over a table, like as not,” Beth said, but the expression on her face showed that she didn’t quite believe it.  There was another crash, as loud as the first, and they met each other’s eyes as they rose from their chairs before turning to look at Michael, still lying in his bed and dozing.  He seemed so small there beneath the covers, so very small.

Gryle realized that he couldn’t hear the music playing anymore and, for a moment, there was no sound at all from down below.  Then came a third crash, and a woman’s scream, sharp and terrible, cut through the air.

“We’ve got to go,” Beth said, swallowing as she stared at her grandson’s sleeping form. “Can you carry him, Gryle?  I cannot lift him.”

“Of course,” Gryle said.  He moved to the bed and picked up the youth so that his head lay on Gryle’s shoulder.  Michael stirred against him, but stayed asleep.  “Beth,” he said, “are you sure we shouldn’t just stay here?  Whatever it is, maybe it will come and go.”

“I doubt it,” Beth said, her expression troubled.  Just then, there was another scream, this one a man’s but no less terrible for the fear and agony that it carried.  “Whatever’s happenin’ down there,” Beth continued, “those people need our help.  Now, come on.”

Beth reached underneath the table and withdrew a long knife that had apparently been tied to the underside of it.  Gryle’s eyes went wide with surprise, and Beth winked.  “In case you said you didn’t like my tea.”

Gryle swallowed hard and followed the old woman into the hallway.  On this side of the door, the screams were louder, and Gryle winced, barely resisting the urge to cover his ears.  He did not want to go downstairs to find out what caused such screams, but Beth was already moving forward and so he followed her, and it seemed to take all of his Virtue-enhanced strength to put one foot in front of the other. 

Even before they’d made it to the stairs, the sharp, metallic smell of blood filled Gryle’s nostrils, and he fought back the urge to gag.  “Beth,” he whispered, “are you sure—”

“Quiet, chamberlain,” she said.  As they approached the stairs, Gryle heard what he thought sounded like moaning, then there was the unmistakable sound of something striking flesh, and the moans abruptly cut off.  

Michael stirred in his arms.  “Gryle?  What’s happening?”

“Shh,” Gryle said in a whisper, “we must be quiet now, Michael.  So very quiet.”

They were at the stairs now, and Gryle peered over Beth’s shoulder into the common room.  He could not see much, but what he could see was enough to make his skin go cold.  A woman lay unmoving at the bottom of the stairs, and Gryle thought he recognized her as the woman who’d been singing.  He remembered thinking how bright and cheery her face was as she sang, how full of life.  It was not so, now.  Her features were twisted in death, the pain and fear she’d felt before her life was taken still etched on her face.  Blood was splashed against the wall and the stairs as if someone had spilled a bucket of red paint.  

“P-please,” a voice rasped from below.  From where they stood, they could not see the speaker, but they heard the sound of metal striking flesh, and the voice did not call out again.  

“Gryle?”  Michael asked in a voice that was half-whisper, half-sob, “what…what’s happening?”

“Shh, shh, shh,” Gryle said, “everything will be okay, young one.”

Beth glanced back over her shoulder then.  Her face was pale and haggard and for the first time in a long time, she looked so very, very old.  “This ain’t bandits out to make a quick coin.  Take him back to the room, Gryle,” she said, “and lock the door.  I’ll be along directly.”

For all the confidence in her tone, the chamberlain could see her hand shaking where it gripped the knife.  He stood frozen in a moment of indecision, wanting to run and hide as fast as he could, but worried for Beth, this woman whom he had come to care for so much.  Finally, he eased Michael down to the floor and leaned close.  “Let’s play a game, little one.  You go back to the room and lock the door.  Hide yourself in the closet, and be just as quiet as you ever have been, alright?”

Michael’s face screwed up with fear, and he looked as if he were about to cry.  “I don’t want to leave you, Gryle,” he said.  “I don’t want to leave Nanna.”

“It’s okay,” Gryle said, forcing a smile onto his face and hoping it didn’t look a sickly and pathetic as it felt.  “Everything’s alright, little Michael.  Now, go on.  Your Nanna and I will be back soon to get you.”

The boy sniffled but nodded slowly, “Okay, Gryle.  If you say so.”

Gryle nodded.  “I do.  Remember, just as quiet as you can be.”

Then the boy was tiptoeing back to the room.  Gryle watched him until the door closed, until he heard the latch swing shut, then he turned back to Beth.  The old woman watched him with an unreadable expression.  Then, finally, she nodded.  “That was good thinking, chamberlain.  Are you ready?”

Gryle swallowed hard.  “No.”

She grinned and some small ghost of her old liveliness returned to her face.  “Neither am I.  Now, come on.”

Beth crept down the stairs, and Gryle felt sure that his feet would betray him, that they would simply refuse to move, and he would be frozen in this place at the top of the stairs.  But his feet did move, and he followed the old woman as quietly as he could.  Each step they took down the stairs revealed more of the room, more of the massacre.

Dozens of bodies lay scattered over tables or slumped in their chairs, and many of the tables themselves had been upended.  Blood was everywhere, coating the floors and the walls, even splashed across the ceiling.  Gryle felt a scream rise in the back of his throat but forced it down.  He feared that if he started screaming now, he would never stop.  These people had been laughing and joking, dancing and singing only a few hours ago.  Now, they lay dead in pools of their own blood.

It wasn’t until they were fully off of the stairs and standing in the common room itself that Gryle saw a figure in a dark cloak crouched among the bodies.  The hood of its cloak was drawn down, obscuring its features.  Beth also saw it, and she held up a hand to the chamberlain, signaling him to stop.  “Are you okay there, mister?” she asked.  “Do you need a healer?”

The figure hesitated and seemed to study the face of the corpse at its feet.  Had the woman there been a friend, perhaps?  A wife?  Then, slowly, the cloaked figure turned to look at them.  “It’s alright,” Beth said, “we’re here to help.”

The man, if it was a man, did not respond.  Instead, he only watched them for what felt like an eternity, his head cocked to the side as if he had never seen a living, breathing person before.  Then, finally, the figure reached up a hand that appeared impossibly long by some trick of the lantern light, and pulled back its hood.

Gryle gasped at the sight of the figure’s mutilated face, and Beth tensed beside him.  Deep, brutal cuts had been dug into its flesh, and one ravaged eye socket wept blood onto its cheek.  It bared its teeth in what might have been a bloody grin, then it raised its other hand revealing a sword that had been hidden by the bodies.

“Gryle,” Beth said, her eyes never leaving the figure, “run.”

“No,” Gryle said with far more confidence than he felt, “I will not leave you Beth.”

Beth glanced at him, and there was no missing the gratitude, the love in her gaze now.  “You beautiful, silly fool.”  

Suddenly, the creature burst forward with incredible speed, directly at Gryle.  He was unarmed, so he reached desperately for a nearby table, meaning to use it as a shield but knowing even as he did that he would not have enough time.  Then there was another blur as something barreled into the creature from the side, and it was hurled away where it crashed against the wall.  A moment later, Beth was standing in front of him panting heavily and wincing in pain as she rotated her shoulder.  “No you don’t, you ugly bastard,” she muttered, her eyes on the figure which, even now, was rising from where it had fallen.

The creature bared its bloody teeth again, but nothing about the expression reminded the chamberlain of a smile this time.  Gryle saw to his dismay that it had somehow managed to retain its sword.  Before he could react, it charged again, this time apparently deciding that Beth was the bigger threat and coming straight at her.  

Beth moved, and for a dozen frantic heartbeats the two of them were nothing more than a vague blur, too fast for his eyes to follow.  He heard the chiming of steel on steel, heard Beth cry out and gasping for breath, and still the impossibly swift duel continued.  Gryle stood helpless, wanting but unable to help.  Then, there was another crash as something barreled into one of the few tables still standing upright.  The table and the figure that had slammed into it collapsed to the ground.  

“Bastard’s fast, but I’m faster.”  Gryle turned to see Beth standing a few feet away.  Her thin frame shook as she heaved in several gasping breaths.  There was a sound from beneath the fallen table and he looked back to see the thing trying to come to its feet once more.  Gryle didn’t hesitate, moving forward and lifting the heavy oak table in both hands.  Then, wincing and turning his face away, he smashed it down onto the cloaked figure once, twice, three times.  When he was finished, blood covered the side of his face and his clothes, and, gagging, Gryle tossed the table away.

“That’s…one way…to get rid of a pest,” Beth said, and it sounded to Gryle as if each word was a struggle to get out.  

Her left arm hung lifeless at her side, and it was coated in blood from a deep cut below her shoulder.  “Beth, you’re bleeding!” he said.

The old woman gave him a pained grin.  “It’s lucky for me I got you around, chamberlain, otherwise I reckon I’dve just stood here and bled to death.  Anyway, that bastard was quick, I’ll give ‘em that.”

“What is that thing?”  Gryle said.  “Why would it do this?”

“Oh, I think your friend Aaron Envelar could tell you well enough what it was, chamberlain,” Beth said, her voice angry and sad at the same time.  “I’d bet that it’s the same as those things he saw in Baresh.”

“But…why would it come here?”  Gryle said.  “Why would it k…kill all these people?”

Beth frowned.  “I can’t say as I know for sure, chamberlain,” she said, “but you saw the way it was checking those bodies.  I don’t think it was after these here, not at all.  I think it was after us.”

Gryle frowned, finding it hard to concentrate with the smell of blood so thick in the air.  “But…why…” he began, his voice a harsh whisper.

Beth shrugged.  “Seems to me if that fella Kevlane is lookin’ to take over Perennia, he’d do well to get rid of those who stand a chance against the monsters he’s created.  He manages to kill enough of us, as well as the alliance’s leaders, well, he’ll pretty much end the war before it’s even properly begun.”

“So…” Gryle said, his voice sounding hollow and strange to his own ears, “what do we do now?”

“Well, hero,” Beth said smiling, “first we go and get my grandson.  Then—”

Suddenly the door to the inn flew open, slamming against the wall.  Looking over Beth’s shoulder, Gryle could just make out a figure in a dark cloak matching that of the one they’d just killed.  “Beth,” he screamed, “look out!”

 

***

 

Aaron knew something was wrong even before they walked into the inn.   This late in the night, he had expected the street to be quiet, with only a few people still up and wandering about before going home themselves.  The problem was that the street wasn’t quiet—it was silent.  It was the silence of death, of the grave.  It was the kind of silence that belonged on the battlefield once the killing had been done, not one a man expected to find on the street of a crowded city.  The air, too, felt thick, and it was as if he had to force each breath down his throat.  

There was no laughter or music coming from the inn.  No shouts of anger or joy.  Nothing.  Only the silence.  “Something’s wrong,” Adina said beside him, echoing his own thoughts.

“Yes,” Aaron said.  “Wait here.”  Then he drew his sword and started toward the inn.

Aaron knew death better than most men, so he had some idea of what he would find when he pushed the door open.  At first, it opened only a crack, caught on something on the inside.  Only a crack, but it was enough for him to catch the thick, coppery smell of blood.  Only a crack, but it was enough for him to see splashes of crimson, to make out bodies lying still and motionless on the floor like broken, discarded dolls.

He pressed his shoulder against the door and grunted as he strained against it.  Finally, whatever barred its path gave, and it swung open.  Aaron half-heard Adina gasp behind him, but he was barely paying attention to her as he stepped inside, his eyes scanning the common room of the inn in search of any threat, his bond reaching out to see if it detected that strange, alien presence that Kevlane’s creatures gave off.  Nothing.

He did not cry out at the massacre, did not cover his nose or look away.  Instead, he studied the bodies, noted that several were missing their heads and that the wounds matched those caused by the unusual blades the creatures carried.  At first, he didn’t notice the man kneeling amid the bodies.  He was so covered in blood that he blended in with the macabre scene.  Even when Aaron did finally notice, he took the figure to be no more than another corpse, one that had fallen to his knees in death instead of to the floor as the rest had.

It wasn’t until he saw the man’s back—which was facing him—move with his breath, that he realized the man was still alive.  Aaron frowned, his eyes narrowed.  From behind, the figure did not look like one of those creatures that had sought to kill him.  He was too heavy, even with all of the blood covering him, Aaron could see that.  Had Kevlane come up with some new cruelty then?

Aaron, I do not think this is one of Kevlane’s, Co said into his mind, her voice brimming with sadness.  This one feels all too well.  His wounds, I think, are no less than those around him, only his are on the inside.

Yes, Aaron thought back, suddenly feeling it as well.  Just another victim then.  Still, Aaron had learned early in life that a man could never be too cautious, and he walked a slow circle around the man, careful to place his feet on the few parts of floor not littered with bodies.  The man held a bloody form, its head resting on his lap, but Aaron barely paid it any attention, too focused on the man himself.  The stranger’s head was down, so Aaron could not see his face.  

“Hey,” Aaron said, “you.  It’s okay.  It’s over.”

The figure did not stir at the sound of his voice.  For a time, he didn’t move at all.  Then, just when the sellsword was about to say something more, the figure raised his head, and a shock of recognition ran through Aaron.  “Gryle?” he said.  “Is that you?”

The chamberlain, for it was the chamberlain, Aaron had no doubt of that, did not speak.  Instead, he only stared at Aaron with vacant, dead eyes, as if not seeing him at all.  “Gryle?”  Still the man did not answer, and for the first time Aaron really looked at the figure resting on the chamberlain’s lap.  It took a moment, but he finally recognized Beth.  The old woman lay with the stillness only death can bring, but unlike many of the other bodies lying scattered about the room, her expression was one of peace.  “Ah shit, Gryle,” he said, kneeling down and putting his hand on the chamberlain’s shoulder, “I’m so sorry.”

“She saved me,” Gryle said, his voice little more than a rasping whisper, and it wasn’t clear whether he was talking to Aaron or himself.  “I tried to warn her, to save her, but I wasn’t fast enough.  I took it down, but not fast enough.  She died because of me.”

Frowning, Aaron glanced around the room again and picked out one of the cloaked figures lying near the wall, smashed under a table.  A second figure, wearing the same hooded cloak as the first lay a few feet away.  It still held the handle of its sword, marking it as another of Kevlane’s creatures.  Had it not been for the sword and the cloak, Aaron would not have been able to tell for sure because what was left of the creature’s head and chest was little more than bloody mush.  It looked as if some vengeful god had pummeled the creature until there was nothing recognizable as human left.

With a growing sense of dread, Aaron saw that the chamberlain’s hands and knuckles were coated in blood and what looked like bone fragments.  It had been him then.  Aaron stared once more at the broken, misshapen body of the figure.  It seemed clear enough to him what had happened.  The second one had taken Beth by surprise somehow, and Gryle had not been fast enough to intervene.  Not that any man could have been.  He thought to tell the chamberlain as much, but he didn’t think that he’d listen just now.  

Aaron, Co said, I’m worried about him.

Aaron couldn’t blame her.  The chamberlain was not a man normally given to violence.  In fact, he was just about the least violent man Aaron had ever met, and squeamish to boot, often gagging at the mere sight of a bloody scratch.  It was impossible to think of him beating this creature to death, of him pounding away at it again and again long after whatever life it possessed had fled its body, of his fists swinging and swinging in wet, meaty thuds until it was little more than a pile of blood and bone.  Impossible to believe, yet it had happened.  He knew that as clearly as he knew anything.

It is worse than just that, Aaron, Co said back.  It is the bond…Melan has long since lost his reason.  He is a creature of insanity, perverted and twisted by hate and rage.  I fear for Gryle, Aaron.

“Come on, Gryle,” Aaron said, “let’s get you out of here.”  He moved to the man and grabbed him by the shoulders, trying to lift him up, but the chamberlain didn’t budge.

“Michael,” Gryle rasped, “she told me to look after Michael.”

Her grandson, Aaron thought, his breath catching in his throat.  Oh, please not that.  That will be enough to break him completely, if there’s anything left to break.  “Gryle…where is Michael?”

Gryle stared at him for several moments as if he’d spoken in a different language.  Then, “Room…” he said, “told him to go to the room…that we’d come for him s…”  His voice broke, and he bent his head down to Beth once more, cradling her in his arms.

Aaron would have preferred if the man had screamed or shouted or even cried, but he did not.  He only knelt there, holding Beth’s bloody form against his chest in silence.  There was a sound from near the door, and he looked up to see Adina standing in the doorway, her eyes wide, her hand over her mouth in shock.  He was just about to speak when the chamberlain abruptly toppled over.  “Gryle?”  Aaron asked, crouching down beside him.  “Gryle?”  

He flipped the man over and began examining him for a wound.  Finally, he found what he was looking for: a deep slash in the chamberlain’s side that had been difficult to pick out with all the blood that covered him.  The cut was worryingly deep, and still bleeding.  How much blood had the man lost while Aaron had sat there talking to him like a fool?  How long had he been here before that?   An hour?  Two?  

“We have to get him to a healer,” Aaron said.  “Now.”

“Oh by the gods, that’s Gryle?”  Adina asked.  She rushed forward, meaning to help, but Aaron held up a hand.  

“I’ve got this,” he said.  “Gryle said the boy is still in one of the rooms.  You get him, and I’ll manage Gryle.”

“You sure?”

Aaron nodded, already tearing off a piece of his shirt to use as a makeshift bandage.  “Oh, and Adina?”

The princess paused at the bottom of the stairs and glanced over to him, her expression pale with fear and worry. 

“Beth’s dead,” Aaron said.  “Cover the boy’s eyes when you bring him down.  Don’t let him see this.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Sixteen 

 

Isabelle and the others were already gathered when Aaron and Adina arrived, only having just left the healer’s where Gryle was being treated.  On one side of the room sat General Yalleck, Avarest’s representative, flanked by the crime bosses Hale and Grinner.  May and Thom sat on the end of the table.  May’s head lay on the first mate’s shoulder; it was strange for Aaron to see the normally calm and confident club owner looking afraid.  The first mate didn’t look much better.  His face was pale and waxy, though whether that was from fear at the night past or from the pain of the bandaged wound on his arm, Aaron couldn’t tell.  

On the other side of the room sat Leomin, the Parnen man looking ragged and uncertain, as if he’d fallen asleep in the street and had awoken with no idea of where he was or how he’d come to be there.  Beside him sat Captain Brandon Gant, the normally smiling man looking worried and haggard.  No surprise, really, when the man had no doubt spent the last several hours receiving and responding to a flurry of reports of attacks in the city.  Perhaps it was just Aaron’s imagination, but there seemed to be more white in the captain’s beard than the last time he’d seen him.  

Next to Brandon sat General Oliver, Adina’s friend and leader of the troops of Galia.  From what Aaron had heard, General Oliver had spent the last several hours helping Brandon coordinate the city’s troops and guards, and the strain of it showed clearly on his weary face.  Wendell sat next to the general, and whether his eyes were closed in thought or sleep, Aaron could not have said.  He wouldn’t have blamed the man had he been dozing; the night had left them all little enough time for rest.

Even the queen herself, whose vanity demanded that she always be dressed in fine, expensive clothes and jewelry, wore a simple dress without adornment.  She leaned forward on her throne as Aaron and Adina walked into the audience chamber.  “Is Gryle alright?”

Aaron and Adina shared a worried expression, but it was Aaron who spoke.  “The healer doesn’t know.  He lost a lot of blood and, so far at least, he hasn’t woken.  What’s more, the healer said that even if he comes to, he may not ever be himself again.  He has suffered a great trauma and sometimes, from what I’m told, people don’t always come back from that.”

“Gods be good,” Isabelle breathed.

“Why would they?”  Aaron asked, unable to keep the bitterness from his voice.  “They haven’t been so far.”  The chamberlain might have been annoying at times, but Aaron truly liked the man, considered him a friend.  And although he hadn’t known Beth for long, he’d considered her one as well.  Now one was dead and the other might never wake.  

“And the boy?”  Isabelle asked.  “Beth’s grandson?”

“He is better than could be expected,” Adina said.  “It appears that Beth held no illusions about what her bond with the Virtue of Speed was doing to her and had taken steps to prepare Michael for what was coming.  He is still upset, of course, and, so far at least, no one has been able to take him from Gryle’s side.  If Gryle doesn’t wake up…”  She trailed off, leaving the rest unsaid.  The truth was, Aaron knew, if Gryle never woke up, the kid would be in considerably worse shape than Adina was letting on.  From what the sellsword had seen, only the boy’s worry for the chamberlain was keeping him grounded.

Isabelle nodded sadly.  “Very well, and I pray that the gods keep them safe.  Now, General Envelar, will you tell us what you know?”

“And it had better be good,” Grinner sneered, the thickly-muscled bodyguard standing behind him mimicking the expression.  “After all, some of us had intended to get some sleep tonight.”

Aaron stared at the man, his anger flaring.  “I lost a friend tonight, Grinner, maybe two, and I’ve no patience for your bullshit just now.  You say another fucking word, and that big bastard behind you won’t be enough to keep you safe, I can promise you that.”

The bodyguard grunted, shifting as if to move toward Aaron, but Grinner held a hand up, stopping him.  The crime boss met Aaron’s gaze for several seconds then finally nodded, looking away.  “Alright,” Aaron said, “a lot’s happened tonight, and I’m sure we’ve all got things we’d like to discuss.  But first, I think it best if each of us who was targeted tells the story of what they saw and what happened.”

There were general mutters of agreement at that, and Aaron nodded.  “I’ll go first.”  He recounted how he hadn’t been able to sleep and had gone to the training grounds to get some sword practice in.  Then he went on to describe the attack, and the mysterious pool of blood he’d found after he’d taken care of the assassin.  After him, Leomin and May told their own stories about the attacks with Thom jumping in from time to time.  Aaron found himself viewing the first mate in a new light.  Even with the element of surprise, it was no easy thing to take one of the creatures down and, had Thom not been there, Aaron had no doubt that May and Leomin would both be dead.  May seemed to know it too, as once they were finished telling their story, she pulled Thom into a tight embrace.

“And what of you, Queen?”  Aaron asked.  “Were there any attempts on your life?”

Isabelle shook her head.  “None of which I am aware.”

Aaron grunted.  “No surprise, really.  Kevlane might want us dead, but he’s no fool.  He knows well enough that his creatures wouldn’t have been able to take on a castle full of guards, no matter how fast they are.”

They all turned to Adina then, and she nodded, recounting the story of her attack in the courtyard in detail.  The others listened silently until she finished with Aaron’s sudden appearance.  “Well, shit,” Hale said frowning, “I don’t like this, not a bit.  If this bastard Kevlane has two of these damned things to throw at each of us without worrying about whether or not they make it back, he must have more in Baresh than we first thought.”

“Perhaps not,” Captain Gant offered.  They all turned to him, and he shrugged, “It seems to me that Kevlane is confident in being able to replenish any troops he loses in the coming tournament in Baresh.  What matters a dozen of the creatures when he will have the opportunity to make hundreds?  Possibly thousands?”

“There is no way of knowing for sure,” Grinner said, a troubled expression on his face.  “For all we know, he has hundreds or thousands already.  It is a big city, after all, with plenty of people from which to choose for his experiments.”

Isabelle seemed to consider the words of the men for several moments, then turned to Aaron. “What do you make of it, General Envelar?”

Aaron, who’d been deep in thought, glanced up as if surprised that his name had been called.  “Well,” he said, “Your Highness, the fact is, we don’t even know if the second one Adina saw was one of the creatures.  We sent soldiers to check, and they found no body and no sign of the other.  If it had been, then why would it not hang around and try to finish the job?”

“That seems obvious enough, doesn’t it?”  General Yalleck ventured.  “It must have seen you deal with its companion so easily and thought better of sacrificing its life for nothing.”

Hale and Grinner nodded at that, and Aaron sighed, tired and frustrated.  Either the men didn’t see the truth, or they didn’t want to.  “You’re still not thinking of these things right.  They aren’t people who are worried about whether or not they’ll get enough rain for the crops to come in, or who look forward to a night spent drinking ale and whoring.  These things are more animal than human, but that’s not exactly right either, because even an animal will do what it can to avoid pain or injury.  These things care nothing about that, nothing about staying alive.  All they have is their mission.  Nothing else.  If the man Adina saw was one of Kevlane’s creatures, it would have attacked without question.  Besides, are we all so easily forgetting the severed hand that May and Leomin found?  What of that?”

“Wounded by a guard, no doubt,” Grinner said, but even he didn’t sound sure.

“Maybe,” Aaron admitted, “but no men have come forward to claim it, and as much as we can tell so far, none of the guards on duty were hurt or killed except the two May and Leomin saw, and they were on the other end of the street from the alley.  No,” he said, shaking his head, “there’s something else going on here, something more than what we’re seeing.”

“What are you thinking?”  Hale asked.

Aaron shook his head again then turned to Adina.  “Do you still have what you found in the courtyard?”

“I…I think so,” Adina said.  She reached into her shirt and, after a moment, produced a small coin.  

Aaron took the coin, and the others in the room watched as he studied it, his expression growing more and more troubled.  “Got to be honest with you, General,” Wendell said, and Aaron was surprised that the man had roused himself, “I ain’t never seen a fella look at money the way you’re lookin’ at that there.  You’d like, I can take it off your hands.”

“This coin isn’t for spending,” Aaron muttered, barely loud enough for the others to hear.

Wendell frowned.  “Sir, I’ll admit, I ain’t never seen a black coin before, but that one there’s thicker than any piece of gold I ever saw.  I reckon it’s got to be worth quite a bit, you find the right fella for it.”

“You’re misunderstanding me,” Aaron said, still lost in thought.  “This coin isn’t worth anything at all; at least, not in the way you’re thinking.”

Wendell grunted.  “Just who in their right mind would go through the trouble of makin’ a coin you can’t spend?”

Hale frowned.  “I’ve got to admit, I’m with the sergeant on this one, Silent.  Looks like just another coin to me, even if it is as black as Grinner’s soul.”  The other crime boss scowled at that, but the big man pretended not to notice.  “Anyway, so far as I can see, coins are made for spending.”

“Not this one,” Aaron said.  “This one is made for showing.  You see, there are very few men or women in the world that possess such a coin.  It serves to mark any man or woman who carries it.”

The others in the room shared troubled expressions brought on by the dread in the sellsword’s expression.  “Marks them as what?”  Adina finally said, voicing the question they all shared.

Aaron turned and met her eyes, saw the worry there, saw it reflected in the expressions of the others in the room.  “Once, years ago, I was contracted to hunt down a gang of bandits that had been terrorizing a small farming village a week’s ride from Avarest to the south.  The man who’d hired me had lost his wife and son to the bandits who, from time to time, raided the village.  He’d come to Avarest seeking help from the army, but the Council of Avarest rarely needs much excuse to avoid making a decision, and without knowing who or where the bandits were, it was decided that nothing could be done.”

Yallek frowned at that, but he did not object, and Aaron continued, “So the man came to me, asking me to hunt down the bandits’ hideout for him.”

“I remember that!”  May said.  “You were gone for nearly three months.  I thought you’d died.”

Grinner frowned.  “I really don’t see what this has to do wi—”  He cut off at Aaron’s look, but his frown remained.

“Well, lad,” Hale said, “I’m a fan of a good story as much as the next.  So tell us, did you find the bandits?  Did you turn ‘em in to Avarest?”

“Oh I found them, alright,” Aaron said, recalling the morning when he’d finally tracked down the camp.  “They’d hidden deep in the forest, and they’d done a good job of hiding their tracks.  But as for turning them in…no.  I didn’t.  And even if I had, there wouldn’t have been much left to turn in.  You see, I don’t know if the farmer got tired of waiting on me, or if it happened for some other reason.  What I can tell you is that there were twenty bandits there, and all of them had been hacked to pieces.”

Hale grunted, “Seems the farmer hired an army of his own.”

“No,” Aaron said, “not an army.  A man.  When I found the bandits, their corpses lay in a rough circle, not around a tent or a campfire, but around another corpse.  This one was dressed all in black, with black cloth wrapped even around his face, so that I couldn’t see much more than his eyes.  That and the cuts and scratches that covered him as well as the deep puncture in his stomach that must have been what finally did him in.”

“All in black,” Hale said, troubled.

“Yes,” Aaron said.  “I’ve seen enough dead men in my time, seen enough wounds to know well enough what happened and how it had gone.  That one man, you see, had taken on the bandits alone.  Twenty men, and he’d killed them all.  He must have succumbed to his wound shortly after.”

“Twenty men?”  Wendell asked.  The scarred sergeant frowned.  “Sir, I don’t see how any man could take on so many.”

“He wasn’t just a man, Wendell,” Aaron said.  “He was an Akalian.”  There were some gasps of breath at that, and Aaron held up the coin for all to see.  “I examined his body, making sure there was no way to save him.  His right hand was still gripped around his sword, but in his left he held a coin that could be the twin to this one.  I left it, of course—I’ve always had enough problems in my life that I never felt the need to go trying to piss off some Akalians for the sport of it.  But I did some research when I got back to Avarest, and every time I left the city on a contract I’d ask around at the merchant’s shops to see if anyone had ever seen such a coin.  It wasn’t until several years later that I found a man who had, and when he spoke of it, he did so in whispers, as if he was afraid the Akalians would somehow hear him and come charging into his shop.  He told me the truth of the coin—Akalians use it to mark themselves, so that, should their identity ever come into question, they might prove themselves with this token.”

“So,” Hale said, frowning, “seems to me that if I ever want to go into the business of worshipping Akane, the God of Shadows, and cuttin’ out my own tongue and what all else they do, I just need to make myself a black coin.”

“You’d be hard-pressed,” Aaron said.  “The merchant told me that no one knows what metal the Akalians use for their coins, and they alone know where to find it and how to fashion it.  It is a secret they keep to themselves, one they guard closely.”

“But Aaron,” Adina said, “if these coins are so important then why would the man throw it at my feet like that?”

“You said you bent down to pick up the coin, and that was when the thing rushed you out of the darkness, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Adina said, “but I don’t see how…”

“Without the coin,” Aaron said, “you would have died, Adina.  And I’d say it’s a fair bet that we have an Akalian to thank for the severed hand Leomin and May found.  Not to mention the fact that I told you all I was sure that a second of the creatures had come for me, but that I only found a pool of blood when I searched for it.”

Hale gave his great, belly laugh, slamming his fist down on the table hard enough to make the wine glasses jump and nearly topple over.  “Gods, lad, but you’re sittin’ here with a look on your face like there’s only one woman left in the world and she’s got the Whore’s Kiss and for what?  Seems to me that we ought to be pleased.  Those Akane worshippers are a mean bunch, if even half the stories are true.  Mutilating themselves and their children all so their dark god will give them power beyond mortals.  And they can fight like the wind.  Folks say as each of ‘em comes out of their mother’s cunny with a sword in his hand.  Right good set of bastards to have on your side in a scrap, if you ask me.”

Aaron glanced around the room, and saw some faces starting to light up with hope while others shared his own troubles.  Finally, he turned back to the big crime lord.  “Heard a lot of stories of the Akalians, have you?”

“Well shit, Silent,” Hale said, rocking back in his chair, “everyone has heard the stories.  Bastards are as mean as a she-bear in heat, and seems to me the gods might just be takin’ notice of our plight after all, to put them on our side.”

“And how many of those stories,” Aaron said, “had anything good to say about the Akalians getting involved?  How many painted them as heroes, I wonder?”

Hale hesitated then frowned at that, but he did not speak.  “None,” Aaron answered for him.  “Oh, they are said to fight like demons, you’re right enough there.  But, in the stories I’ve heard, the Akalians aren’t the ones to fight the bogeymen.  They are the bogeymen.”

“Still,” the big crime boss said, trying again, “seems to me it’s alright if they’re killers, just so long as they’re killin’ the folks that need killin’.  Shit, Silent, just about everyone in this room has killed more than his share, by my reckonin’.  They’re killers, but then so are we.  Ain’t no time to be goin’ and gettin’ picky now, I say.”

“That’s right,” Aaron said, meeting the crime lord’s eyes, “they’re killers.  Not saviors.  And a blade will cut one man just as soon as it will another, once its been let out of its sheath.”

“I agree with General Envelar,” Queen Isabelle said.  “It cannot be good news that the Akalians have become involved, though why they are involved at all is beyond me.  Does anyone have any ideas on that?”

The room was silent as each person looked to the other, none of them daring to hazard a guess.  Once it was clear that no one would speak, Isabelle turned back to Aaron.  “So what do you believe we should do, General Envelar?”

“About the Akalians?”  Aaron asked.  He shrugged.  “There’s nothing we can do that we aren’t doing already.  As for the rest, I think that if tonight’s events have shown us anything, it’s that we can’t sit back and let Kevlane have his way.  We have to muster the troops, call in the armies from Galia and Cardayum, and we have to do it now.  We need to march on Baresh as soon as we can.”

Grinner sneered, “We’ve been through this already, haven’t we?  And, if I’m not mistaken, we decided as a group that to march on Baresh would be little more than suicide.”

“Any more suicide than waiting until it’s your turn on the list, Grinner?”  Aaron asked.  “Until you’re sleeping in your soft bed and wake up to a sword at your throat?  Familiar that, isn’t it?  Only, this time you won’t be able to talk your way out of it, not with these.”

Grinner sighed, rolling his eyes.  “So we lost a few people—that happens in wars, General.  If you’ve not got the stomach for it then perhaps you should renounce your title now, and the queen will find someone better suited to the task.”

Hale snorted.  “Like you, is that it, old man?  Or would you be able to stop humpin’ on your side of beef there,” he said, indicating Grinner’s bodyguard with a nod, “for long enough to command anything?”

Grinner turned red, and opened his mouth to issue a scathing retort, but it was Adina who spoke first.  “A few people?” she said.  “Dozens, Grinner.  An entire inn full of people was butchered.  Not to mention Beth.  And, as far as we know, Gryle may never—”

“Oh, do not expect me to care about a chamberlain and an old whore,” Grinner said.  “As for the rabble in the inn—”  He cut off abruptly at the chiming sound of Aaron’s sword leaving its scabbard.  

A hush fell over those gathered as they all turned to look at the sellsword.  “Not another word, Grinner.  Not one.  More.  Word,”  Aaron grated.  “It’s been a pretty shitty night, all told, and the way I see it just now, slitting your throat would go a long way toward balancing that equation.  Do you understand me?”

Grinner opened his mouth to speak, and Aaron held up a hand, forestalling him.  “Let me be clear, Grinner,” he said, menace coating his words, “that if the next thing out of your mouth is the same kind of vile shit you normally spew, that big fucker of yours there won’t stop me anymore than the last one did, when I come for you.”

The crime boss’s eyes went wide, his face pale, and he turned to Queen Isabelle as if for help, “Majesty, surely you won’t allow this—this man to talk to one of your loya—”

“General Envelar is right,” Isabelle said, ignoring the old man’s outburst.  “It’s clear we cannot stay in Perennia.  For all we know, this Kevlane may have hundreds of such creatures, thousands even, and if he does not yet, he certainly will once the tournament begins in earnest.”  She took a slow deep breath, the expression on her face pained.  “It gives me no pleasure, for I know what deaths will be bought by my words, but it seems that they will be bought in any case.  Isalla will march on Baresh under the command of General Envelar.”

Several of those gathered breathed a sigh of relief at that, but Grinner shot out of his chair as if someone had lit a fire under him.  “Y-you can’t be serious, Majesty,” he said.  He turned to look at Aaron.  “This-this foo—”  He paused, eyeing Aaron’s unsheathed blade.  “This man will get us all killed.  Surely you must see that.”

“What I see, Grinner,” Isabelle said, her brow drawing down in anger, “is a man questioning me in my own castle.  Something that I had best not see again.  Do I make myself clear?”

Grinner stood frozen, his face twisting with anger and hatred as he stared at Aaron.  Then, after several tense moments, he took his seat once more, his back rigid.  Isabelle watched him to be sure that he was finished before she gave a single nod.  “Very well.  It is settled.  Now, let us vote once more for the action we must take.  Those who are in favor of marching on Baresh with all the combined might of our armies before Kevlane has the opportunity to grow stronger?”  Aaron’s hand went up, as did Captain Gant’s.  May, Leomin, and Thom followed suit a moment later, the first mate wincing as the movement pulled on his bandaged arm.  

General Yalleck glanced around the room and sighed.  “Well.  My father used to say that when all of a man’s choices are bad ones, he might as well take the one that lets him get some sun on his face.”  With that said, he raised his hand as well, and everyone turned to look at Hale.

The big crime boss smiled, enjoying the attention of all of those gathered in the room.  Then he looked at Aaron.  “You know this’ll almost certainly mean the death of us all, don’t you, boy?”

“Yes.”

Hale studied the sellsword as if trying to see his thoughts.  Then he grunted and gave a nod.  “Well.  I suppose there’s only so much drinkin’ and whorin’ a man can do in one life time.   And anyway,” he said, giving a wink as he raised a massive hand in the air, “imagine the stories they’ll tell.”

“If there’s anyone around to tell them, you addle-brained oaf,” Grinner spat.  The gathered people turned to him then, and he shook his head.  “No, do not look for me to make your decision unanimous.  I will not so easily agree to this…this madness.”  

“Very well,” Isabelle said, “then it is settled.  We attack.”  She turned to Captain Brandon Gant.  “Captain, I would like a report on how quickly the troops will be able to march tomorrow.”

“Of course, Majesty,” the man said, bowing his head, “I will see to it first thing in the morning.”

Isabelle nodded, taking in the room at large.  “Is there anything else?”

No one spoke, their thoughts already on the coming weeks and months.  Not years, of course, for if there was one thought all of those gathered shared, it was that they almost certainly need not worry about that.  

“Very well,” Isabelle said finally.  “Then I call this meeting of the Council to a close.  Oh, one last thing.  It seems to me that it would be wise if we all kept quiet about what has been discussed here today.”  She pointedly glanced at Grinner who nodded once, gruffly.  “The Akalians included,” she continued, “for I do not think it would serve any purpose but to cause alarm in the city.  Now, prepare as best you may, ladies and gentlemen.  For soon, we march to war.”

“Fools,” Grinner spat, and then he was up and out of his chair, storming out the door, trailed by his thickly-muscled bodyguard.

Aaron was still staring after him when Adina walked up to him and put a hand on his shoulder.  “I think you can put that sword away now.”

Aaron shrugged.  “The way the last few weeks have been going, you’re lucky I don’t sleep with it in the bed.”

Adina’s smile was half-hearted, and Aaron understood.  They were both thinking about Beth, about Gryle, and the young boy, Michael.  One dead, another near to it, and as for the youth…what would he do, if Gryle never woke up?  “The sword in your bed or me,” she whispered, leaning in so that only he could hear.  “Your choice.”

Aaron grunted.  “That’s really no choice at all, Princess.”

“So we’ll march then,” Adina said.

“Yes.”

“Do you think we will get there soon enough?  Before the tournament starts and Kevlane is able to do…well, whatever it is that he does?”

“I don’t know,” Aaron said honestly.  “And I don’t know that it will matter even if we do.  Grinner was right about one thing—for all we know, that bastard Kevlane could have thousands of his monsters already.  But, the best we can do is try.”

Adina nodded.  “I think I’d like to go check on Gryle again.  Will you come with me?”

“I wouldn’t go anywhere else,” Aaron said. 

She smiled and this one, at least, appeared more genuine than the last.  “Good.  While we walk, I think I may take the opportunity to explain some of the intricacies of diplomacy to you.”

“And here I thought I did okay.”

“Yes, well,” Adina said, “it is generally considered poor form to draw a sword on one of your allies.”

“Maybe,” Aaron admitted, glancing back at the doorway through which Grinner had exited, “but that’s just about the only thing a bastard like that understands.  Still, I think we’ll have problems with him before this thing is through.”

“Problems?”  Adina asked.  “Do you really think he’d be foolish enough to try anything with all that’s going on?”

Aaron shook his head.  “I don’t know if he will or not, Princess, but I also don’t think it possible to overestimate how much of a fool that man can be.  But enough about him,” he said, offering her his hand.  “Let’s go see our friend.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Seventeen 

 

Leomin shot an apologetic look at Wendell and Darrell before tossing his cards into the middle of the table.  “I thank you for the invitation, kind lady, but I’m afraid I must decline.  Perhaps another time.”

Wendell watched with a mixture of awe, envy, and disbelief as the woman untangled herself from the Parnen and rose from his lap.  “You’re sure?” she said, and damn, if Wendell didn’t hear something like desperation in her voice.

“Quite sure, I’m afraid,” Leomin said, “or, at least, as sure as any man can be in such unsure times. “

The woman sighed, running a hand through Leomin’s hair in parting before sauntering away.  Wendell watched the sway of her hips until she disappeared into the crowd of the inn’s common room.  Then he turned back to Leomin.  “You’re a damned fool.  She was even better than the last three.  There’s men’d pay a small fortune to spend a night with the likes of her.”

“Pay?”  Leomin asked, as if he’d never heard of the concept.

“Yeah, pay,”  Wendell said sourly, “you bastard.  Ain’t all of us got a magic ball of light floatin’ around, peeling off ladies’ undergarments for us.  Ain’t that right, swordmaster?”

Darrell grinned and shrugged, glancing at his cards once more before throwing several coins into the pot.  “She was certainly pretty.”

Leomin sighed.  “Yes, I suppose she was.  Only…well, we are playing a game of cards, are we not?  It would have been rude of me to have abandoned poor Wendell to your devices.”

Wendell grunted, “Leomin, a pair of legs like that walks up to me, you could be on fire, and I wouldn’t even take time to throw my beer on you before I ran after her.”  He scowled at Darrell, “Not that I’ll be able to afford a beer, before long.”

“Ah, friend Wendell,” Leomin said, “women come and women go, but friends, well, they last forever, do they not?”

“Or at least until one of them murders the other,” Wendell said. 

He spared another frown for Darrell before folding his hand.  “Anyway,” he said while Darrell shuffled the cards and dealt another hand, “why don’t you tell me what’s really got you so bothered, Leomin?  At least you’ll distract me from the swordmaster here reachin’ into my pockets and stealin’ all my coins.”

Leomin’s eyes got a far away look and a small smile rose on his face.  “Have you ever been in love, dear Wendell?”

The scarred sergeant glanced at his new cards and grunted, folding once more.  “Been in lust often enough.  Can’t say as I know much about love.  Though with some coin in my pockets, I’ve had a lass or two make me think I was for an hour or thereabouts."

Leomin rolled his eyes.  “It is not the same thing, not at all.  How about you, swordmaster?”  Leomin said, turning to Darrell.  “Have you ever met a woman who set you aflame with desire?  One who could speak but a word and crush you beneath the weight of it?”

The swordmaster’s smile slowly faded, and his eyes glazed over as he seemed to be looking into another place, another time.  He tossed several coins into the center of the table.  “Once, long ago.  But that time has long since passed me by.”  

Wendell and Leomin shared a look at the melancholy in the swordmaster’s voice and did not pursue it.  The Parnen nodded and matched the swordmaster’s bet, then they all turned over their cards.  Smiling once more, Darrell began collecting his winnings.  For his part, Leomin barely even seemed to notice or be disturbed by the fact that he’d just lost most of his coin.

Wendell shook his head in disgust, “Why in the name of the gods are you smilin’, Leomin?  You’re goin’ to leave here as broke as I am.”

The Parnen shrugged as if it made little difference.  “It is only coin, Sergeant.  It cannot buy a man happiness.”

“Maybe not,” Wendell grumbled, “but I know a couple of places in the city where it can rent it for a while.”

The swordmaster sighed.  “You speak of your prostitutes again.”

Wendell shrugged.  “They ain’t mine, Darrell, though that ain’t for lack of tryin’.  Anyway, a man has to find his pleasure where he can in times such as these.”

“The implication being,” the swordmaster said, giving the sergeant a small smile, “that were we not at war, you would no longer be patronizing the city’s brothels quite so…vigorously?”

“Well,” Wendell said, clearing his throat, “I can’t say as—”

“A man has to find his pleasure where he can,” Leomin muttered barely loud enough to hear, and the two men turned to look at him.

“What’s that now?”  Wendell asked.

Leomin abruptly rose from the table, giving each man a grin.  “Forgive me, gentlemen, but our dear Sergeant Wendell has said something quite profound, though I suspect he does not know it.  A man must find his pleasure, must he not?  And, in my experience, a man rarely finds anything pleasant that he has not first hunted down.”

“You ain’t got much huntin’ you got to do, Parnen, if that’s what’s on your mind,” Wendell said.  “I know quite a few places where the women are friendly enough and—”

“Forgive me, Wendell,” Leomin said, bowing his head, “but the prey I seek is not so easily caught as that.  Luckily,” he continued, giving them both a grin once more, “I am a worthy hunter in my own right.  Or, at least, so I have been told.”

“While you’re at it, why don’t you hunt up a little modesty?”  Wendell muttered, glancing at the swordmaster, who only smiled.  “Anyway,” he said, turning back to the Parnen, “You can’t mean to leave me alone with this bastard, can you?  The only reason I’ve got enough coins to rub together is that he’s been too busy takin’ yours to take all of mine.”

“I’m afraid I must,” Leomin said, nodding, “for the night is beautiful and welcoming, and my prey is, I think, a creature of it.  I bid you gentlemen good evening.”  He bowed low to each of them in turn, and they watched as he headed for the door of the common room.

“Beautiful and welcoming?”  Wendell grunted, turning to the swordmaster.  “Cold as shit, more like.  And you reckon he knows its rainin’ like all the gods got together and decided to have a pissin’ contest?”

“If he does not,” Darrell said, “then he certainly will soon.  Now, another hand?”

Wendell frowned.  “Oh, why not, you smug bastard?  Deal ‘em.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Eighteen 

 

Leomin was drenched after only taking a few steps out of the inn, and a small part of him considered turning back.  But no.  It would take more than a little wind and rain, more than a bout of uncontrollable shivers brought on by cold to dampen his mood or impede his hunt.  Besides, he reasoned, she is a fey creature, and all know that in the darkness and the rain is where such as she will be found.  Or, at least he hoped so, for his hat—a brightly purple cap with a feather in it that he’d been unable to resist when seeing it hanging in a shop the morning before—had now lost all shape and was clinging to his head like a clump of wet moss.  Why is it, he wondered, that those things which are most beautiful are so very rarely useful?

He was tempted to return to the inn where he’d seen her before, but he did not.  Lightning, after all, never struck in the same place twice, and he suspected the same might be said of the woman, for she was quicksilver given form, sharp and ethereal, a beauty that could cut but that was no less welcome for all that.  A hunter as skilled as he knew better than to look for her where she had already been.

Also, Aliandra said, it might have something to do with the fact that you’ve spent the last week sitting in that same inn.

Leomin saw no reason to respond.  Still, it had to be admitted that, the more time he spent at the inn, the more he was beginning to grow certain that the woman hadn’t been far wrong when she’d guessed the barkeep’s inclinations.  The man had a tendency of smiling more than was strictly necessary, and Leomin was beginning to think that the free drinks he’d been offered came with certain expectations attached.

So instead, he wandered the streets of the finer, wealthier districts, studying the few rain-drenched forms that passed him, each time with a hope that slowly faded into disappointment as he realized the face under this hood or that hat was not the woman’s.  He’d thought to go to the poor district; after all, that was the place where the highest population of common criminals—thieves, chief among them—would go, but had decided against it, for there was nothing common about this thief.  Nothing at all.

He’d been walking for over half an hour, his head ducked low against the driving wind and rain, his cloak wrapped tight against him, when he realized that, perhaps, walking the nearly abandoned streets at night barely more than a week after an attempt on his life might not be seen as the most clever of decisions.  And this from a man who prided himself on his cleverness.  He was just about to turn around and head back to the inn when a cloaked figure stepped out of an alleyway only a few feet in front of him.  

Leomin screamed in surprise and fear.  Fool, he thought.  He turned to run, but the cobbles were wet and slick, and he stumbled, falling and landing in a puddle of water.  He was soaked through immediately with freezing cold water, but he barely noticed as he rolled over, reaching for his sword.  The problem, of course, was that he hadn’t brought a sword.  He hated the way the thing jostled uncomfortably whether he hung it from a scabbard at his side or from his back.

I wonder how much you’d hate how a sword felt in your throat?  Aliandra hissed.  I told you to grab it.  Now, stop just lying there staring and run, damn you!

Leomin stumbled to his feet, his eyes on the shadowed figure.  Then it took a step toward him, and he screamed again, turning once more to run.

“Leomin, wait!”

The Parnen froze, frowning.  Kevlane’s creatures did not speak, that much he knew.  Slowly, he turned.  The cloaked figure stood before him, and he squinted his eyes in an effort to make out any specific features in the darkness.  “Who goes there?  I warn you I have a…well, that is…I warn you.”

“Oh?” the voice asked.  “And what do you warn me of, I wonder?”

The wind and rain in his ears was loud, but Leomin could hear enough of the voice to know it was a woman’s and, what’s more, it sounded like the voice of a woman struggling to hold in laughter.  He realized with a mixture of relief, excitement, and embarrassment who it was even before she pulled back the hood of her cloak revealing her face.  Leomin cleared his throat, his own face heating in shame.  “I…I was going to warn you of the puddle, of course.  I would hate for you to trip or…”

“Ah,” she said, pulling the hood of her cloak over her head once more, “I see.  And I’m sure I appreciate your warning.”  She turned to look at the puddle in which he’d fallen.  “Leomin, I do not want to upset you as it seems you are unusually high strung tonight, but I think I should tell you that you seem to have dropped your…hat?  It is a hat, isn’t it?”

Leomin looked at the crumpled felt hat lying in the puddle.  A pitiful, sad looking thing now, so very different in appearance than it had been when he’d seen it sitting fine and proud on the shop’s rack.  He was tempted to leave it there, but he’d paid good coin for it and, anyway, it, like himself, was not at its best, so he decided to give it a second chance.  He grabbed it and pulled it back down on his head.  Unfortunately, he forgot to empty the water out of it first and squawked in surprise and dismay as icy water sluiced over his head.  

Struggling and failing to keep his teeth from chattering, he mumbled.  “M-my…lady.  I-it is a p-pleasure to s-see you a-again.”

“Is it?” she asked in that coy, teasing way she had.  “I wondered, as you do not seem particularly pleased, just now.”  

Leomin opened his mouth to speak but between the shivers rocking his body and his teeth chattering, he couldn’t seem to get a word out.  He was a man who enjoyed a cool breeze well enough while being carried along in a ship on the ocean’s currents, but he had never held much fondness for the north and its freezing temperatures.  “Q-q-quite…p-p-pleased,” he managed, wrapping his arms tight about himself in a futile effort to regain some warmth.

“Oh, Leomin, but you are a funny one.  Come on,” she said, offering him a gloved hand, “I have a room at a nearby inn.  If we stay here much longer, you’ll likely freeze to death, and then who will buy me a drink?”

It was too difficult to speak, so Leomin only nodded, taking her hand and allowing himself to be led down the street.

 

***

 

Fifteen minutes later, they were reclining on two cushioned chairs in front of the inn’s roaring fireplace.  Leomin watched the flames dance and lick at the logs, thinking he’d never seen or felt anything so wonderful.  “T-thank you,” he said, rubbing his hands together as close to the flame as he could.

“You are quite welcome, Leomin,” she said, “as you’ll be paying the innkeeper for the use of his fire.  With true winter still another two months away, he wasn’t pleased to be wasting firewood so early in the season.”

“True winter,” Leomin mumbled, “and how does a man know it’s true, I wonder?  Only when he steps outside and freezes in place like some brainless, breathless statue?”

“Well,” she said, grinning, “brainless anyway.”  She ran a hand through her long hair, not soaked through as was Leomin’s own, but wet enough to glisten in the orange firelight.  “Now,” she continued, meeting his eyes, “are you going to tell me what possessed you to go out into the wind and the rain without a thick coat—or at least a well-made hat—to keep you warm?”

Leomin frowned, glancing at where his hat lay on the wooden floor near the fire, drier now from the flames, but still an ugly thing.  He thought it would most likely never get its true shape back.  “It is normally much finer than this, I assure you.  Only the cold and the wet…”

The woman laughed.  “I have heard similar words from men before, Leomin, and I did not believe them then either.  Anyway, you did not answer my question, and I will not be so easily distracted.  Why were you out alone tonight?”

Leomin shrugged, not wanting to tell her the truth, that he had been out searching with the vain hope of finding her.  “I find that the weather in the north can be…bracing from time to time.”

“Bracing, is it?” she asked, grinning mischievously.  “Well, I suppose that is a word for it.  Though, I must say, I have never heard a man scream quite so loud or so high.  At first, I thought I had accidentally accosted some young girl instead of you.”

“A roar,” Leomin said, not meeting her eyes, “to warn off any who might force me to do them harm.”

“Aaaah,” she said, nodding slowly, “a warning shout then, very good.  And what of the second one, when you struck the puddle?”

Leomin cleared his throat.  “A manly shout of surprise, nothing more.”

She laughed.  “Very well, Leomin.  You do not have to tell me the truth, if you don’t want.  I, more than most, have a certain respect for people’s secrets.”

“And what of you?” the Parnen asked, finally meeting the woman’s eyes, and unable to keep himself from admiring how green they were, like shining emeralds.  

“Oh, I rarely screa—sorry, roar.”  She paused, winking.  “And then only when I have been…motivated to do so.”

Leomin felt a thrill of excitement at the innuendo even as he winced in embarrassment.  “No, I meant…why were you out so late at night?”

“And so you would keep your secrets yet deprive me of my own?” she said.  She shook her head slowly.  “That does not seem fair to me, Leomin, but very well.  What would you say if I told you I was out searching for you?”

Leomin’s eyes went wide at that, and a thrill of pleasure ran through him.  “Were you?”

She laughed again.  “No, but what if I were to say I was?”

Leomin hesitated.  “Then…I should be happy.”

Her eyes danced.  “Happy will do, for now, I suppose.  And whatever you were doing out tonight, I do hope it was worth it.  I have heard rumors of things haunting the night, killing the unsuspecting.”

“Things?”  Leomin asked, remembering Isabelle cautioning him and the others not to share anything they’d discussed in the Council.

“Yes,” the woman said, nodding, and she studied him with eyes that seemed to see every secret he’d ever kept.  “The rumor is that they are like men but different, though in just what way no one can seem to agree.  Some say they are not men at all but children, others that they are like animals that walk on two legs.”  She shrugged.  “I suppose, though, that it could all be nothing more than stories.”  She leaned toward him, pinning him with her gaze.  “Tell me, what do you think?”

Leomin opened his mouth to speak, closed it, then tried again.  “I have, of course, heard the rumors as well.   Though as to what they might signify…I could not say.”

“Couldn’t you?” she asked.  When Leomin didn’t respond, she went on.  “Oh, well.  I had only thought that you might know.  You see, I met a man a few days ago—oh, now don’t look so glum, Leomin, he was sixty years old at least.  Anyway, the man claimed he’d been closing his shop after staying late to finish some work, when he’d glanced out the window and saw a Parnen man and a woman with red hair being attacked in the street by…something.”  She studied him again, and it was all Leomin could do to keep from squirming beneath that penetrating gaze.  “Anyway, when he said he’d seen a Parnen, I immediately thought of you and found myself worried about your welfare.”

“You were worried?”  Leomin said, grinning.  “Well, my lady, I assure you there was no need, as the situation was—”  He froze, his eyes growing wide.  “What I mean to say is that I’m sure whoever was involved in the attack made it away safely.  We Parnens, after all, are a resourceful people.”

The woman nodded.  “I see.  Still, you must admit it is an odd coincidence.  Why, the shopkeeper even claimed that the Parnen had long black hair, much like your own.”

Leomin could not resist shifting uncomfortably this time.  “There are few other hair colors among my people, my lady.  We are a dark-skinned, dark-haired race without, I’m afraid, the variety of appearance that your own people of Telrear possess.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” she said.  She leaned forward, close enough that Leomin could feel the warmth of her breath on his face, could smell the slight flowery, somehow wild scent of her, as she ran a hand through his hair, making some of the bells hanging within it chime softly.  “When we spoke before, Leomin,” she said, her voice soft and somehow seductive, and Leomin found himself studying the movement of her lips, “did I ever tell you how much I admire the bells you have hung in your hair?”

“I…” Leomin managed, having a hard time getting any words out with her so close to him.  “That is…I do not believe so, lady.”

She smiled, running her hand along his cheek.  “I do think that they are beautiful, Leomin, and so very creative of you.  Or,” she said, leaning back abruptly, “are they only another trait the Parnen share?  Do all from your land wear such ornaments?”

“No, my lady,” Leomin said before he thought better of it, “they are a style of my own.”

“Interesting,” she said, sitting back with a satisfied expression on her face.  “Leomin, but do you recall the shopkeeper of which I spoke?”

“Of course, lady,” he said, smiling, “I remember all that you say, for I study your words the way some men might study the sky.”

“More pretty lies,” she said.  “What isn’t though, is that the shopkeeper told me there were bells hanging from the hair of the Parnen he saw. He said he wasn’t sure what they were at first, until the man moved, and he heard them chiming.”  She reached out a delicate finger and struck one of the bells in Leomin’s hair, causing it to ring.  “A chime much like that, I suspect.  You see, Leomin, pretty lies may work on noblewomen whose biggest worries are what to wear to the next ball or what noble’s son has the most coin or influence, but I am a different kind.  I prefer hard truths to pretty lies.”

Leomin frowned, considering.  “What do you ask of me, lady?”

“Only truth,” she said.  “Oh, do not look so frightened, Leomin,” she laughed, “I did not demand all of your truths, nor would I, but let what you say to me be true, at least.  I would rather silence than a rainbow woven of sweet lies and half-truths.”

Leomin sighed heavily and nodded.  “Very well, lady.  If you ask it of me, then I shall grant it.  Yet I must point out that I still do not know so even much as the truth of your name.”

She grinned wickedly.  “Careful, Leomin.  A woman can do much with such a statement.  As for my name, have we not traveled this path before?”  Her grin remained, but her gaze grew hard.  “And a name, well, there are few truths more dangerous, and for me more than most, I’m afraid.  Will you not settle for some smaller truth, so we might both grow accustomed to it?”

Leomin considered that and finally nodded.  “Very well.  Why were you out tonight, really?”

Her smile faded, but she continued to meet his eyes.  “I was searching for you.”

“Why?”

“Oh, no you don’t, Leomin the Parnen,” she said, a twinkle in her eyes, “for you would ask of me two truths without volunteering one of your own.”

Leomin sighed.  “Very well, lady.  What is your question?”

“I speak with many people around the city—in my line of work, it is always safest to hear as many rumors as one may.”

“What line of—”

“No, no, Leomin,” she chided, “it is not yet your turn.  The shopkeeper I spoke of earlier?  He is only one of several men and women I have talked to on the topic of the recent deaths, and though he had an interesting story to tell, I confess that his was not the most interesting…at least not to me.  There is another tale being passed around, spoken in faint whispers as if those who tell it are afraid that even uttering a single word might mean their death.  Do you know the word of which I speak, Leomin?”

Leomin hesitated, not wishing to give away any more than he had to and not knowing what word she meant.  Finally, he shook his head.  “No, lady, I do not.”

“It is not only a word, Leomin, but a name.  And such things, as I believe we’ve discussed, have their own power.  This name, though, is one that strikes fear into the heart of any who hear it.  It is a name of shadow and danger.”  She brought her face close to his so that her lips were nearly touching his ear.  “The name, Leomin,” she said, her voice soft, her breath warm against the side of his face, “is Akalian.”

Leomin sat back, surprised.  He had thought for sure that she would mention the ancient wizard, Kevlane.  He had not expected her to make mention of the Akalians.  He opened his mouth to speak, but she held up a hand, forestalling him.  “Remember what we discussed, Leomin,” she said, “truths and truths only between us.”

Leomin hesitated, thinking.  Isabelle had made it clear that they were not to discuss what had gone on in the meeting so as not to cause a panic in the city.  Rumors, after all, were no more than that unless given strength.  Without truth, they were houses built on the sand, crashing down around themselves and fading with time.   And he was smart enough to know that such news would cause a panic, for as a sailor he had seen much of the land of Telrear and anywhere he went, the Akalians were spoken of in hushed, worried tones.  There was little known about the followers of the God of Shadows, Akane, but what was known did nothing to assuage people’s fears.  The Akalians were the bogeymen of Telrear, not thought of as men at all but as creatures, as beings whose intentions and behaviors were as inscrutable and unpredictable as a summer storm.  

From time to time, there would be a tale of an Akalian showing up in some small fishing or farming village, speaking to no one and leaving only a corpse—or corpses—in its wake.  And that, too, was how people thought of them.  Not as men or women, but as things.  They were creatures that inspired panic, and when a person died of undetermined causes, or when a man was found in some city’s back alley with his throat cut, their name was always whispered, often accompanied by a nervous glance over the teller’s shoulder.  The woman sitting before him though, did not look panicked.  Her eyes were not full of fear or worry, but of something else.  Something that seemed very much like hunger, and he did not miss the way she leaned forward in her seat as if anxious to hear what he might say.  

“Any truths I might share,” he said finally, “would have to be between you and me, only.  For those are truths told in confidence and ones that must not be passed on.”

“Of course, Leomin,” she said, smiling sweetly.  “I would not so quickly betray your trust.  Now,” she continued, leaning closer still, her eyes dancing with eagerness, “will you tell me what you know?”

Don’t be a fool, Leomin, Aliandra said in his mind.  Tell her nothing.  This one is too clever by half, and I do not trust her.  She told you herself that she sought you out, and what possible reason—

“Yes,” Leomin said.  “The Akalians are here, in the city.”  The woman’s expression remained neutral, carefully controlled, but Leomin was watching her closely, and he did not miss the slight, nearly imperceptible hardening of her jaw, or the emotion—something, he thought, very much like satisfaction—that flashed in her eyes before vanishing as quickly as it had come.  

“I knew it,” she said.  “Thank you, Leomin.”  She put her hand on his.  “I do believe that such a truth as that might call for some small favor from me.”  With that, she reached into her tunic and withdrew a small leather coin purse.  It was familiar to Leomin, as well it should be, since, until a week ago, it had been his.  

He took it, and she smiled, reclining in her chair once more.  “I found that a few nights ago, and I thought it might be yours.”

“So it is,” Leomin said, glancing inside and seeing that it was empty, before meeting the woman’s eyes once more.  “I don’t suppose you happened to find any of the gold that was in it as well?”

She chuckled.  “I’m afraid not.  I fear that some sneak thief made off with it long before I arrived.”

Or at precisely the time you arrived, he thought, but he smiled back anyway.  “I thank you lady, for the gift.”

“Of course.  Tell me, Leomin, is there anything else known about the Akalians’ presence in the city?  Why have they come?  What are their plans?”

Leomin shrugged.  The truth was that those were questions Aaron and the others would no doubt love the answers to, but he did not have them to give, even had he wished it.  Instead, he decided to pay her back some small bit of what she had given him.  “Ah, lady, now who is seeking two truths at once?  I would not wish to tell you, for then we would be in an unequal standing, and I suspect you would hate to be considered in my debt.”

“I’ll manage,” she said.  That look of hunger danced in her eyes again, and when she spoke there was an intensity in her voice that had not been there before.  “What do you know of them, Leomin?”

Leomin held up his hands, taken aback by her tone.  “Nothing, truly.  Regarding the Shadow God’s servants, you know as much as I.  I only thought to get you back for your teasing earlier, that’s all.”

She studied him for several long seconds as if trying to decide whether or not he was telling her the truth.  If he had thought her gaze penetrating before, it was far worse now.  Finally, she sat back in her chair, her expression relaxing once more.  “Very well, I believe you.  If you are a liar, you are the best I’ve ever met.  I thank you, Leomin, for sharing the truth with me.”

Leomin bowed his head in acknowledgment.  “Enough, perhaps, to tell me your name?”

She laughed, running a hand through her dark hair.  “Oh, but you are persistent, aren’t you?  Perhaps not so much as that, but enough to share another drink with you, at the least.”  Leomin started to raise his hand to let the barkeep know that he was needed, but she grabbed it, pulling it down.  Her hand stayed on his as she smiled.  “Maybe it will be better if you let me buy this round, Leomin.  You have a way of misplacing your coins.”

She raised her hand to the bartender and, a few minutes later, they sat quietly, drinking on their ale.  Abruptly, she rose, saying, “I thank you again, Leomin.”

“Wait,” he said, rising himself, “surely, you don’t mean to leave so quickly.  Why, I had hoped to talk with you more…”

“Is that really what you had hoped?” she said, her eyes dancing.  “To talk?  And remember, Leomin.  Truths only.”

Leomin cleared his throat.  “Well, not only talk,” he admitted, “but that, too.”

She laughed, running a hand across his face once more.  “I am sorry, Leomin, but I have business I must be about.  Still, perhaps we will see each other again.”

“Very well, lady, if you insist.  I wish you a pleasant night.”

“I thought I told you before,” she said, “I am no lady.”  She brought her mouth to his ear.  “But if you insist on having some name to call me, let it be Seline.”  

Then before Leomin could respond, she turned and headed for the door.  Leomin watched her leave, a smile on his face.  Seline.  A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.  

You fool, Aliandra said, you just gave her information and for what?  A name that, most likely, isn’t even her real one?  For all you know, she might be one of Kevlane’s spies.

She is no spy, Leomin thought back, knowing it to be true without knowing how he knew.

Oh?  Aliandra asked, her tone full of sarcasm.  And how can you be so sure?  After all, she is a criminal.  That much, at least, you cannot deny.

A criminal?  Leomin thought.  That seems unfair.

Unfair!? the Virtue snapped, and Leomin winced as her voice rang in his head.  Gods, you fool, she stole your coin purse.

Yes, Leomin thought, a smile spreading on his face, but then she brought it back.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Nineteen 

 

Seline was troubled.  The rain had stopped, and she walked the dark, puddle-riddled streets of the city with a frown on her face.  It was the same frown that always seemed to come when she was not around someone else, when she was not pretending to be someone else.  It was a frown that spoke of a hard life, and it was right to do so.  Her life had been full of pain and more of it, and every time she thought that things couldn’t get any worse, the world had a way of surprising her.  Of course, it wasn’t the world’s fault.  She knew that much, had known it since she was a child.  The one responsible for her misery, for her own mother’s misery before the wasting sickness took her, was not some abstract god, not fate or destiny.  These might be the causes for much of the world’s anguish, but not her own.  The cause of her pain had a face, and he had a name, one that echoed tauntingly in her mind each night as she lay in bed, searching for the restful sleep that ever eluded her.

She found herself remembering the Parnen’s words.  The Akalians are here, in the city.  She had thought as much, of course.  It was, after all, the reason she had come.  But thinking and knowing were very different things.  She’d discovered their trail months ago, had been following it when suddenly the tracks vanished, and she had been unable to find them again.  The world’s best killers the Akalians might be, but they were also fine woodsmen.  After all, one of their greatest skills was the ability to remain unseen, to vanish when necessary.  She, more than anyone, knew the truth of that.

Her frown grew deeper as she idly stepped around a puddle of water.  On the other side of the street, a pudgy man brayed with drunken laughter while he tried to walk and paw the whore at his side at the same time.  Seline barely spared them a glance, so focused were her thoughts on her conversation with Leomin.  She tried to replay the conversation in her mind, but she kept finding her thoughts drifting back to the way he’d looked at her, as if she were some long-lost treasure he’d been lucky enough to happen on.  Ridiculous, of course.  Seline made a point of always being honest with herself, and she knew enough to know she was no prize.  Her nose, for one, was slightly askew from when her mother’s boyfriend at the time had been deep in his cups and decided that all his life’s problems could be laid at the feet of Seline.  Her mother had tried to stop him, but like most men, the bastard had two fists, and he’d used the second to discipline Seline’s mother for getting involved.  That had been the word he used.  “Discipline.”

Seline had barely been walking then, and it was her first memory.  Still, for all the pain her broken nose had caused her, for all the pain the memory still caused her, it was one of her more pleasant ones.  Back then, her mother had still tried to protect her from those men—inevitably dumb and mean in their ignorance—that she seemed to trade in every six months or so.  Seline cherished the memory even though her mother had failed and the man had continued to hit her until she was bloody and incapable of standing without help.  After all, her mother had tried, at least.  Later, she didn’t even do that.  

She didn’t blame her mother, though.  Her mother had loved her—that much she knew.  It was only that she was a coward, and how could Seline hate her for that?  People, she’d found, acted according to their natures.  Just as the men her mother had found were always convinced that the world was out to get them, and were full of a petty man’s cruelty.  Even them, Seline could not truly hate, for they, too, acted according to their natures.  There was no more use in hating them for what they were than hating a horse for kicking if you snuck up behind it, or a wounded dog from biting when you ventured too close.  

No, she had not hated those men.  But that had not stopped her from hunting them down when she’d grown older, had not kept her from doing what needed to be done.  A woman might not be able to blame a mad dog for biting, but putting it down was a mercy to the dog, and those it might bite as well.  

The fault was not with her mother, nor with the dozens of men who had come into their homes and soon after gone out of their lives.  Not with the dozens of men, but with one.  One who she had never seen or met, but who she hated with a passion few people had ever felt.  The Akalians are here, in the city.  The words resounded in her mind, a clarion call to revenge, and the seething hatred she’d carried with her since she’d been old enough to hate flared inside her in answer.  Years spent hunting, searching for any sign, following the half-remembered, half-concocted stories of men deep in their cups, chasing rumors as insubstantial as mist, and now she was closer than she had ever been.

It took her another fifteen minutes of walking before she made it to the plain, unassuming inn where she’d rented a room.  At first, she had considered bringing Leomin here for a drink, but had decided against it.  The Parnen seemed harmless enough, but Seline’s life had taught her that things where rarely as they seemed, and that all men—women too—were capable of cruelties one could hardly imagine.  It was best if no one—including the Parnen—knew where she stayed.

The common room was empty save a single man seated at one of the tables.  A half-empty glass of beer sat on the table in front of him, and he was lying back in his chair, snoring softly as a line of drool traced its way down his chin.  Seline made her way past the table, ignoring the barkeep’s weary wave as she mounted the stairs to her room.  She checked the door, making sure it was still locked, then glanced around the hallway to make sure no one shared it with her.  Paranoid, perhaps, to think that someone waited to force their way inside her room to kill her—or worse—but, then, Seline had learned at an early age that ambushes rarely came when a person expected them.  It was as if the world were an apple that looked smooth and without flaw on the outside, but when a person sank their teeth into it, they found it heaving with masses of maggots and smelling of rot.  

She waited, listening for any tell-tale sound of someone lurking in her room.  Finally, she took the key from the inside of her cloak and unlocked the door.  She pushed her way inside, hurriedly locking it behind her before removing her cloak and throwing it on the room’s single chair.  She stared at the bed, knowing she should try to get some sleep and knowing just as well that she would only spend hours awake, thinking of her next move and remembering the Parnen’s words  

Sighing, she removed the two knives from where they were strapped at her side.  As always, she felt reassured by the weight of them in her hands, and for a time she only stood there, studying them in what little moonlight made it through the clouds and the small window of her room.  

The blades were each a foot long, identical in every way.  Or, at least, they had been.  Underneath their leather sheaths, the knives had seen years of hard use, and they each had their own nicks and scratches, just as every man and woman ever born carried with them their own scars.  She laid them on the bed, undressed, and crawled under the covers.  She lay there, studying a single ray of moonlight that splashed across the ceiling as she recalled her conversation with Leomin.  She meticulously examined each word, each pause, as if by doing so she might somehow divine why the Akalians had come to Perennia and, more importantly, where they were now.  

But no matter how hard she tried to focus on her task, her thoughts drifted back to the Parnen himself, to the smile he’d given her while they’d sat together with their drinks in the inn, but, most of all, to his eyes.  They were eyes that seemed alive with intelligence and a hunger for life, for living it to the fullest.  She told herself she was being foolish, that the man was a means to an end, no more than that.  After all, there had been other men, other inns, and whatever interactions she’d had with them, they had all been to a purpose.  The man was a tool to be used, nothing more.  Besides, even if she were interested in him—a ridiculous thought—she had no time for such things, not now, not when she was closer than she’d ever been to her revenge.  

And once you’ve achieved it? a part of her asked.  What then?  Will you go to him?  Will you tell him how his eyes make you feel as if you are a person after all, as if you matter?  Will you tell him that there is something in his gaze that warms up a part of you, a part that has been so cold for so long?  

But of course not.  That, too, would be foolish.  For in her heart of hearts, Seline knew that she was a broken, twisted thing.  The only evidence on the outside of her brokenness was her slanted nose, but within her was a deep, abiding hate not just for the man she’d come in search of, but for the world itself.  Hate and nothing else, for hate, she knew, was a demanding emotion, and once it took root in a person’s soul, it grew and grew until finally it had choked and killed all else.  If she were somehow stupid enough to allow herself to feel for the Parnen, how long would it be until he realized that what had seemed so fine to him on the surface was spoiled and festering beneath?

No.  Better to leave it alone, to be alone.  Still, no matter how much sense all of that made, she found herself picturing his face once more, even as her eyelids seemed to close of their own accord and she thought that, perhaps, sleep would come after all.  

She was on the edge of it, slipping down into unconsciousness the way a laborer, exhausted from a long day’s work, might ease into a tub of hot water, when the sound of someone clearing their throat from beside the bed jerked her awake.  She did not hesitate, hurling herself out of bed as she scooped the blades up in either hand.  She saw what looked like a yellow ball of light floating on the opposite side of the bed from her.  A lantern someone’s holding, she thought, that’s all.  She did not pause to ask who it was, for anyone who broke into a woman’s room at night could be trusted not to have good intentions.  Instead, her right hand snapped forward, releasing the blade toward the lantern, and the hand that held it.  She watched the knife pass through the light as if it didn’t even exist as she transferred her remaining blade from her left hand to her right.  

“There’s really no cause for all of this, I assure you,” a voice said, but Seline wasn’t listening.  She snarled and lunged forward, her blade flashing in the darkness toward where she thought the man must be standing.  She was so prepared for her blade to strike flesh that, when it did not, she stumbled, off-balance.  She expected to feel a blade rip through her back at any moment, but none did, and she spun back around, crouched in a fighting stance, as she circled the light warily.  “Where are you, you bastard?” she hissed.  “What do you want?”

“I’m right here,” the voice said as if it were obvious.  “Now, as to what I—”  It abruptly went silent as Seline launched herself forward again, swinging the knife repeatedly but hitting nothing but air.  Impossible, she thought.  She had always been fast, had spent years training in a place that showed very little mercy for mistakes.  There was no way the man was able to even see her in the room, let alone dodge her.  Something else bothered her too, and it took her a moment before she realized that it was the lantern.  No matter how many attacks she made, the lantern had never moved which meant the hand holding it had never moved.  

That decided her and she rushed forward, swinging her blade first at one side of the lantern, then at the other.  Still, she struck nothing, and she jumped backward, her eyes squinted in an effort to see in the darkness.  “Are you one of them?” she hissed.  “Have you come to kill me?  If so, you’d best get on with it, for understand I will not stop until I have finished what I came to do.”

There came the sound of a long-suffering sigh from the darkness, and Seline rushed forward once more, swinging in wide, sweeping arcs.  Fast or not, the man wouldn’t be able to avoid them in the small confines of the room.  Her blade still found nothing, and she hissed angrily, her breath coming in ragged pants as she swung again and again.  “Where are you, you bastard?”

Another sigh.  “Surely, you can’t be serious.   I told you, I’m right here.  You know, me, big ball of floating yellow light.”

Frowning, Seline turned to look at the light and, upon closer inspection, realized it wasn’t a lantern at all, couldn’t be.  First of all, lantern light was orange and flickering as the wick burned and wavered, but this light was a steady, constant yellow.  Secondly, her room was small—barely big enough for the bed—and a lantern would have illuminated all of it, but this light did not.  Yellows of various shades swirled inside the sphere, and Seline found her eyes drawn to the strange, seemingly random patterns.  “What…what are you?” she said, gooseflesh running up her spine.

“That, I’m afraid, is no easy thing to explain.”

“Well, you had better start explaining and fast.”

“Oh?” the yellow orb asked, amused.  “And if I do not?”

Seline gritted her teeth at that and circled to the door to her room, never taking her eyes from the orb.  She tried the handle and found the door still locked.  The window, too, was closed.  “How’d you get in here?”

“I have been following you, Seline,” the orb said.  “If given my way, I would have continued to do so for another week, perhaps two, so that I might get a better understanding of you.  But, unfortunately, the world does not stop for anyone, and I find that time is one of the things that we are lacking just now.”

“Following me?”  Seline asked, her voice angry.  “Just who—or what—are you and what are you doing here?”

The orb let out a sigh.  “I will answer all of your questions, I assure you, but some are not as easy as others.  Please, why don’t you have a seat; this will take some time.  Keep the knife, if you’d like.”

Seline decided that she must be dreaming; it was the only thing that made sense.  Still, dream or not, she continued to stand, her blade held at the ready.  “Alright.  Start talking.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty 

 

Perennia’s training ground had seen much use in the last few months, but the last week had been the busiest—and most disorganized—yet.  No definite news of the impending march on Baresh had been given to the populace of the city in hopes of keeping the information from Kevlane’s spies.  All the council members had agreed on the necessity of it, though they all knew the truth would get out, one way or the other.  One of the things Aaron had learned in the Downs was that the only way two men could keep a secret was if one of them were dead.  Yet now they had nearly a dozen people attempting to stifle a secret that could affect not just their own lives or even those in the city, but the entire country of Telrear and, if Kevlane had his way, the world.  

Even if all the members of the council kept their mouths shut—an impossibility, as far as Aaron was concerned—still the secret would be out soon enough.  After all, the armies of Galia and Cardayum would arrive in the next few weeks.  Already, several messengers from the two armies had made their way to the castle to inform the council of their progress.  Isabelle had done her best to keep their presence a secret, summoning the messengers to the castle at night, but such things could not last.  

Perhaps it will be discovered, Co said, but the later the better.  

And that was true enough, but Aaron thought sooner more likely.  Still, they had positioned scouts in the forest outside the city with orders to watch the path from Perennia to Baresh and detain anyone who attempted to travel to the enemy city.  So far no one had been caught.  Aaron couldn’t decide if that made him feel better or worse. 

“Hello, Mr. Envelar.”

Aaron turned, pulled from his dark thoughts to see the youth, Caleb, standing before him.  The thirteen-year-old had met Aaron at the training grounds following Beth’s assassination, hurt and anger clear in his eyes, and asked to help with the war preparations.  Aaron had tried to convince him to leave it alone, to go spend time with his friend, Michael, but Caleb had insisted and finally Aaron relented.  Even now, he couldn’t decide if it had been wise or not, but the truth was that they were facing nearly impossible odds, and the youth, along with the Virtue of Intelligence, had been of considerable use already.  “Caleb.  How are you?”

“I’m okay,” he answered, but Aaron could see it for the lie it was.  The anger and the hurt he’d noted in Caleb’s eyes a week ago were still there, but now they were mixed with a weariness bordering on exhaustion.  And why not?  The boy spent his nights poring over old histories and books of warfare in search of some way to counter the speed and strength of Kevlane’s troops, and his days working with the city’s smiths to create his latest designs, designs which he believed would help give the soldiers of Perennia—and the neighboring kingdoms—a chance.  

“You look tired,” Aaron said, noting the dark circles under the boy’s eyes, and the way he seemed to fidget with that restless, unhealthy energy that came from too many worries and too little sleep.  

“I’m fine,” Caleb snapped, but he wasn’t, and they both knew it.  He hadn’t been fine since Beth’s murder, and although they hadn’t talked about it, Aaron knew the boy blamed himself for not being there.  Aaron had felt enough of that type of shame to know it when he saw it, never mind the fact that it was an illogical thing to feel and that if Caleb had been with them, he would almost certainly have died as well.  It was true, logical, but then, logic rarely factored into such things.  That, too, the sellsword knew well.

“You’re not fine,” Aaron said.  “In fact, you’re just about the furthest thing from fine that I’ve seen walking around on two legs and breathing.  Why don’t you go see Michael?  He’s your friend, and he needs you right now.”

The boy’s expression crumpled and twisted at that, and Aaron was sure that he would burst into tears, the kind of tears that were sometimes the only way to heal.  Instead, his stern, calculating expression reasserted itself, masking the pain once more.  “I will see Michael soon enough.  But I can do him more good here than there.  There’s no point in offering him comfort, if we’re all only going to die in a few months.  Here, at least, I can use my bon with Palendesh to help prepare the army for what it’s going to face.  Here, I can…” He trailed off, swallowing hard.

“Well,” Aaron said, studying the youth’s face, “you’ve certainly helped, Caleb.  The smiths have been coming to me for the last two days complaining about all of the things you have them working on.  Caltrops and what all else.”  

The youth opened his mouth as if to object, but Aaron held up a hand, forestalling him.  “Leave them to their complaining.  As I said, what you’re doing is helping, and the fact that they’ve got enough fire in them to complain is a good thing.  It’s when the words stop that there’s a problem.  As for the rest of it…”  He moved forward, putting a hand on the youth’s shoulder.  “It doesn’t matter how intelligent or gifted you are, Caleb.  You can’t outsmart death.  It comes to visit us all, in the end, and it is always a surprise visit when it does.  Even without Kevlane and his armies, many of those you know might die tomorrow or the next day.  There’s no way of guessing it or reasoning it out.  So go and see the boy.  See Gryle.  I think it would do them good, and it would do you some good, too.”

Aaron met his eyes, and in that gaze he saw a crack in the armor the youth had erected around himself after Beth’s murder.  “I—”

“General Envelar!”  They both turned to see a woman in a white robe running across the training ground toward them.  Aaron couldn’t remember her name, but he recognized her as one of the healer’s assistants who’d helped see to the chamberlain.  As she came to a panting stop in front of the two, several of the soldiers paused in their training to study her with grim expressions, waiting on the terrible news she was bound to bring.  

“It’s…Chamberlain Gryle, sir,” the woman managed through heaving breaths.  “He…he’s gone.”

“Gone?”  Aaron said.  “What do you mean gone?  He was in a coma, your master said.  It isn’t as if he would just get up and walk out.”

“Forgive me, General,” she said, “but it seems…that’s exactly what he did.”

Aaron frowned and motioned to Wendell, who’d been standing nearby, correcting the forms of the troops as they trained.  The scarred sergeant came running up, sparing a glance for the woman in her white robes before bowing to Aaron.  “Yes, General?”

“Oh, enough with all the bowing, you bastard,” Aaron said.  “We’ve nearly died together enough that I think we can forego that, don’t you?”

Wendell grinned and bowed again.  “As you say, General.”

Aaron sighed, “Take over watching the troops and their training for a few hours.  I’ll be back.”

“So continue to do what I’ve already been doing, but stop pretending you’re the one doin’ it.  Yes sir, General sir,” the sergeant said, slamming a fist to his chest in salute.

Bastard, Aaron thought, his amusement quickly eclipsed by his worry for the chamberlain.  “Just watch the damn troops,” he said.  Not that the sergeant would have to do much.  The assassination attempts in the city had spurred the soldiers to train harder than ever, had even seen many of the city’s men and women stepping forward to volunteer for the army.  Troop levels were at an all-time high as men and women decided that the war would come to them whether they were ready for it or not.  For the last week, it had been all they could do to find enough swords and armor for those who wished to fight, taxing the city’s already over-worked smiths.  

Aaron glanced at Caleb, who nodded before turning back to the woman.  “Show me.”

 

***

 

It took them a half hour’s jog to reach the healer’s, and the white-robed woman looked as if she was about to pass out by the time they arrived.

You could have told her to take her time, Co thought, the poor woman’s done in, and you knew where the place was anyway.

Yeah, I could have, Aaron thought, and the truth was he hadn’t even considered it.  Still, if the coming battle went as he was afraid it might, the woman would find herself much more exhausted than she was now.  He pushed open the wooden door and walked through.  Inside, the main room of the healer’s shop was small, yet all available space had been used.  Shelves and tables filled the room, and every available surface was stacked high with books, potions, and herbs—the majority of which Aaron didn’t recognize.  Unlike the last time he’d visited however, everything in the room was coated with a gray film, and Aaron coughed, waving his hand in a vain effort to disperse the cloud of dust that hung in the air.   

“Gods, what is that?”  He rasped.

“That, General Envelar,” a voice said, “is my wall.”  He turned to see the old healer in charge of Gryle’s care.  He’d tied a strip of cloth around his face to cover his mouth and nose, but Aaron could see enough of his eyes to tell he wasn’t happy.

“Your wall?” the sellsword said, frowning.

“That’s right.  And a right fine wall it was, too, or at least I always thought so.  Your friend, it seems, had a different opinion on the matter, one which he decided to make known to me in no uncertain terms.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Come,” the man said impatiently, beckoning Aaron and the youth deeper into the room, “I’ll show you.”

They walked down a narrow aisle, Aaron being careful not to knock over any of the precariously perched bottles that littered the shelves.  The healer, his white robes stained gray, led Aaron and the others to a separate room at the back of the shop where Gryle had been staying.  “I give you,” the old man said, his tone full of sarcasm as he waved a hand, “my sick room.  Or, at least,” he muttered, “what’s left of it.”

The bed was empty, the chamberlain gone, but what drew Aaron’s gaze was a large hole in the wall.  A hole shaped remarkably similarly to a certain overweight, short chamberlain he knew.  “How long ago did it happen?”

“Two hours, maybe three,” the man said, waving a hand as if it made no difference.  “You see, General, something must be done.  I am happy to treat your friend, of course, but a building without wa—”

“Why, if it happened so long ago, are you just now telling me?”  Aaron demanded.

The old healer seemed to lose some of his frustration at Aaron’s tone, and he blanched.  “I…that is…I had to ensure that the building was safe, General.  There are many potions and herbs here that, if damaged, could prove a haza—”

“Never mind that,” Aaron said.  “Who has seen it?”

The old man glanced uncertainly at his assistant.  “Well, Maria here, of course, and myself.  Sophie, my other assistant, is not yet in today, but she should be here in anot—”

“No,” Aaron said, “tell her to stay home.”  He frowned at the wall.  The hole was obviously the outline of a man, there was no mistaking that.  Considering the already tense mood of the city following the assassination attempts, if news got out that there was a man in the city who could walk through thick stone walls as if they were nothing, it wouldn’t be long until a mob formed to hunt him down.  “Do you have a hammer?”

The healer furrowed his bushy eyebrows in question.  “I do not see what a ha—”

“Hammer.”  Aaron said tersely.  “Now.”

The old man disappeared into the shop front and, a moment later, came back with a hammer.  Aaron took it and moved closer to the wall, studying it.

“General,” the old healer said in a worried tone, “though I appreciate your passion, there is really no need for you to fix the wall yourself.  Surely, there is a mason in the city who—”  He squawked in surprise as Aaron slammed the hammer against one of the remaining bricks outlining the chamberlain’s form, knocking it free.  

The healer shouted in protest as Aaron continued to break more chunks off the wall, but the sellsword was barely listening.  After a few minutes, he was covered in the gray stone dust, his arm aching, but he stepped back and admired his work.  The hole was bigger, that was sure, but more importantly it no longer looked as if a man had walked through it.  

“Now, General,” the healer said, “if you’re quite done destroying what’s left of my wall, I’d like an explanation as to how a man, any man, let alone one who has just awoken from a coma, could walk through a solid stone wall as if it were nothing but air.”

Aaron wiped an arm across his face in a vain effort to remove the dust that coated his mouth and nose, then he turned to the old man.  “You’d like an explanation, and I can appreciate that.”

The man nodded.  “Thank you, General.  I feel I am owed that at the very least, considering—”

“But you won’t get one,” Aaron finished.  “Not from me and not from anyone else.  Now, I am going to go find my friend.  As for you two,” he said, taking in the healer and his assistant, “you are not to speak about what you saw here today.  Do you understand?”

The healer glanced between Aaron and the wall.  “But if someone asks—”

“Lie,” Aaron interrupted.  “I don’t care what you say—tell them that a faerie flew in, waved her magic wand, and the wall disintegrated.  Tell them that one of your ‘hazardous’ potions exploded, for all I care.”  He took a step closer to the healer so his face was only inches from the man’s own.  “But if I hear a single story about a man walking through walls, I’ll know where it came from, and I’ll make sure a broken shop is the least of your concerns.  Do I make myself clear?”

The old man’s eyes went wide, but he nodded slowly.  “Uh…yes.  Yes, General.  Quite clear.  Maria?” 

“Yes, sir,” the woman said, looking as if she wanted to turn and run.

“Good.”  Aaron said.  “Now, I’ll make sure to send one of the castle masons by to fix your wall.  Here’s your hammer.”

As the old man took it hesitantly, Aaron turned to Caleb.  “Come on.  I think I might know where he’s gone.”

 

***

 

From the outside, the inn at which Beth and Michael had stayed looked much the same as any other.  It looked like the kind of place where men and women came to forget, for a time, their own lives.  To forget their jobs, their families, to forget that they were at war.  Or, perhaps they were one of those few who didn’t come to forget at all, but to remember; to remember those they had lost when Belgarin attacked the city, to remember what it was to be around others, to share their grief and maybe find some joy in the company of others like them.  A place of joy and sadness mixed together with ale, a place of pain and pleasure and, above all, life.

From the outside, the inn looked like just such a place.  If, that was, one didn’t notice the two guards standing on either side of its entrance, their hands on the swords hung at their sides, their eyes scanning the street.  Guards who spent most of their days protecting the city and its people from violence, serving now to protect them only from truth, and if there was any question of how they felt about it, the answer could be found in their hard gazes.  

The two men bowed as they recognized Aaron approaching.  “Good afternoon, General,” one said.

“Not yet,” Aaron said, nodding in turn, “but I suppose we’ve still got a few hours left.  How’s it been, Clint?  Any problems?”

“No sir,” the guard answered, “no problems.  Unless, of course, you can count Neil here nearly falling asleep every five minutes.”

“Sir,” the guard stammered, “I wouldn’t—”

Aaron smiled.  “Relax, Neil.  Look,” he said, taking in both guards, “I know it’s a shit duty, boring too, but I imagine before long we’ll all have more than enough to keep us busy.”

“Yes, sir.”  

Aaron frowned, glancing around the street.  He’d thought for sure that Gryle would have come here, to the place where Beth had died.  An idea struck him, and he turned back to the guards.  “When did you come on shift?”

Clint glanced up at the sun.  “An hour ago, sir, maybe a little more.”

Aaron nodded, thinking.  If the healer was right, and it had been three hours since Gryle had woken then these men wouldn’t have been on shift by the time he got here.  “What about the men you replaced?  Did they mention anything odd happening?”

The two guards shared a troubled look before turning back to him.  “Well, sir,” one said, shifting uncomfortably and rubbing a hand over his scruffy chin, “wasn’t goin’ to say anything, as I didn’t want to get the boys in trouble.  Truth to tell, I didn’t figure it’d matter much in any case, what with the only thing we’re guardin’ being an inn that’s been locked up tighter than my wife after I spend a night out drinkin’.  Thing is, Oakes and Preston were already gone when we got here.”

Aaron frowned.  “Gone?”

“Yes sir, General sir,” Neil stammered.  “We didn’t see the harm, sir.  We didn’t mean—”

“Never mind that,” Aaron said, waving a hand, “I’m not going to get you in trouble.  Anyway, I appreciate you telling me.”  He moved toward the door and started to put the key in the latch, then paused, considering.  He tried the door and found it unlocked.

The two guards shared a surprised look at that.  “Sir,” Clint said, “I swear there’s nobody been by us since we come on duty.”

Aaron nodded.  “Well, keep it that way.  Me and the lad here are going inside.”

“Yes, sir.”

Aaron led Caleb through the door and closed it behind them.  The air inside was thick with the cloying smell of blood and death.  Crews had been at the place, hauling out the bodies and doing what they could to clean up the blood, but crimson stains still covered the floor and walls as well as the bar counter and handrail for the stairs.  Caleb gagged bringing his hand to his mouth, and Aaron could see the youth’s face twisting with some great emotion.  

“Relax, boy,” he said.  “Whatever evil could be done here has been done already.”  On a whim, he walked around the counter and wasn’t surprised to find the two guards, Oakes and Preston, lying with their backs propped against it, clearly unconscious.  Or so he hoped.  Aaron knelt beside the men, checking for heartbeats and feeling a heavy sense of relief when he found them.  Not dead then, only knocked out.  There was that much, at least.

He turned back to the boy standing just inside the doorway.  “Come on.”  

They went upstairs, and Aaron swung the door of each room open, peering inside.  On the fourth, he saw the chamberlain sitting on the bed, his head cupped in his hands.  He did not look up when Aaron and Caleb entered.  A table and two chairs lay broken against one wall, their shattered pieces scattered on the floor.   “Gryle?”

The chamberlain did not stir from where he sat.  His is a terrible hurt, Co said in Aaron’s mind, her voice sad and understanding.  He believes himself responsible for her death.  Aaron glanced at Caleb, saw much of what Gryle must be feeling reflected in the boy’s eyes.  He reached out tentatively with the power of the bond, touching Gryle and Caleb’s emotions, and he nearly recoiled at the raw, sharp pain he felt there.  “I know that pain,” he said, his words filled with the power, the compassion of the bond, “I have felt it.  Pain so big that you can’t swallow it, pain so great it gets stuck in your throat and threatens to choke you.  I know that loss.  That, too, I have felt.  A loss so profound that you fear you will never be whole again, that you will spend the rest of your life as no more than a shadow of what you once were, of who you once were.”

The chamberlain seemed to move, but it was so slight that Aaron might have imagined it.  Still, he spoke on, each word more agonizing than the last as he relived his own pain, dredging it up from a past he’d tried his best to forget.  “There is pain,” he said, remembering the way his mother and father had looked lying on the floor of their house, the blood, their blood, pooling beneath them.  “There is loss,” he continued, being pulled into the memory.

He remembered their eyes, empty and staring at nothing.  He remembered his father’s face, usually so full of nobility, now loose and haggard and looking for the first time since Aaron had seen it, old.  His mother’s face, always twisted into a smile, showing the love she had for life, a love that few could match.  A face that used to soothe him when he’d woken from a nightmare as a child, a mouth that would tell him everything would be okay, that she was there.  But she wasn’t now, neither of them were, and whatever nightmares he faced in the years to come, he would face them alone.    

“I know the anger,” he said, his own voice raw as, through the power of the bond, his own pain intermingled with that of the chamberlain and the youth until they were no longer three separate pains at all but a single shared agony of loss and hurt.  “Anger that they would leave us alone, would abandon us to ourselves.  And the shame, yes, I know that too.  As if somehow it is all your fault.  If only you had been faster or smarter then maybe they would still be alive.”

Gryle shifted on the bed, raising his head and studying the sellsword with tear-filled eyes, but Aaron barely noticed, so deep was he in a sea of emotion, barely treading water as waves of his pain mixed with theirs washed over him, threatening to drown him.  “We could lose ourselves in it,” he said, speaking to himself now, “it would be so easy.  To let the anger and the hurt swallow us.”  And for a moment, he knew it would be easy.  That he could do it himself, could surrender to the pain and the sense of loss, to that sense of being betrayed by a world that cared nothing for him or any of his own wishes.  It would be such a simple thing—only a matter of letting go, of giving up.  

“No,” he grated, shaking his head, forcing himself against the waves of despair that crashed around him, “we will not do that.  For to do that, to give up, would be dishonoring the memories of those we lost.  They still live on.  Within us.  All we must do is remember.  No matter how much pain the memories bring, no matter how much hurt, those memories cannot steal the joy given to us by those we lost.  Nothing can take that except us.  And there are others out there who still need us, who are counting on us.  We cannot let them down.”

“But how?”  Gryle asked, his voice thick with emotion.  “How are we supposed to let it go?  To move past it?”

Aaron blinked, turning to look at the chamberlain.  “Any way you can, Gryle.  But you will move past it.”  He turned to Caleb.  “Because they would have wanted us to.”

Caleb let out a watery sigh and nodded as he wiped at his eyes.  “But it hurts.”

“Sure it does,” Aaron agreed, “and that’s okay.  The pain is what lets us know we’re alive.  The dead, after all, feel nothing.”  He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder.  “It’s not a crime to feel pain, lad.  But it is a crime to wallow in self-pity while the world burns around you.”

The youth swallowed hard, but he nodded, and when he spoke there was steel in his voice.  “You’re right.”

“Yes,” said the chamberlain, rising from the bed and wiping his eyes.  “I think…I think I would like to see Michael.”

Caleb nodded.  “Me too.”

“Alright then,” Aaron said, offering his hand to the chamberlain.  “Welcome back, Gryle.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-One 

 

Aaron stood in the doorway, watching silently as Caleb, Michael, and Gryle sat on the floor of Gryle’s room in the castle, dozens of small, toy soldiers scattered around them.  The two boys talked in excited voices as they moved their troops.  For the moment at least, they seemed to have forgotten about their loss, of the hole that the old woman, Beth, had left in their lives when she died.  For now, they were only children playing and laughing together.  Aaron watched them with a burgeoning wonder intermingled with sadness.  Such days, such moments, he knew, were all too uncommon, and all too quick to pass.

It is good, to see them so, Co said.

Yes.  

Grinning, Michael moved one of his troops—a small toy soldier on a small toy horse—forward, knocking over one of Caleb’s men.  The thirteen year old boy, possessor of the Virtue of Intelligence and, therefore, probably the smartest person alive, groaned and fell backward as if slain himself, and Michael burst into laughter, jumping on top of him.  The two wrestled, and despite the obvious difference in size and strength, it wasn’t long before Michael sat atop a defeated, but laughing, Caleb.  Aaron watched them, unaware of the small smile on his face, not daring to move lest he should break the spell of the moment.  

Finally, the boys finished their impromptu wrestling match, and took their seats once more, out of breath and grinning.  “Your turn, Gryle,” Michael said.

The chamberlain started.  “So soon?” he asked.  He glanced to Caleb as if hoping for salvation, but the youth only nodded, clearly struggling to suppress a grin.

“I’m afraid so, sir.”

The chamberlain swallowed hard and nodded, studying the arrayed troops before him with deep concentration.  The two boys shared an amused look as Gryle reached toward first one figure, then another, always bringing his hand back, as if unsure.  Finally, the chamberlain hesitantly moved a small, toy archer forward, glancing at the two boys for approval.

Caleb nodded thoughtfully.  “A very wise move, sir,” the youth said, his grin widening.  “Unless I do this.”  Then he moved his own troops—two toy horses and riders—forward, knocking over the groaning chamberlain’s archers.  

Gryle sighed heavily, shaking his head.  He started to say something but before he could, the two youths leapt forward, tackling him, and in another moment they were all laughing and wrestling on the ground.  Aaron listened to the childish laughter intermingled with the chamberlain’s own, and thought that he had never heard anything so fine.  Then thoughts of the coming battle, always in the back of his mind, rose to the surface, and his smile slowly faded.  He hoped they would have many more such moments.  He hoped their grief would leave them be, and that they would continue to find pleasure in each other’s company.  But, most of all, he hoped he would not have to watch them die.

It is time, Aaron, Co said into his mind, the council gathers.

Aaron nodded, studying the three for one more moment before turning and walking away.

 

***

 

“Thank you all for coming,” Isabelle said.  “First, you should know that I have received word from the armies of Cardayum and Galia.  Cardayum, it appears, is less than a week outside of the city, with Galia only a few days behind.  Captain,” she said, turning to Brandon Gant, “are we prepared for their arrival?”

The older man grunted, running a hand through his salt and pepper stubble.  “As ready as we can be, Majesty.  We’ve got nearly all the city’s skilled laborers constructing new barracks, but with the influx of men and women volunteering to fight, it’s all they can do to keep up.  It seems to me that we’ll have no chance of providing housing for so many.  The armies will have to camp outside of the city.”

Isabelle nodded.  “I would be lying if I said it did not bother me that we cannot show them more hospitality than that, but it seems there is no other option.”

Grinner snorted.  “Hospitality.  What matters that?  We’ll all be dead in a few months anyway.”

“I think we might show them some hospitality sure enough, Majesty,” Hale said, ignoring the other crime boss and grinning.  “Seems to me the fellas could all use a bit of a romp.”

General Yalleck, representative of Avarest and commander of its armies, frowned.  “Surely, you cannot mean you wish to have a party.”

“You’re damn right I do,” the big crime boss said, “one of the finest these bastards have ever seen.  Send ‘em off good and proper, we will.”

“A party,” Grinner muttered.  “Might as well call it what it is—a wake.”

“Councilman Grinner,” Isabelle snapped, “that will be enough out of you.  The decision to attack has been made, and though you may not like it, it stands.  I do not wish to hear anything else on the matter, am I clear?”

Grinner’s face twisted with rage.  His bodyguard seemed to sense it, and he tensed, ready to attack should the crime boss only give the order.  Aaron found his own hand creeping toward the handle of the sword strapped at his back, but finally the old man’s expression regained some semblance of calm, and he only nodded.  “Of course, Majesty.”

Hale barked a laugh.  “Gods, but it seems you can teach an old mongrel new tricks, after all.”

Several people in the room shared in the man’s laughter, but Aaron was not among them.  Foolish, he thought, studying the old crime boss.  Hale should have left it alone.  He knew enough about Grinner to recognize that the man was not one to forgive any slight, no matter how small.  And though he might feign obedience now, that would mean little when he felt himself in a position of power.  Aaron had heard tale of some animals that would pretend to be dead, even going so far as to allow scavengers to take small chunks out of their flesh only to leap up at the last moment and kill them.  Grinner, he thought, was a man much like that.  He would allow the small bites now as long as he felt confident that, in the end, he would have his meal.

You think he means to try something?  Co asked.

I don’t know, Aaron thought back, but we’ll have to keep our eye on him.  

“Still,” Isabelle said, turning back to Hale, “it seems to me that now would not be the best time for a party.  The citizens are tense because of the approaching battle, and the soldiers no doubt doubly so.”

“But don’t you see, Majesty?”  Hale said.  “That’s the perfect reason to have a throw down.  I’ve seen some of these fuckers been standin’ in the volunteer lines, and pardon me when I say so, but they’re either young enough not to know what it feels like to get their rods wet, or so old as to not remember.  Why not give ‘em once last chance?  Better they go into battle with the memory of some whore’s sweet cunny to keep them company than fear for—”

“That will be quite enough, Councilman Hale,” Isabelle said, her face growing a deep shade of red.  “You’ve made your point, and more thoroughly than I would have liked.”  She seemed to consider for a moment, then finally turned to look at Aaron.  “What are your thoughts on the matter, General Envelar?  Surely, our time would be better spent elsewhere.”

My first thought, Aaron considered, troubled, is that I wish you would learn to make your own decisions.  A diplomatic queen was one thing; one who allowed herself to be led around by the opinions of others was quite another.  “Actually, I think it’s a pretty good idea.”  Several of those gathered in the room looked at him with surprise at that, and even Hale himself grunted as if shocked.  Aaron shrugged.  “One night isn’t going to suddenly teach farmers how to be soldiers or clerks how to wield a sword or bow instead of a pen.  All of us here know that even if we somehow gain victory in the coming battle, the road there is going to be paved in blood and the corpses of those brave enough to fight.  Make no mistake,” he said, meeting each person’s eyes in turn, “there are dark, bloody days ahead and, for many of the soldiers—for many of us gathered here in this room—they will be over sooner than we’d like.  In those dark moments, it might be a good thing if they can remember what it is they’re fighting for.”

“Well said, lad!”  Hale shouted, thumping the table with his fist.  “If you weren’t so damn good with that blade you carry, you could have been a poet.”

Isabelle seemed to consider that for a moment then finally she glanced at Avarest’s representative.  “General Yalleck, your own opinion?”

The small man rubbed a hand along his chin thoughtfully then finally nodded.  “I find myself agreeing with General Envelar.”

“Any opposed?”  Isabelle asked, glancing at each of the members of the council in turn except for Grinner whom she pointedly ignored.  When no one voiced any objection, she nodded.  “Very well, then it is settled.  Now, there is one last thing I would like to discuss.  Soon, there will be three armies gathered here, in Isalla, my kingdom.  The army belonging to our dear late brother, Ellemont,” she said, sparing a solemn glance at Adina, “as well as my own and Queen Adina’s.  Three armies with, until recently, three different leaders, each expected to obey their own masters.  Well, it is my belief—as it was that of my and Queen Adina’s beloved father—that a man may not serve more than one master.  It causes hesitation where there should be none, and suspicion and questioning where decided action is needed.  Therefore, I propose that my sister, Queen Adina, be given full reign and rule over these three separate armies until such time as the battle has been won.”

Adina snorted at that, but all around the room people were nodding as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.  “Wait a minute,” Adina said, looking around the room, “you can’t be serious.  Surely, this must be a joke.”

“Seems right sensible to me, your Queenliness,” Hale said, giving her a wink.  “Those bastards are already going to have enough to worry about out there without tryin’ to remember which queen they’re supposed to be bowin’ to.”

General Yalleck nodded in agreement, “A wise decision, Majesty.  For as any leader of men knows, confusion often kills more quickly than any blade.”

Hale grinned.  “If that’s the case, General, maybe you ain’t been doin’ it right.”

The representative of Avarest’s face turned red at that, but he remained silent.  Adina looked aghast and turned to Brandon Gant.  “Captain, surely you understand the lunacy of this?  You can’t really believe this is the best way.  Why, I have never before led men in battle, and I know nothing of the strategies of war.”

“Forgive me, Queen Adina,” the captain said, running a hand over his scruffy chin as was his habit, “but I think Councilman Hale and General Yalleck are right.  Simpler’s always better in war.  Besides, it isn’t as if you’ll have to lead the troops—there’s enough assholes among us to manage that, I’ll warrant.  But it does men good to have a clear understandin’ of who they’re fightin’ for.”

Adina’s face had gone pale, and she seemed moments away from bolting.  “But I’m nobody to them.  My own soldiers, sure, but the rest—”

“Know enough about you to know that what you’re sayin’ now ain’t true, Majesty,” Captain Gant said, his voice kind and sad at once.  “Why, you’re Queen Adina, a woman of royal blood, daughter of King Marcus himself, a woman whose beauty is celebrated the length and breadth of Telrear.  But what’s more, you are the same woman who avoided Belgarin’s grasp in Avarest when his men came for you, the same woman who had the courage to take action and travel, pursued, on a ship to her recently murdered brother’s capital city, Baresh, in an effort to thwart Belgarin’s conquest of it.  The same woman who then had the courage to travel to her sister’s lands in search of an alliance, not for herself, but for the people of Telrear, to even save said sister from assassination at the hands of an even greater threat.  You brokered a peace with your brother, King Ellemont, and helped lead Perennia to a victorious defense against impossible odds.  All this, mind you, before travelin’ back to your own kingdom and wresting it back from the hands of greedy councillors with only a handful of friends to help you.”

Adina was shaking her head before he’d finished.  “But…that’s ridiculous.  I didn’t do all of those things and certainly didn’t do them alone.  Aaron saved me in Avarest, just as May and the others saved me in Baresh.  And as for the battle fought here, I had nothing to do with it.  Aaron is the one who led the Ghosts out against Belgarin’s armies, and General Yalleck, Hale, and Grinner, they are the ones who showed up in time—as well as Ellemont—to keep the city from falling.  What little involvement I had in any of those things, none of them could have been accomplished without my friends and all of you gathered here.”

Brandon Gant gave her a regretful smile.  “Princess, we are all gathered here because of you.  Had you not come to warn us, none of us would have known of the threat, and Queen Isabelle—gods protect her—would have been killed by that monster Kevlane and replaced without us ever knowing.  As for you not doing it all on your own, well, what of it?  Generals don’t go to wars alone either, Princess.  Though, wars’d be a lot more palatable if they did, I’d wager.  Instead, they have their soldiers—their friends—to help them.  Just as you have had yours.”

Still Adina was shaking her head, looking around the room desperately.  She finally turned a panic-stricken expression on the sellsword.  “Aaron, tell them please.  Tell them that this is wrong, that they should choose another—any other.  I…I cannot do this.”

Aaron stared at her for several seconds, knowing what he needed to say, what had to be said, yet hating himself for it, for the love and desperation he saw in her eyes, for the need he felt in her through the bond.  “I’m sorry, Adina,” he said finally.  “But they’re right.  It should be, it has to be you.  We others gathered here, we can command the men.  If we must, can lead them into battle.  We can ask them to fight for us, and they will do it.  But the name they shout when they go into battle will be, must be yours.  Yours is royal blood.  Once, I didn’t think that meant anything, but, for you at least, I was wrong.  As Brandon said, none of us would be here without you.  I…”  He paused, meeting her eyes and trying to make her understand, “I would not be here, without you.”

“Aaron,” she said, “please.  You can’t mean—”

“But I do, Adina,” he said.  “I do mean it.  You are the only one who can do it.  I’m sorry.”

Adina stared at him with a shocked expression, and he could see that she felt betrayed.  “Do you know what you ask of me?” she asked no one in particular.

Aaron knew all too well.  If she was the leader, then the deaths of those soldiers would belong to her in a way they would to no one else.  Yet he knew, too, that it was how it had to be, for when the killing started, the soldiers needed to be worried about not getting stabbed, not trying to remember who they took orders from.  Finally, she nodded.  “Very well,” she said, and there was a pain in her voice that Aaron didn’t like.  “If you are all agreed, then I will do this.  But only until the battle is over.”

Captain Gant gave her a sad smile.  “Of course.  Only until the battle is over.”

The conversation moved on, and they spoke of more mundane things—the supplies for the army, the exact number of troops that they would be able to field, and the logistics of moving the consolidated army.  Aaron only half-listened, for no matter how much Adina spoke on the other topics with intelligence and forthrightness, he could feel, through the bond, the sense of betrayal and hurt that still lingered within her.

She carries it all now, Co said, her voice said, as my father once did.  If they are her men, then they are her losses, and if we fail, it is her failure.

Yes, Aaron thought as he watched Adina, and I brought her to it.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Two 

 

Adina stood on the walls of Perennia, gazing out at the approaching army.  Her army.  The wind was biting as winter drew near, but she did not move to pull her cloak tighter.  The cold she felt could not be diminished by something so simple, for it was a coldness that grew inside her with each passing day, one that crept through her heart and soul as the battle drew closer.  

Below her, Perennia’s soldiers went about their training, grunting and hissing as they swung their practice swords against one another, their breaths pluming in the chill air.  In the past weeks, the army had swelled as men and women volunteered, all too aware of the fact that their lives and the lives of their loved ones would be forever shaped by the coming battle.  Farmers dropped their pitchforks, clerks lay down their pens and parchment, and more than a few prostitutes traded their silky dresses for trousers and boots, their perfumes and fans for swords and shields.  It was, they all believed, the beginning of a new age.  But in her darker moments—which were most of them, now—Adina did not see a beginning.  Only an ending.  For she had witnessed some small sample of the forces arrayed against them, and no matter how hard she searched, she could see no hope of victory in the coming battle.

Aaron would have said that the battle must be fought just the same, and she believed him.  But that did not stop the dark foreboding that grew in her soul.  The men and women who trained below her, who laughed and joked when one of their number tripped or dropped his practice sword, were her people.  They might owe their allegiance to her sister, Isabelle, but in naming Adina queen, the council had made them all hers in a way they had not been before.  Thousands upon thousands of men and women in search of a better life believed they would find it if they followed Adina and the others.  And when she walked among them, they bowed and saluted with fists to chests, confident that she would guide them, would show them the way.  

But how can I show them, she thought, when I am so very lost myself?  Still, she was careful not to show them her fears, fears that were growing day by day into certainties.  It was one of the things her father had taught her what felt like a lifetime ago:  in the end, a leader could be wrong, could be mistaken, but he could never be uncertain.  For uncertainty, he had said, was the reason by which nearly all endeavors failed.  It was the crack in the armor of a great knight that left him exposed to harm, it was the infection in the hoof of a proud war-horse that brought it down before battle was even joined.  

And so she smiled, and she nodded.  And she lied.  She walked out to greet them and watch their training, her face an expression of unquestionable confidence and courage that, in the end, the day would be won.  She laughed with them, sharing a joy she did not feel.  She returned their salutes, pretending a courage she did not possess.  And all the while, the infection of uncertainty spread through her, eating away at her insides.

“Good evening, Majesty.”

Adina turned to see Captain Gant moving up to stand beside her, and she forced yet another smile that did not wish to come. “Good evening, Captain.  All is well with you, I hope?”

Brandon smiled, but there was little humor in it.  “I don’t think all will be well with any of us for some time yet, but I thank you for asking just the same, Majesty.”

“Please,” Adina said, “can it not be ‘Majesty’ or ‘Queen’?  Can I, just here, tonight, be only Adina?”

Brandon considered her for several long moments then finally nodded, giving her a grin that reminded her of simpler times, when she had been but a child in her father’s castle, and he but a household guard.  “Very well, Adina.  Now, will you tell me, I wonder, what it is that you are doing up here on so cold and dark a night as this?  My patrolmen seem half convinced that some wraith has risen up out of the fields of the dead, escaped the clutches of Salen himself, and come to haunt our castle walls.”  

He said the last with laughter in his tone, but Adina found that she could not share it.  That, just then at least, was beyond her.  “How did he do it, Brandon?  How does anyone?”

“Your father?”

She nodded.  “Yes.”

The captain considered that, rubbing a hand along his chin.  “I can’t say as to how he did it.  King Marcus was unlike any man I have ever met, a better one than a no-account man like myself has a right to know.  He was intelligent and kind, a legendary general in his own right, but he was much more than that.  It seemed to me, sometimes, that there was no limit to the amount of worries and troubles he could hold on his shoulders, and he would do so with a smile on his face.  But, as I said, your father was no ordinary man.  And you, Adina, are no ordinary woman.”

Adina sighed, staring out into the darkness at the coming army, their torches blazing in the night.  “How do you do it, Brandon?  You command troops, have commanded them.  When Kevlane attacked, I know that you…lost several men.”

Brandon grunted and nodded, his own expression solemn as he followed her gaze out into the darkness.  “Men who died by my order, yes.”  He breathed a sigh of his own.  “I am a simple man, Adina.  I am not wise like your father was, and I lack his grace, his confidence that good will win out.  I cannot give speeches to stir men’s’ souls, as your father did.  I cannot inspire men to be better than themselves, to rise above themselves, as he did.  For me, I honor those who have fallen the only way I know how—I remember them.  And, if you’ll forgive an old soldier’s poor attempts at philosophy, I believe that, in the end, to be remembered is all anyone truly wants.  And for those who yet live…” he paused, shrugging.  “I give them what little strength I have.”

Adina nodded slowly.  I give them what little strength I have.  She forced herself to stand upright, felt a resolve building in her.  She was not her father; she was not as strong.  But she would do her best to be what they needed her to be.  She owed them that, at the least.  She turned to look at him.  “I think I would like to go down now, Captain.  I have squandered enough time on self-pity.”

The captain bowed his head, but not before Adina saw the sad smile on his face.  “As you say, Majesty.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Three 

 

“Check the stores, open and count every barrel,” Leomin grumbled, shuffling down the city street.  May had been given the role of procuring and overseeing the supplies the army would need for its march.  Leomin had to admit that it was a role well-suited for her strengths, but that didn’t mean he appreciated being constantly sent off on one errand or another.  Somebody really needed to explain to her that Leomin was not her employee, nor her servant.  Not him, of course, but somebody.  

What made the job all the worse is that the storage houses holding the army’s supply of food and equipment were scattered throughout the city, and Leomin didn’t think he was imagining the blisters rising on the bottom of his feet from all the walking.  But did May demonstrate any sympathy when he arrived back at her office, making sure that his face and body showed his exhaustion?  No, of course not; she only scolded him for not being faster, as if it were a crime to stop in at a tavern from time to time for a drink.  Walking, after all, was thirsty work.  

He was headed toward the next storehouse—the third and thankfully last of the evening—and thinking self-pitying thoughts when a woman with long dark hair caught his eye as she stepped into a tavern across the street.  Had that been Seline?  There was no way to be sure as he’d only caught the barest of glimpses, and the streets were even more crowded than normal as the men and women of the city busied themselves readying for the war in whatever way they thought best.  Judging by the raucous laughter coming from the tavern, some at least, had decided that the best way to prepare for what was coming was to get stupidly drunk.  This happened to be a sentiment with which Leomin whole-heartedly agreed, yet it was not the reason his gaze rested on the tavern’s door.

Seline.  A name and a reason both and, so far as he was concerned, he’d never heard better of either.  It had been nearly three weeks since he’d spoken to her last, since she’d whispered her name only to dart away before he could respond, and each day that passed without seeing her was a special agony of its own, an agony that was, in a strange way, pleasant.  Still, over the last several days he’d found himself growing increasingly impatient to see her, to speak with her again.  

Yes, Aliandra said in his mind, her voice thick with sarcasm, I’m sure all you want to do is talk with her.

“Among other things,” Leomin said distractedly.  “You see, dear Aliandra, one of the most extraordinary gifts the gods bestowed upon the race of men was the ability to speak while doing…well…”  He paused, his face flushing.  “A variety of things really.”

Oh, you don’t have to tell me the truth of that, Leomin, the Virtue responded.  I discover it anew each time you go on one of your random—and often inane—rants, and I find myself once more disappointed with the fact that you have not forgotten to breathe and passed out.  Still, we live on hope, do we not?

Leomin frowned, but he did not argue.  Out of all the lessons his life had taught him, none was more prominent than the fact that a man should never argue with a woman, if he could help it.  And if he couldn’t…well, they made cemeteries for such as those.  But had it been Seline that he’d seen entering the tavern?  There was, he supposed, only one real way to find out, and surely May’s errand could wait a few minutes.  

He’d barely taken a step when the Virtue spoke into his mind, her tone full of warning.  I would not, were I you, Leomin.  It was not her—if you were not so moonstruck you would have seen it as well as I.  

“But how can you be sure?”  

The same way that I’m sure you’re not a stupid cow—though sometimes you give a fair enough impression.  The look’s all wrong.  For one, the woman who just walked into that tavern was fair-skinned, not tanned as is this Seline of yours.  For another, her nose was much too straight.  This woman that you have become indescribably, unreasonably infatuated with has a nose that could make the gods weep.  It’s as if the two ends of it are trying to meet together in the middle of her face and have a conversation.

“That doesn’t seem fair or charitable,” Leomin said.  “Besides, one might think that you are just jealous—she is quite a beauty, after all.”

Aliandra snorted.  A beauty, you say?  Gods, but what passes for attractive these days is enough to make me mourn for older times.  As for jealousy, Leomin, in my time, I was known throughout the lands, by men and women both, as the fairest lady to have ever graced this earth.  For you to even think that I might be somehow jealous of that…that cow—

“You’ve said ‘cow’ already,” Leomin interrupted.  “Anyway, you say you were known by men and women both?”  He grinned wickedly.  “Frequently, one imagines.”

What, exactly, are you implying, Leomin?

Leomin heard the danger, the warning in her tone, and immediately his grin vanished. “Nothing of course, my lady.  I am sure that you were a sight to behold, one more glorious in your coming even than the sun itself.  One whose fey, unearthly beauty was not even matched by the many faces of the moon.  One who left all who were privileged enough to look upon her wee—

Enough, Leomin, Aliandra said abruptly, but he could hear the pleasure in her voice.  There is a time and a place for flattery, and this is not it.  Anyway, though your flattery is far from the worst I’ve seen, it still leaves something to be desired.  Such compliments as you give could be used on any woman—it is better, you see, to focus on specifics.  It is better to admire a woman’s well-turned ankle, perhaps, or to comment on her lustrous hair.  Do you see?

“I think so,” Leomin muttered, and a man walking by in the street stared at him with suspicion.  And what was that about?  Had the man never seen someone talking to himself before?  Anyway, I believe I understand you, Aliandra, he thought, but…you have no hair or ankles—

It would be best, Leomin, the Virtue of Charisma said, her tone not charismatic at all, only threatening, if you left it there.

“As you say,” Leomin said, starting toward the tavern.

Leomin, Aliandra said, must I threaten to tell May that you decided the task she’d given you was not important enough to warrant your full attention and that, instead, you chose to stop by a tavern in search of ale and a bed-full of whores?

The Parnen froze, his eyes going wide.  “But that…that isn’t true.”  A woman walked past with a son no more than five years of age, and she scowled at Leomin as she picked the boy up and hugged him to her chest as if she thought he might float away.  The Parnen smiled and waved.  

It’s close enough to it, Aliandra snapped back, and even had I not spent a lifetime learning to manipulate others into whatever I wished, do you really suppose it would be all that difficult—given your past…exploits—to make May believe it?

Leomin frowned.  “No.  But you would not do such a thing, surely.  We have known each other for many years, you and I, and you would not betray such a bond as that.”

Test me, Leomin, if you dare.  Who knows?  Perhaps May will show patience with you, though the gods know she’s shown little enough of it in the past, and your antics have caused her no end of grief over the years.  With her now being largely in charge of coordinating the army’s supplies and materials, I suspect she would be even less inclined to suffer nonsense than normal.  But, then, who am I to say?  I don’t even have ankles, after all.

Leomin cast one more look at the tavern across the street and sighed heavily.  “May is not my boss,” he muttered, though even he had to admit that he didn’t sound convincing.

No?  Aliandra said.  Forgive me, I’m sure it is as you say, and I will make sure to inform her of such the next time I see her so as to avoid any unnecessary confusion on her part.

Leomin grunted.  “Fine, I’m going.”

Ah, Aliandra said, I thought you might.

 

***

 

Thirty minutes later, Leomin arrived at the gate to the city’s largest store house.  Two guards stood outside, eyeing the people who walked by as if at any moment they might try to force their way in.  Not that Leomin blamed them.  People, he’d found, responded in many different ways to the idea of imminent danger, such as an approaching battle.  Some suffered upset stomachs, some boasted and bragged and sharpened their swords until the blades were keen enough to cut air.  There were also those who saw danger as an opportunity, a chance to shed the veneer of order that, in normal times, kept society in check, an opportunity to dive head long into chaos, looting, and worse, committing crimes that they would otherwise never have dreamed of. 

“Good afternoon, sirs,” he said to the two guards as he stepped to within a few feet of them.  “I hope that the day finds you warm and well.  I myself have had a fine morning and—”

“What do you want?” one of the men interrupted, and Leomin did not miss the man’s hand resting on the sword at his side.

The Parnen sighed.  “Well, as civil discourse seems to be out of the question, I suppose I would like to check out the storehouse.”  He glanced around as if someone might be trying to listen in then leaned closer to the soldiers.  “To make sure everything is there, you understand.”

The guard who’d spoken snorted.  “That right?  And I suppose you maybe want to try the wine too, do you?  Make sure it hasn’t been poisoned, the gods forbid.  And since you’re such a charitable fellow, maybe you can take a run at my wife, see that she isn’t spoiled for me.”

Leomin’s eyes grew wide.  He had been with many women—many wives—but he had never had a man offer his wife up in such a fashion.  “Well,” he said, considering, “normally, I would be happy enough to take you up on your offer, you see, but I have only recently met someone and—”

“Gods, this bastard can’t be serious,” the guard said, turning to his companion.

The second guard leaned in as if to see Leomin better, never mind the fact that he stood only a few feet away.  “Hold on a minute, what did you say your name was, fella?”

“I didn’t,” the Parnen said smiling, “but my friends call me Leomin.”  He paused, “Of course, my enemies call me it as well, seeing as it’s my name.”

The guard grunted.  “And bells in your hair to boot.  You wouldn’t happen to be the same Leomin come with Princess Adina and General Envelar, would you?”

Leomin beamed.  “I do so have that honor.”

The guard nodded, turning to the first.  “Best let ‘em in, Tanner.  I’ve heard enough about ‘em to know him for who he is.”

The first guard, Tanner, frowned.  “I don’t care if he’s Nalesh, the Father of the Gods, himself; if he ain’t got a pass, he ain’t gettin’ inside.  Besides, how you know it’s the one you heard of?  Parnen are rare enough this far north, I’ll grant you, but that don’t mean there couldn’t be more than one of ‘em about.”

“More than one with bells in his hair that dresses…”  The guard waved a hand at Leomin’s multi-colored, mis-matched attire.  “…Like that?”  

The first guard opened his mouth to speak, but Leomin withdrew the paper May had given him.  “I have this, if it helps.”

The guard scowled, taking the paper and reading through it before looking back to Leomin.  “Well, why in the gods didn’t you show us this in the first place, man?”

Leomin shrugged.  “I had thought that perhaps some friendly conversation—”

“Aye,” the second guard said, grinning, “best watch this one, Tanner.  Word is, he’s friendly enough and then some.  Were I you, I wouldn’t be makin’ any more offers as far as my wife’s concerned, for if half what I hear about this one is true, he just might take you up on it.  Why, I know a couple of fellas in the guard that’d like nothin’ better than to meet this fella here in a dark alley, a sword in their hands.  A few women too, so far as that goes.”

“I find that a warm tavern is better for such talks,” Leomin offered.

The second guard turned back to the first.  “You still think he ain’t the one?”

The one named Tanner nodded.  “Alright then.”  He handed the order back to Leomin, and he and his companion swung the gates open.  “Go on through.  The gods know why the general’s got a woman lookin’ over logistics—havin’ a queen now, that’s all well and proper, but what’s a woman know about war and killin’ and the like?”

Leomin swallowed hard, shooting a look behind him and half expecting to find the club owner there, her long hair like flames, her eyes dancing with a soon-to-be-quenched rage.  “I would not say such in public, were I you, friend.”

“No?” the guard sneered.

“No,” Leomin agreed.  “Not, at least, if you enjoy breathing.”

The man rolled his eyes, but said nothing further as Leomin walked past.  Two more guards waited at the entrance to the storehouse itself, and this time Leomin offered the paper without comment, hoping to save some time.  The more he thought of it, it really might have been Seline that he’d seen entering that tavern, and if he hurried he might still catch her before she left.  He did his best to avoid fidgeting impatiently as one of the guards pulled out a key and unlocked the door.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Leomin said, then he was walking inside.  They closed the door behind him, and by the lights of lanterns hung on the walls and ceilings, Leomin could see row after row of barrels, so many he could not see the other end of the storehouse.  Moaning, he took the other paper May had given him from his pocket.  On it was a list of items ranging from dried meat to apples to spurs to cooking kettles.  Dozens of items, hundreds of them.  It would take him hours to count them all, to make sure everything was as it should be.  If it had been Seline that he saw, she’d be long gone by the time he was able to finish and make it back to the tavern.

Well, Aliandra said, and Leomin did not miss the note of wicked glee in her voice, the only way to get finished is to get started.

Leomin sighed and started toward the side of the room then froze when movement caught his eye.  Fears of another assassination attempt rose in his mind, and he could not help the squeal that escaped him as he spun and saw his attacker only a short distance away.  Only, his attacker wasn’t attacking at all but sitting on the top of one of the barrels, and it wasn’t one of Boyce Kevlane’s creatures, as he had feared, but a woman.  The movement he’d seen had been her crossed legs swaying back and forth.  Very fine legs, he couldn’t help but notice before his gaze traveled upward to her face, and he gasped in surprise.  “Seline?”

She cocked her head, studying him.  “You say my name as if you only half remember it.  Disappointing after you tried so hard to get it.  It’s almost enough to make a woman depressed.”

Leomin winced.  “I…forgive me, madam.  I would, of course, never forget your name.  I was only startled that’s all, and—”

“I’ll say.”  She grinned.  “That is twice now I have heard you scream like a woman, Leomin.”

“Battle cry,” Leomin muttered.  “High-pitched noises, you see, they tend to frighten people.”

She laughed then, a rich, warm laugh, without shyness or coyness as he so often heard in the laughter of most women.  It was a laugh that said she cared nothing for the world or what it thought of her, a laugh free of fear or worry, of deceit or manipulation.  “I imagine it would be quite scary to any cats in the area—they’d think one of their own was being murdered, and most terribly.”

Leomin cleared his throat.  “Forgive me, madam, but I must admit at some surprise to see you here.  It seems that, no matter how much I go looking for you, I am never able to find you, yet you turn up in the least expected of places.”

“Oh, Leomin,” she said, batting her eyelashes, “have you been looking for me?”

He smiled.  “Some small bit, I’ll admit, though I assure you my intentions are pure.”

She sighed, lifting an apple to her mouth and taking a slow bite.  “That is unfortunate.  Pure intentions are so very boring.”

You’re losing her, Aliandra said, enjoying the game of it all despite her earlier words.  The woman might not be the most beautiful creature in the world, and her manners left something to be desired, but she had style.  That she had in excess.  Give her a compliment.  Remember, compliment something that is hers, not that could be anyone’s or no one’s.  

Leomin opened his mouth to do just that, but found that he could think of nothing to say.  Seline watched him expectantly, and he wanted to speak, tried to force the words out of his mouth.  He’d been in situations almost exactly like this hundreds of times with hundreds of women, knew hundreds of words to say and how to say them.  But now, staring at her with the mischievous glint in her eye, her nose slightly bent in a way that was endearing instead of off-putting, Leomin realized those words, so often used, felt cheap and without substance.  They did not belong here, they did not belong laid at the feet of a woman such as this, for they were poor, crude things for one such as she.  For though there was always truth in such words, there was the lie, too, and she would hear it, would know it for what it was.  

Stop thinking and say something, Aliandra said, and do it quickly before she thinks you’ve been struck dumb.  

Still, Leomin hesitated, unable to find the words.  Leomin.  After all these years of me telling you to shut up, don’t listen to me now.  Something real, something true, and whatever you say don’t mention her—

“Your nose,” Leomin said.

Seline’s eyebrows drew down.  “Excuse me?”

Oh, gods be good, Aliandra said.

Leomin cleared his throat.  “That is…your nose is…is…” 

Tell her truth, Leomin.  There are no sweeter words than the true ones.

“Crooked,” Leomin blurted, and his eyes grew wide with shock as the word escaped his mouth.  

Seline frowned at that.  “If this is the way you woo all of your women, Leomin, I’ll be shocked if there’s ever another.”  She hopped off of the barrel and started stalking away, tossing the half-eaten apple behind her, which Leomin caught on instinct.

Leomin watched, stunned, as she moved toward the back of the storehouse.  “The door is—”

She turned.  “Never mind the door, Leomin.  People in my profession rarely use the front door anyway.”  She raised an arched eyebrow.  “I suspect my nose would be a whole lot more crooked, if I did.”

Gods, Leomin, Aliandra said, truth, but not that much.  You do not batter a woman over the head with truth, but only use it as a seasoning to sweeten the lie, to make it more palatable.  I feel like I’ve told you this a thousand—

“Your nose is crooked,” Leomin said, forcing the words out, “but that’s not a bad thing.”

Seline looked at him as if he were insane.  Which you are, of course, Aliandra said, and Leomin could hear the judgment in her voice.

“I believe that most people would disagree with you on that,” Seline said.

“Perhaps,” Leomin admitted, “but they’d be wrong.  Your nose would work no other way, for it is yours.  And if it is crooked, then all noses should be so.  It does not detract from your beauty, for it is only a part of it, just like all the rest.”

The woman turned fully to face him now, a slight smile on her face.  “Better, Leomin.”

What!?  Aliandra said—practically yelled—in his mind.

The Parnen winced, but nodded.  “You asked me before if I had searched for you.  Well, I have.  I have searched nearly every tavern and inn within the city.  I have searched in the darkness and in the light, and even when my searching is done and I lay my head down to sleep, still I look for you.  If you are not beautiful, then beauty does not exist.”

The woman gave him a rueful smile, but he thought he could see vulnerability in her eyes, mixed with something that, on another person, he would have called fear.  “So you have an affection for unwanted things, is that it, Leomin?  Do you also care for wounded animals, I wonder?  Are you a patron of ugly paintings and terrible music?”

Leomin was shaking his head before she was finished.  “You are not ugly, and if you are terrible then you are terrible in the same way that a sunrise can be said to be terrible, or a storm, beautiful and fey and terrible, yes.  And there is nothing about you that makes you appear wounded.  Far from it, in fact.  You are not wounded at all, but strong; you are one of the strongest women—the strongest people I have ever met.”

She studied him, her expression serious.  “You don’t know me,” she said in a flat voice.  “Not all wounds bleed, Leomin.  The worst ones never do.”

“You’re right,” Leomin said, “I do not know you, my lady.  But I would like to—if you would let me.  Perhaps, I could take you out for dinner or…”

The woman watched him for another moment, then the intensity left her gaze, and whatever mask she wore against the world fell into place once more.  She gestured to the paper in his hand.  “You’ve come to check the stores, is that it?”

“Yes,” Leomin said, hating that she’d donned her mask once more, but knowing there was no way for him to remove it.

She nodded.  “Perhaps not dinner then.  For now, let us start with your list, and we can go from there.  Though, I must tell you, I have been here for some time, and it seems to me that all is surely in order.  Unless, of course,” she said, winking, “you count a couple of missing apples as news worthy of sounding the alarm.”

Leomin smiled.  “I think not, lady.”

She grinned, extending a hand to the barrels.  “Very well then.  Lead the way.”

 

***

 

It is cruel, what you do to him.  

Seline rubbed at her temples.  You know, when you made your proposition, you did not make it clear to me that I would be forced to have a nagging grandmother in my head all day with no way of shutting her up.

Grandmother!? the Virtue of Speed said, clearly offended.  That is unfair.

Yeah?  Seline thought back as she followed the Parnen further into the storehouse.  Well, then, welcome to the world, Speedy.  Sometimes, things just don’t work out the way we think they should.

That is not what I meant, and you know it.  He likes you.  Surely, you see it.

Then he is a fool, Seline snapped back.  And I cannot help him, would not even if I could.  You know why I am here, why I have come to the city, and it was not to meet a man and fall in love.  

No one ever plans on falling in love, Davin said back, his voice sad, it is one of those things that just happens with no explanation or warning at all.  Like rainbows or summer showers—

Or the pox, Seline finished.  And spare me your thoughts on love.  I have heard such words from men before, and they almost always came before pain or shame or both.

The things you have suffered…you must understand that this man is not like those.

All men are like those, Seline thought back, the familiar anger rising in her chest as the memories threatened to escape the room in her mind in which she’d locked them.  Deep down, they are all the same.  She turned to look at Leomin’s back as he opened up another barrel and examined its contents.  And even if he is not, still it makes no difference.  My mission has no room in it for love or anything else.  My life has no room for it.

A life with no room for love is a sad life indeed.

Perhaps.  But it’s mine.

It doesn’t have to be.  Even if what you say is true, and even if you must finish your task first, then perhaps after, when you’ve returned—

You know as well as I what I intend to do, Virtue, Seline thought wearily.  I think we both know that there’ll be no returning from it.  

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Four 

 

Aaron ducked under the sword as it cut through the air where his head had been a moment before.  He flowed under it, and, in the same motion, lunged forward, lashing out with his own blade only to have it turned aside, his opponent moving with the fluid grace of a dancer, parrying the blow and spinning away.  The man gave him a grin, and Aaron returned it, feeling better than he had in weeks.  And not just better, lighter.  It was only here, with a sword in his hand, matching skills with another, that he could, for a time, set down the burden he carried.  It was an odd thing that the only place he seemed to find peace was in battle.

Not odd, Co said, odd is a man wearing his left boot on his right foot, and his right boot on his left. This qualifies as strange, at most.  

Fine, Aaron thought back, as he and his opponent circled each other slowly, their sides facing, their swords between them, then call it strange, if you’d like, Firefly.  That does not change it.

Co started to answer, but just then Aaron’s opponent sprang forward in a blur of motion, his sword leading, and Aaron was focused only on defending.  What followed was a flurry of attacks, parries, and ripostes as each man fought to gain some advantage over the other.  Finally, after what might have been a minute or an hour, the rapid blows ceased, and they stepped apart as if on cue.  

Darrell, the swordmaster who had been facing off with Aaron, wiped an arm across his forehead.  “Your parries are faster.”

Aaron laughed.  “What can I say?  I’ve had a lot of practice with all the people trying to kill me lately.”

The swordmaster grinned.  “A professional hazard, you’d have us all believe, but then you forget that I know you.  I expect it is more just a product of your personality.”

Aaron shook his head, returning the smile.  “Keep it up, old man.  Still, I must admit you are functioning quite well in your senility.”

The swordmaster raised an eyebrow.  “Senile, am I?”

“You both are, so far as I’m concerned,” came a mumble, and they turned to see Sergeant Wendell watching them with something like awe on his face.  He mastered his expression and shrugged.  “Oh, you’re both good enough at swingin’ those swords around, I’ll grant you that.  But you ain’t got to be so happy about it.  There’s more to life than fightin’.”

Aaron nodded solemnly.  “Drinking, I imagine.”

Darrell winked.  “And whoring too, let’s not forget that.”

They both shared a laugh, and the sergeant frowned.  “Say what you will, but I prefer keepin’ my blood on the inside, and my sword in its sheath.”

“Then you’ve nothing to worry about I’m sure, Sergeant Wendell,” Darrell said.

“At least from the whores he can afford, “Aaron said, and they laughed again.

Aaron walked to the sergeant and offered him the wooden sword he’d used handle first.  “Speaking of keeping your blood on the inside, I think it’s time for you to practice.”

Wendell frowned, but he took the practice sword.  “And just who am I supposed to fight then?  I don’t have no interest in practicin’ with either of you—look more like dancers than soldiers.  You ask me, you both ought to be wearin’ dresses and be accompanied by a lively harp.”

“Know a lot about dancing then, do you?”  Aaron asked.

“He ought, as much time as he spends watching it,” Darrell commented.

“Laugh all you want, you bastards,” Wendell said.  “Now, who am I to fight?  Show me the fella.  I’d just as soon get it over with, just so long as he fights proper, like a man should.”

Aaron grinned.  “Oh your sparring partner will be along directly, I imagine.”  He looked over the training grounds.  Dark would be here in two hours, and the troops were done for the day, so they mostly had the grounds to themselves except for the Ghosts, led by Bastion, who stood on the other end of the grounds, training together.  Aaron was surprised to see that their ranks had swelled considerably.  The most promising of Perennia’s troops had been inducted into what Isabelle had decided would become Perennia’s elite company of soldiers.  

The young giant, Bastion, caught Aaron’s gaze and saluted, his fist hammering into his thick chest.  As Aaron returned it, he heard footsteps behind him and turned.  Whether in a dress or in close-fitting leather trousers and tunic as she now wore, Adina always caused his heart to speed up when he saw her.  She carried a helmet in the crook of her arm.  Her long hair was tied behind her back, and she looked every bit some warrior goddess.

Wendell noticed her, and his eyebrows climbed up his forehead, threatening to go into his hairline.  “Hold on a minute, you can’t mean—”

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Adina said, nodding her head as she came to stand beside Aaron.  

“Queen Adina,” Darrell said, bowing even as he grinned at Wendell’s obvious discomfort.

Wendell only stood, staring at her slack-jawed for several moments, before turning to Aaron.  “Sir, you can’t mean for me to—”

“I do,” Aaron said, nodding.  “Queen Adina has been in search of someone to practice with, and I thought you’d do well enough.”  The truth was, Wendell had not been his first choice for a sparring partner for her.  There had been others, but each had fought carefully, clearly terrified of hurting their queen.  

Wendell grunted.  “Majesty,” he said, turning to Adina, “forgive me, but I can’t fight you.  It…”  He glanced between Aaron and Darrell as if for help.  “Well, it just wouldn’t be proper is all.”

“Proper?”  Adina asked, a warning in her tone.  “And why is that, Sergeant?”

Wendell swallowed hard.  “Well, Majesty, that is…you’re a woman.”

Adina nodded.  “Yes, last I checked.  Now, I wonder, Sergeant, what it is you find improper about that?  Is it that you believe a woman incapable of fighting?  Or,” she said, frowning, “is it that you believe she has no right to defend herself as a man might?  That she should stay at home and cook supper and mind the kids while her man takes care of her?”

“I didn’t say that,” Wendell said, holding up his hands.  “A woman can do a lot more than cook supper and mind the kids, and that’s a fact.  Why, there’s breakfast and lunch…”

He trailed off, rubbing his head and refusing to meet Adina’s glare.  “Kiddin’ of course, Majesty.  Just a little soldier’s joke.”

“In my experience,” Adina said, her tone frosty, “jokes are meant to be funny, are they not?”

“I reckon so,” Wendell managed.  “Still, it ain’t just that you’re a woman, Majesty, but…well, you’re the queen, ain’t ya?”  He turned to Aaron, his expression desperate now.  “Gods, General, I ain’t tryin’ to offend, but what if I was to hurt her?”

Aaron shared a grin with the swordmaster before turning back to the sergeant.  “Don’t worry, Wendell.  I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

Darrell handed his own practice sword to Adina who took it with thanks.  The swordmaster and the sellsword stepped back, giving the two room.  Wendell was tentative at first as if fighting with a child, but soon Adina’s skill became clear, and it was all he could do to keep her lightning-fast attacks at bay as he backpedaled.  Darrell stepped in from time to time, giving the two of them pointers—mostly, Aaron noted, the sergeant—before letting them resume.  Soon, a crowd began to gather as the Ghosts drifted over to watch the spectacle of their sergeant matched against their queen.  They laughed as the sergeant was knocked down by one of Adina’s sweeping legs.  Still, for all his complaints, Wendell was a competent fighter with years of experience, and not all of the touches went to Adina.  Aaron would have judged them even, or close enough.  

Fifteen minutes passed, yet neither showed any signs of stopping aside from the short breaks when one scored a point, and they would return to their starting positions, the sergeant grinning.  He also noticed that the crowd had swelled further, and a glance around the training grounds showed that more people—mostly women, some wearing the simple garb of soldiers, others in linen dresses, and one or two who were obviously noble—had come to see the display, shouting and clapping along with the rest.

Aaron studied the faces of those women—and men—who had gathered and noted the adoration in their eyes as they watched Adina, their queen, sparring.  It’s a start, he thought.

It was a good decision, Co said, sending a runner into the city with news of the match.  I suspect that the barracks will be even more crowded tomorrow with fresh recruits.  Not to mention the obvious effect it will have on the troops’ morale.

Yes, Aaron thought back.  And we’ll need all the morale we can get, in the coming days.  

He turned away from the crowd back to the match and sighed as he saw that the sergeant had somehow contrived to take off one of his boots and held it in his free hand like a weapon.  “For the gods’ sake, Sergeant, put your boot back on!”  

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Five 

 

Boyce Kevlane stood in the inner courtyard of Belgarin’s castle, pleased that, here, at least, he could wear his own face instead of that of the long-deceased king.  He’d been forced to wear the face often of late, speaking with one council member or another, and he was coming to hate it more and more each time he looked in the mirror.  Maintaining the face and body of Belgarin was a constant drain on his bond with the Virtue of Adaptation, weakening him, and above all else, Boyce Kevlane hated weakness.  He had made an oath to himself, thousands of years ago, while lying broken but not able to die on the ground beneath Caltriss’s castle, that he would never be weak again.  It was a vow he had only reaffirmed in the following years while he had been a subject of sport for the barbarian tribes.  Each time they had cut into his flesh, each time they had broken and battered his body and waited only long enough for the power of the bond to heal him before beginning the torture once more, he had promised himself a life of strength, a strength so great that even so much as the mention of his name would strike fear through the world.

He looked forward to the day—soon now, so very soon—when he would cast off this guise, and let the people of Baresh see the face of their true master.  Soon.  But not yet.  The tournament was only weeks away, and each day more and more warriors filtered in for their chance at the prize, a fortune they believed would secure the future of them and their progeny for generations to come.  Not that the man who won would ever live to accept the money, of course.  Or, at least, if he lived, he would have no interest in money any longer, but would be Kevlane’s creature through and through, birthed from pain and dedicated to obeying the mage’s every whim with unquestioning loyalty.  Soon, that loyalty would send his creatures marching over the length and breadth of Telrear, butchering and slaughtering any in their path.  Telrear first and, in time, the world.

From the warriors that came, Kevlane would be able to fashion creatures greater than those he had used so far.  They would be stronger and faster, creatures to make the people of the earth tremble, to make them try and fail to wake themselves from a living nightmare.  “And you will be the first,” he said, staring at the creature standing before him.  The creature’s eyes studied him, and though its expression was devoid of any emotion, Kevlane could see an unbridled rage, held in check only by the power of the Art, dancing within those dark orbs.  

The creature that had once been Captain Savrin did not answer, and Kevlane had not expected it to.  Like those who had come before him, the transformation had robbed him of the ability to speak, had left him devoid of human emotions and the weaknesses inherent within them.  All emotions, that was, except for rage, and the lust for blood and death, and that was as it should be.

These traits he shared with the others, but that was where the similarities ended.  For if the others were fast, he was faster.  And while those creatures Kevlane had created thus far sacrificed much of their speed for their impossible strength, or much of their strength for their unnatural speed, this one had sacrificed neither.

Part, Kevlane knew, was because the man known as Savrin had been a warrior born and bred, a man of nearly unmatched speed and skill with the blade.  But most, in truth, had been the man’s will to live.  A will that had allowed Kevlane to continue his work, weaving Art and pain together, long past when weaker men would have succumbed and died.  “You are so very special,” the ancient mage whispered, running a hand along his creation’s scarred face.  The creature did not move or stir but only stood, staring at him blankly with that dead gaze.  “Now then,” Kevlane said, “let us see how truly special you are.”

He motioned to three cloaked figures standing on one side of the courtyard.  They stepped forward, swords dragging furrows in the grass as they moved.  They were creatures of speed, built for it, and with a thought, Kevlane sent them racing to the opposite end of the courtyard where they turned and faced the entity once known as Savrin.  

Kevlane made his way to the edge of the courtyard, out of the way.  The creature, Savrin, had no weapon, and that was as the mage wished it.  Kevlane pulsed a thought to the three creatures, and they responded by dashing forward in a blur of lightning-fast motion, coming at their opponent from three different angles.  Savrin only stood there as if he would be cut down, but at the last moment, as the three blades were only inches away from him, his body contorted and twisted so each missed him by a hair’s breadth.  He turned to look at the creatures who’d now charged past him to the other side of the courtyard, his face expressionless.

They charged once more, again approaching from three different angles.  This time, however, Savrin did not wait, but launched himself toward them with such speed and power that the dust and grass of the courtyard billowed behind him in a cloud.  The first died from a fist to the throat, slammed to the earth so hard that Kevlane fancied he felt the ground tremble beneath his feet.  As the creature fell, Savrin casually grabbed the sword from its lifeless hand, easily deflecting the blades of its companions.

The first made it past, but the second didn’t make it out of Savrin’s reach in time.  He grabbed its arm, pulling it toward him and burying the blade in its stomach.  The creature tried to get away, but Savrin gave a vicious tug, jerking the sword up, and the creature’s struggles abruptly ceased.  Savrin let the dead thing fall in a bloody heap on the ground before turning to the last of the three.  Kevlane’s creatures did not feel fear, for he had stripped it from them, so the creature charged forward despite the inevitable conclusion.  It was fast, but Savrin was faster, knocking its blade wide, and his own sliced cleanly through the creature’s throat as it charged past.  He did not even turn to look as the creature took three stumbling steps and crumpled to the ground.

“Delightful,” Kevlane said, experiencing a thrill unlike any he had felt in a thousand years.  This was the death of Telrear, the death of Aaron Envelar and all others who opposed him.  He motioned to the last of the three cloaked figures, standing at the opposite end of the courtyard, a monstrous, eight-foot-tall brute, its unnaturally thick, slab-like muscles shifting and twisting beneath the fabric of its cloak.

The hulking monstrosity let loose a roar that would have sent any normal man fleeing in fear then charged forward, each heavy foot-fall crashing like the hammer of the gods as it struck the earth.  Savrin only watched it come, his face expressionless.  When it was within range, the creature swung a massive fist powered by an arm thicker than a man’s thigh at its opponent’s face.  Savrin’s hand shot up and, in a feat that any would have thought impossible, caught the giant’s fist, stopping the fearsome blow.

He knew that the creatures were without emotion, yet Kevlane fancied that he could see a hint of surprise in the hulking beast’s face.  Savrin’s grip tightened, his hand twisting, and there was an audible crack as the giant’s arm shattered.  Savrin let the creature’s hand free, and the twisted arm fell to its side, hanging at an unnatural angle.  If the giant felt any pain, it did not show it, swinging its left arm in a wide, sweeping strike that would have knocked Savrin’s head from his shoulders.  Instead, Savrin knocked the blow aside with an almost contemptuous backhand, and another crack split the air.  Then, before the monstrosity could react, Savrin exploded forward in a burst of motion, his fist striking and sinking into the hulking figure’s chest until his hand and half his forearm were no longer visible.

The two figures stood frozen for a moment, staring at each other, then Savrin ripped his arm free in a shower of blood and gore, stepping lightly back as the giant creature swayed and toppled, slamming onto the earth.  Savrin’s hand was coated in blood as he turned to Kevlane, studying him with that blank expression as if waiting for his next order.

Kevlane grinned widely.  “Yes,” he said.  “You will do.  You will do quite well.”

The door to the courtyard opened, and Caldwell entered.  The bald advisor glanced at Savrin then back at Kevlane before giving a low bow.  “Master, forgive me for disturbing you.”

“What is it, Caldwell?”

“A message has arrived for you, sir,” the advisor said, retrieving a sealed parchment from the inside of his tunic and offering it to the mage.

Kevlane stared at the seal for several moments.  He knew the seals of each of the leading houses of Telrear, made it his business to know, and this belonged to none of them.  “Odd,” he said, “that some unknown house might address a letter to their king, no doubt hoping to curry favor.  Still, Caldwell,” he continued, his tone full of displeasure, “I do not understand why you thought to bother me with it.  I must imagine that such letters are common enough.”

“So they are, Master,” Caldwell said, and Kevlane frowned as he noticed that the advisor’s face was pale.  “Many such letters come addressed to King Belgarin, and I have taken it upon myself to avoid bothering you with them.  This letter, however, did not come addressed to Belgarin but…to you.”

Kevlane’s frown deepened as he turned the letter over.  As the advisor had said, it was addressed to Boyce Kevlane.  Anger…and something else—not fear, never that, for gods felt no fear—rose in Kevlane as he broke the seal and unrolled the parchment.  

Kevlane,

I apologize for reaching out to you so, and for the anonymity I must insist upon, but I think it for the best.  I am writing to you to let you know that your goals are my own, that your enemies are my enemies, and that, soon, there will arise an opportunity for you to achieve your goals and crush your enemies all at once.  I assure you that I mean what I say, and that I pose no danger to you or to your plans.  He who bears this letter is a friend and confidant, yet even he does not know the nature of what this letter contains, only to whom it is addressed.  

Await my next correspondence and, if you choose to act upon my advice, I may promise you that the blood of your enemies will follow.

Yours

And that was all.  No signature, not so much as a mark to identify the man who’d written the letter.  Kevlane considered, tapping a finger on his chin.  His unnaturally long life had taught him many things, not least of which was a degree of caution, something the bastard Envelar had forced him to relearn in the few encounters they’d had.  Still, his many years had also taught him that opportunities of this magnitude arose rarely, and a wise man did not dismiss any option until he had first fully explored it.  He turned to the advisor.  “And the man who bore the letter?”

“He awaits your pleasure in the dungeon, Master.  I thought it best to keep him there to avoid any possibility of him speaking to any of the guards or nobles of the secret he carries.”

Kevlane nodded, “Very good, Caldwell.  Now, tell me of him.  What did he look like?  What is his manner of speech?  Noble or commoner?”

“I could not say for certain, Master, but I do not believe him to be a noble.  He spoke little, but his accent and bearing mark him as a commoner.  He is a large man, well-built, and I believe him to be a fighter or warrior, perhaps.”

“Interesting.  Very well, Caldwell.  Write a letter back for this man to take to his master saying that I am most interested in hearing more of what he has to say.  Tell him that we will pay him whatever sum you think sufficient—enough to guarantee his interest, but not so much that he finds the offer too good to be true.”

Caldwell bowed his head.  “Of course, Master.”  

When Caldwell had left, Kevlane turned back to the creature Savrin who had not moved.  The mage grinned.  “It seems, dear Savrin, that your skills will be put to the test even sooner than I had hoped.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Six 

 

Caleb stood on the walls of Perennia gazing out at the encampments of the Galian and Cardayum armies.  Thousands of tents covered the fields around the castle.  Hundreds of torches and campfires blazed in the early night. From atop the wall, the men and women who moved around those campfires looked like little more than ants.  Fifteen thousand, he thought.  Fifteen thousand at the least.

Yes, the Virtue of Intelligence said, that is an accurate assessment.

Below, soldiers of three armies sat around campfires laughing and talking while others, Caleb saw, sat by themselves.  Each preparing for the coming days in his own way, each knowing where the road he took would most likely lead.  Pain and failure and, eventually, death.  “I wish I could do more for them,” he muttered, wiping at an icy tear that had wound its way down his cheek.  

You do not think of “them” as you say, the Virtue answered, but of the boy.

“Michael.  Yes,” Caleb admitted.  “I think of him.  He has no one left, Palendesh.  No one save Gryle and myself.  I want to help, to keep him safe.”  He paused, swallowing a lump in his throat before continuing.  “But I don’t know what else to do.  I don’t know what else I can do.”

You have done plenty, young one, the Virtue said.  You’ve done all that can be done.  Because of your creations, the army will stand a better chance of success.  Because of you, many men will live.

“Only to die a day later, or perhaps a week,” Caleb said, shaking his head.  “It is too much, Palendesh.  It’s too big.  I want to help them, to save them, but I can’t.  I’m only a kid, only a dim-witted idiot who—”

None of that, the Virtue snapped, anger seeping into his normally relaxed, contemplative tone.  You are not dim-witted.  Now, do you feel that you’ve done everything you can do?

Caleb nodded slowly.  “Yes.”

And do you believe that your being here, freezing through your clothes, instead of down there with the others laughing and sitting next to a warm campfire, will help anyone?

Caleb frowned.  “No…”

Then, the Virtue said, if you ask me, it doesn’t seem like a very intelligent thing to do.

“You think I should go down,” Caleb accused.  “You think I should party with the rest of them.”

Yes.

“Why?”  Caleb demanded, wiping furiously at his tears.  “What’s the point?  We’ll all be dead soon, anyway.  They’ll all be dead.”

Yes, the Virtue agreed, sooner or later Salen takes his due—he always has.  Even one such as Boyce Kevlane shall not live forever, for it is the nature of things to wither and fade.  But don’t you see, young Caleb?  A man cannot guess when Salen’s hand will reach out and take him, any more than he can guess the weather.

Caleb frowned at that.  “But with wind conditions, and the level of moisture in the air, you can get a fairly g—”

Very well, the Virtue said, sighing, perhaps the weather is a poor example, but I am a scholar not a poet.  The point is, happiness is not a destination, young Caleb.  It is a decision we make each day, each moment of our lives.  You can stay up here alone all night, if you like.  You might let the hours pass and refuse your place amidst the celebration that goes on below, but what good will come of it?  In the end, you will have missed a chance to experience some small bit of joy, however fleeting.  And you will be poorer for it.  They will be poorer for it.

“Celebration?”  Caleb said bitterly, “What is there to celebrate?”

Life, young Caleb.  It is the only thing ever worth celebrating.  You are correct that we do not know what tomorrow will bring, but that has ever been true.  You can no more change what is to come than you can change the position of the sun in the sky.  But you can choose how you meet it, and you can choose, no matter when or the manner of its ending, how you live your life.  

Caleb sighed, but he nodded at the Virtue’s words.  “Very well.  I will go down.”

“Caleb?  Is that you?”

The youth turned and saw a man he didn’t recognize approaching from further down the battlements.  “Yes?”

“I need you to come with me, lad.  There’s a problem with some of the orders you requested from the smiths, and they’ve some questions.”

“They’re working still?”  Caleb said, frowning, “Tonight?  I had thought everyone took a day off for the party.”

The man grunted, shrugging.  “Don’t ask me, young sir.  I only know what I’ve been told, and the smith sent me here to get you.”

Caleb’s frown grew deeper.  “What smith?”

The man laughed, rubbing his head sheepishly.  “What smith, you ask?”  He shook his head as if in thought.  “Who can say?  All the bastards look the same, you ask me.  Anyway, I’ll show you to him, and you can settle whatever questions you might have.”

Once, only a few months after Caleb’s mother had left him at the inn in Baresh, Caleb had been wiping up some spilled ale from the hardwood floors.  Nearby, a table of three guardsmen sat, talking.  One was recounting the events of the day, as he had only just come off shift, describing how they had arrested a man for thievery.  The guard explained that the man had none of the stolen merchandise—jewels, mostly—on him when they found him, but they’d known he was the culprit just the same.  

They’d known, he said, because when they’d questioned the man about it, he displayed several signs which indicated deceit.  Signs such as repeating questions when asked—a common attempt to buy time to formulate a response—fidgeting, and being needlessly vague, avoiding specifics.  A half-heard conversation he’d paid little attention to at the time, but one that, thanks to his bond with Palendesh, he could recall in perfect detail.  He studied the stranger in front of him, watched him shift from foot to foot.  Normally, he would have taken it as no more than simple impatience, but the man had asked his own question back to him, had he not?  And not even being able to remember the name of the smith who’d sent him…

“You’re lying,” Caleb said, a warm feeling of achievement rushing through him.

“What?” the man said, surprised.  “Why would I lie about that, young sir?”

Caleb frowned, taking a step back.  He didn’t need to look behind him to know that the stairs were six paces away, nor did he need to consider it to know that it would take him two seconds to reach them, three if he was careful, an allowance for the cobbles beneath his feet, slick from a freezing drizzle earlier in the evening.  The man stood four paces away.  It would be close, but Caleb thought he could make it to the stairs with a second, perhaps two to spare.  Still, he needed to buy himself a little more time.  “Very well,” he said, “I thank you for coming, I only need to—”

He turned around and ran mid-sentence, buying himself another second or two as the man unconsciously waited for the youth’s next words.  

“Hey!” the man yelled.  Caleb could hear the stranger’s footsteps on the stone walkway behind him, but he did not turn to look.  Instead, his attention was focused on staying in the center of the walkway where the most foot traffic had been, the patrolling guards doing much to thaw the accumulated ice.  He heard the man behind him, close now, and Caleb spun, lashing his hand out as if he were throwing something.  The man flinched on reflex, as Caleb had expected, veering to the side of the walkway.  He let out a shout of surprise as his foot caught a patch of ice, and Caleb saw the man’s legs fly out from under him as he crashed to the walkway on his back.

Well done, Caleb!  Palendesh exclaimed.  Now hurry, before he gets up.

And Caleb did exactly that, turning and starting down the stairs.  He scanned the battlements for some of the patrolling guards, but without much hope.  He knew that in another five minutes, the guards patrolling the section of the wall on which he stood would make it back around to this side.  For now, though, their sight of this small section of wall would be obscured as they approached the corner tower.  This told Caleb a few things, but the most important for now was that the man who had accosted him had known the guard’s patrol path, knew that it took them a total of thirteen minutes to make their rounds, and that only during this one-to-two minute span would this section of wall be out of their view.  

His mind raced as he flew down the stairs, approaching the bottom.  A planned, well-coordinated attack, that much was obvious.  And, Caleb realized with a chill as he stepped off the stairs that it was likely the man wasn’t acting alone.  A tell-tale sound came from behind him, and Caleb spun, but not in time to dodge the dagger hilt that slammed into his head, knocking him unconscious.

The man stared down at the boy crumpled on the ground, shaking his head.  “Slippery little bastard, ain’t you?” he said, sliding the dagger back into his belt.  He knelt, checking to make sure the boy still had a pulse.  Grunting with satisfaction, he rose, and a moment later his companion descended the steps.

The man held his hand against a bloody wound on his forehead, his face twisted in anger and pain.  “Fucking little bastard nearly killed me.  I damn near busted my head wide open.”

“It would serve you right,” the first said.  “He is only a child, after all.”

The wounded man hocked and spat, drawing his own dagger from the sheath at his side.  “I say we gut the little fucker here, get it done with.”

“And I say you should worry more about getting a bandage on that wound than killing children,” the first said.  “Anyway, you know the boss’s orders.”

The other man grunted, “I know ‘em well enough, but the boss ain’t the one with the knot on his head the size of a fucking apple either, is he?”

The first man studied him for a moment, his hand coming to rest on the handle of his own dagger.  “Are you saying we should ignore the boss’s orders?”

The anger faded from the wounded man’s face as he met the eyes of his companion, noted where his hand lay.  Finally, he sheathed his own blade.  “’Course not.  I was just pissed off, is all.  Come on—I’ll get his legs.”

 

***

 

Gryle set the empty glass down on the ground with the exaggerated care of a man who’d drunk more than his limit.  He opened his mouth to yawn and before he could stop it a mighty belch came out.  He clamped his hand over his mouth, his face heating in shame and embarrassment, but the soldiers with him only laughed, one reaching over and clapping him on the back.  “Better out than in, chamberlain,” one said, “that’s what my mother always told me.”

“Yeah,” another said, grinning, “it’s what his wife always tells him too.”

The men gathered around the campfire erupted in laughter, and the first man shook his head, grinning.  “My wife ain’t never said such a thing, and you wouldn’t have heard it even if she had.”

“Of course he did!” another exclaimed, “Probably after crawling under the bed when you got home.”

Another chorus of laughter, and Gryle realized to his surprise that he was having a good time.  He hadn’t intended to come to the party tonight, had meant only to spend the time in the room he and Michael used, the one the boy had once shared with Beth.  The room still smelled of her, still felt of her, as if some part of the old, kind-hearted woman still lingered after she herself had gone.  The boy had been sleeping for some time, and Gryle had been sitting at the small table drinking tea, comforted by what felt like Beth’s presence in the room, when May walked in.  Or stormed in, rather.  The club owner, he’d found, rarely walked anywhere, but she stormed often enough. 

She’d taken him outside in the hall, and invited him to join the night’s revelry.  “Invited,” of course, meaning that she gave him a powerful enough tongue lashing that he did not doubt he’d be sore in the morning, telling him he needed to get on with the business of living, that he couldn’t hide away in a room for the rest of his life.  Gryle tried to explain that he hadn’t been hiding.  The only problem was that, of course, he had been, and they both knew it.  Desperate and running out of reasons, he explained that he could not leave the boy alone, not with all that had happened in the city.  That was when May produced the soldier, Bastion, as if she were some magician pulling a magic trick.  

“Oh, I could not go,” Gryle said, “not and leave Bastion suffering in my stead.”

The young giant only grinned.  “No suffering at all, chamberlain.  The truth is, you’d be doin’ me a favor.  I like the little lad—all the soldiers do.  Besides, I did drinking enough for three men last night, and I’m middling sure another such would kill me.”

And so Gryle came, making his way through the city gate to the camps where the soldiers of the three armies talked and laughed and, of course, drank.  That most of all.  He’d intended to find some quiet campfire to spend a few hours in retrospection and remembrance.  Instead, he’d barely just sat down when a group of six soldiers—the six still sitting gathered around him, listening intently now as one of their number told a hardly credible story about the time he’d slept with five women in the same night—came up and sat down beside him.  

They all seemed to know him by name, though Gryle was sure he’d never met any of them before, and it wasn’t until one started telling the story of Gryle hitting several men with a church pew that the chamberlain realized that news of his exploits in Galia—such as they were—had traveled through the army.  They had laughed and guffawed at that but, so far at least, none of them had asked him to lift them up or toss them into the air, so that was something.  Though he suspected it was only a matter of time.

Still, the truth was, despite himself and his own misgivings about coming tonight, he was happy.  He was also hopelessly drunk.  Drunker than he had ever been, certainly, as his tutors had taught him long ago that a civilized man should never drink to excess.  Tonight, though, it seemed that the moment his tin mug was empty, it was miraculously filled with ale once more.  Oh, he’d drank to excess alright, and then he had drank past it to a place where the figures of the men before him blurred indistinctly, and his head felt as if it had been stuffed with wool, his thoughts muddy, unclear, and always vaguely humorous.

“Forgive me,” he said, rising uncertainly and swaying on his feet until another man reached over from his place by the fire to steady him.  “Thank you for that,” Gryle said, nodding his head, “I think I must excuse myself for a moment.  The ale…”  He lost the thread of what he’d been about to say, so instead he only waved his hand vaguely.

“Sure,” one man said, “closest privy’s that way.”  He pointed, and Gryle studied the outstretched finger with blinking eyes as if it were some puzzle he was trying to solve.  Then he stumbled off in the direction, he hoped, that the man had indicated.

“Gryle, you’ll come back though, aye?” another called.  “I want to hear more about those fellas you hit with that pew!”

“Count me in for that story as well,” another said.

“Ah, let ‘em go,” a third said, “he’ll be back soon enough.  Just needs to drain the wax from his candle’s all.”

“Yeah, or take a shit.”

“Hey, speaking of shit, have any of you poor souls caught sight of Palar’s new wife?”

There was a chorus of laughter at that, and Gryle found that he was grinning as he stumbled his way into the darkness, his hands out before him as if he were blind.  He’d been walking for ten minutes, winding his way between campfires, waving as his name was called in greeting, yet he still wasn’t any closer to finding the privy when a man walked up out of the darkness, stepping into his path.

“Gryle,” the man said, grinning wide, “I heard you was around.  Thought I’d seek you out; it’s the least I can do to buy an ale for the man who saved Queen Isabelle from that assassin!”

The man pushed a mug of ale toward him, and Gryle took it out of reflex.  “Wasn’t me…” he managed, “was…in Avarest.  Aaron…”

“Aye,” the man laughed.  “Oh, we’ve heard stories of you well enough, chamberlain, ain’t no need to be modest.  Now please, have a drink, on me.”

Gryle meant to tell the man that he’d had his share and then some, meant to find some polite way to decline, but the next thing he knew he was turning the cup up, its contents pouring down his mouth.  There was a strange taste to the ale, and he wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his tunic—even in his drunken state, he felt some small amount of horror as he realized what he’d done.  “Tastes…little funny,” he said.

“Oh sure it does,” the man said, nodding, “that’s the part that gets you drunk.”

Gryle nodded thoughtfully at that.  “Makes…sense,” he said.  “Now, sorry.  Got to…go.  Need to…”  He took two stumbling steps, feeling as if he weren’t in control of his own body.  He opened his mouth to finish what he’d been about to say, but he realized he couldn’t remember what he needed to do.  Something that had seemed important at the time, surely, and he stood, swaying dangerously, as he considered it.  He was still considering it when whatever it was in the beer hit him, and he collapsed to the ground without a sound.

The man’s smile vanished in an instant, and he glanced around him.  People everywhere, but no one paying too much attention or raising an alarm, and why should they?  It was a party, after all, and the fat man would be far from the only one who wound up on the ground drunk.  In fact, he had a mind to be one of those bastards himself.  But first, he had a job to do.  He motioned to the shadows of a nearby tent, and a man stepped toward him, shooting his own looks around the camp as he approached.

“Bastard fell like a chopped tree.”

“Damn near knocked me off my feet,” the second agreed.

“Well,” the first said, eyeing the unconscious man at his feet, “best go get Jansen.  I don’t mean to throw my back out lugging this big fucker around.”

 

***

 

Three men stood in the shadows, staring at the inn.  It had only just been reopened after the bodies had been carted off, the blood cleaned from the floors as well as it could be, and what would not wash away…well, most taverns had a little blood on the floor, and that was alright.  The inn was dark now, as those who would normally be drinking and partying within it had left to take part in the night’s revel instead.  Any who were left were most likely sleeping.  

One of the men spat.  “Can’t say as I like this much, snatchin’ a kid up like some bogeyman out of the stories.  Shit, it’s one thing to roll a drunk or a fool, but this…”

“…Is our job,” one of the others said.  “No one said you had to like it, did they?  Now, quit your bitchin’, and let’s get the thing done before my pecker frosts over and falls off.  Damn these northerners and their weather anyway.”

“You heard the boss,” the third man agreed, “the boy’s…what do you call it, collateral, like.  Make sure the others stand in line, if there’s any problems.  And anyway, you ought to be glad you didn’t get the assignment some of those other poor bastards did.  That Envelar is a son of a bitch, but he ain’t one I’d like to walk up on with murder on his mind just the same.”

The first man sighed, but did not argue, setting off after the other two as they stalked toward the tavern door.

 

***

 

“Thank you, friend Everett,” Leomin said, raising his mug to the barkeep, who grinned and nodded in turn before heading farther down the bar.  He produced a rag from his back pocket and began to wipe down the counter.

A good time to clean, Leomin supposed, as there were no customers in the inn save for himself.  They were all out drinking and whoring at the revel, a place where, normally, Leomin would have been, but he had not felt like going and so he had stayed at the inn, enjoying the solitude.  Or so he told himself.  The truth was, he missed Seline.  Her absence, he found, was much like the sores a man sometimes got in his mouth, the ones he could not help running his tongue over and never mind the pain it caused.  The ones that, he thought, would heal, if only the man would only let them, if only he would let them.  Yet he was no more capable of doing so than any other, and so he felt over her absence, explored the bitter ache it caused in him, as he sat and drank.

Of course, Aliandra said, most men are fools.  

Leomin did not argue, for there was really no argument to be made, and his mind was elsewhere anyway.  It had been nearly a week now since Seline had met him in the storehouse and assisted him in counting the tally for May.  They talked and laughed, and from time to time Leomin got the feeling she actually liked him, that he was slowly chipping away at her armor.  Near the end of the tally, he was feeling better about things with her than he could have hoped, feeling that, just maybe, she might not vanish again like some fey creature upon the sun’s rising. 

With these comforting, exciting thoughts in mind, he bent to the last barrel, removing the top and looking inside at the carrots that filled it.  “And that does it,” he said, relieved as he screwed the top back on.  “Thank you for not disappearing again.”  He turned back only to sigh as he realized that was exactly what she had done.  

He contemplated going after her.  After all, she could not have gone far, for she had been talking only moments before.  Finally, though, he decided against it.  She had chosen to leave, for it to end there for the time being, and she would offer him no thanks should he hunt her down against her wishes.

He’d spent the last week at various taverns throughout the city, not really searching for her, as he had come to realize that doing such was a futile endeavor.  As always, she would find him when—if some dark part of his mind thought—she wanted to.  Instead, he had focused his energy on making himself as easy to find as possible, slowly making a circuit of the city’s many taverns.  He’d even gone so far as to return to the storehouse again.  He’d made it halfway through recounting the supplies before he decided she was not coming, not that night, at least.

And what if she never comes again? he asked himself.  What will you do then?

I imagine, Aliandra said, that your heart will continue to beat, and the breath will not leave your body.  Gods, Leomin, but I have told you countless times, never fall in love.  Tragedies are made from such things.

“Lives are made from such things,” Leomin muttered.

“What’s that?”

He looked up to the barkeep.  “Forgive me,” he said, “I was talking to myself.”

The man grunted and went on about wiping the counter as Leomin took another drink of his ale.  Truly, Leomin, Aliandra said, do you really like this woman so much?

I do, Leomin thought back.

The Virtue sighed in his mind.  Well, I expect she will return soon enough.  For reasons beyond my understanding, she seems to find you charming.  The gods, it seems, possess an odd sense of humor.

“Charming?”  Leomin whispered, a smile creeping onto his face.

I said she finds you charming, the Virtue said.  I find you infuriating.

Leomin nodded, the smile widening on his face as he rose from the stool.  “Thank you again for the drink, friend Everett.  I believe that I will go to the revel, after all.”  

He tossed a coin onto the counter and headed for the door, his steps feeling lighter than they had in days.  If Seline was searching for him, it only stood to reason that she would search for him there, among the party.  He had only stepped out into the street when a man ran up to him.  “Forgive me, sir, are you Leomin?”

The Parnen frowned, his mind drifting back to the assassination attempts when he and the others had been targeted.  Still, those creatures had not spoken, could not speak, so far as Leomin could see, and there was nothing strange about this man, no twisting of his features, no unnaturally long arms.  The fact that he wasn’t brandishing a sword was also comforting.  “I am he.”

“I’ve been sent to get you,” the man said, “there’s a woman paid me a gold to do it.”

“Oh?”  Leomin said, doing his best to keep his features calm as his heart leapt excitedly in his chest.  He very nearly told the man to lead on at a run, but he thought that, given the dangers of late, a little caution would be wise.  “What does she look like?”

The man’s brow furrowed in confusion.  “Look like, sir?”

“Yes,” Leomin said.  “Short, tall, skinny, fat, you know.  How does she look?”

“She looks…fine,” the man said, “good, even.  Nearly as tall as you, I’d guess, and thin.”

The Parnen nodded slowly.  He wanted more than anything to go to her, for the woman must surely be Seline, yet something about the way the man acted gave him pause.  There was an almost desperate quality to the stranger’s words, never mind the way he fidgeted…as if he were nervous.  “And her nose?”  Leomin asked.  “How was it?”

“Her nose?  Oh, well, it’s a fine nose, it is.  Quite fine.”

Leomin frowned, studying the man before risking a glance at the tavern door.  Only a few steps away.  Surely, he could make it before the man was on him, could bar the door and—

“That is,” the man said, “so long as you don’t mind them bein’ a bit crooked.”

Leomin turned back, “What’s that?”

“Her nose,” the man said, “it’s a mite crooked, is all.  Seems to me she must have had it broken at one time or another.”

Leomin breathed a heavy sigh of relief.  “Forgive me for my questions, sir.  Please.  Lead on.”

The man nodded, and Leomin followed him off of the city’s main thoroughfare down an alley so dark that the Parnen could not see to the other side.  Gods, but has night always been so dark? he wondered.

I do not like this, Leomin, Aliandra said.  Something seems…off.  Why would the man just not tell you where she is?  Why must he lead you to her?  

I am sure I do not know, Leomin responded, but, then, who can question the doings of one such as her?  You know as well as I, dear Aliandra, that she has the fey about her.  

And you have the stupid about you, Leomin, the Virtue snapped back.  At least question the man further.

Leomin sighed.  “Tell me, friend, what is the woman’s name, again?”

The stranger glanced back, and the Parnen almost thought he imagined a look of impatience before the man gave him a grin.  “You know, I’m afraid she didn’t offer it.”

You see?  Aliandra said.  Why would she not tell him her name?

She did not tell me either, dear Aliandra, Leomin reasoned, not, at least, without cost.  She is a private one, our dear Seline, that is all.

Still, he thought that a bit more questioning might very well be in order.  “Did she seem excited, would you say?” he asked.

“Oh yeah,” the man said, nodding, “damn excited, she seemed.”

Leomin nodded, pleased.  There, dear Aliandra.  Are you now satisfied?

Hardly.

As they walked, Leomin felt his spirits rise, his mood lightening at the prospect of seeing his love again, and he began recounting some of the more interesting anecdotes he knew to the stranger who nodded and grunted in the appropriate places.  They’d been traveling for fifteen minutes when the man paused in the center of yet another alleyway, turning to Leomin.  “Over here,” he called.

Leomin stared down the alley, his eyes squinted in an effort to see through the darkness, and finally he was able to discern two forms moving toward them from the opposite end of the alleyway.  “Friends of yours?”  

“Yeah,” the man said, “something like that.”

“I do not mean to alarm you, sir,” the Parnen said, frowning, “but they seem to be carrying weapons.”

“Yeah,” the man said again, “me too.”

Leomin had only managed to turn halfway around when the stout piece of wood struck him in the back of the head, and he collapsed to the ground.

“Thank the gods for that,” the man who’d struck him said.  “You sons of bitches took your time getting here.”

“Well, we had to make sure no one was around, didn’t we?” one of the others asked defensively.  “Wouldn’t do no good to have the guard called down on us.”

“I’d almost prefer the headsman take his due than listen to this bastard blather for another moment,” the first said, kicking the unconscious man lying at his feet.  “Gods, but I thought he would never shut up.”

“Well,” one of the others said as they walked up, regarding the Parnen’s form, “he seems to have quieted well enough now, so why don’t you leave off your bitchin’ and get his arms.”

The first man spat, “Fine, but if he wakes up before we get there, I’m going to drag my dagger across my own throat, and you bastards can listen to his damn stories.”

 

***

 

Aaron sighed heavily, leaning back in his chair and rubbing a hand across his eyes.  He huddled with Captain Gant and General Yalleck around a table in his office at the barracks.  Maps of the countryside in and around Baresh, as well as of the city itself—maps drawn in painstaking detail by Caleb from memory—lay scattered across the table.  But no matter how good the maps, they would not solve their problem for them.  “I just don’t think it’s possible,” he said finally.

There was a weariness in the slumped shoulders of his companions to match his own.  They’d been looking over the maps and reports, trying to find some weakness in the city’s defenses, some opportunity they could exploit to get inside without being forced to endanger the lives of the innocents living in Baresh.  After all, it wasn’t as if those living there knew they were being led by a monster.  

They’d been at it for hours, and he expected they would be at it for hours more before they found an answer.  If, that was, they ever did.    

You will find a way, Co said, there has to be one.  The gods would not—

Not now, Firefly, Aaron thought back, weary and angry all at once.  Don’t talk to me about the gods—if they are so concerned then they should come down themselves and help, but they won’t, and I think we both know that.

Very well, the Virtue said.  He could tell she wanted to say more, but she must have felt his exhaustion and despair through the bond and chose instead to leave it.  Still, you will find a way, Aaron.

Maybe, Aaron thought back, but without much hope.  But not tonight.  “Why don’t you two take a break?  Go have an ale, enjoy the party.  We’ll get back together tomorrow.”

He could see the yearning for it in their eyes, but Brandon Gant cleared his throat.  “Aaron, the march is only a few days away.  Surely, we can keep looking.  There must be something we missed or—”

“You know there’s not,” Aaron said, his voice quiet, and he saw the truth of the thing in the faces of his companions.  “And, as you say, we march in a few days, and you’ll be no good to anyone if you’re too exhausted to stand, let alone walk.  Now, both of you, take a break.  Go have some fun, maybe play some cards and lose some money, or find a woman to warm your bed.  Morning will come soon enough, and our problems will still be here when it does.”

The two men hesitated, but finally they nodded and rose, each clasping Aaron’s hand before shuffling out.  Once they were gone, he turned back to the maps and reports spread out on the desk before him.  His vision was blurry from hours spent huddled over the table, and a dull ache throbbed in his temple, but he began sifting through the papers nonetheless.  

It was good advice you gave them, the Virtue said.  

“Thanks,” Aaron muttered distractedly as he picked up one of Caleb’s maps, this one showing the western gate of the city in detail and describing the mechanism used to open and close it.  

Good advice for you as well, Co said.  

Aaron laid the map down and picked up another paper, a sketch Caleb had done of the eastern gate of the city, this one facing the wide expanse of the ocean.  He studied it, looking for some inspiration but finding none, then finally he set it down beside the others.  He decided that he would have the boy come and look at the maps himself.  Perhaps he could find some means of entering the city without risking the lives of all of its citizens.  The truth was, Aaron should have asked for his help long before now, but he’d been loathe to put the youth under such stress so soon after Beth’s death, just when some of the pain of the loss had only just begun to leave his face and eyes.  

Aaron leaned his head back, closing his eyes in thought.  A moment later, he jerked awake.  

Aaron, need I remind you again what you told the others?  You will be no use to anyone, if you exhaust yourself.  You need rest.

It was true, and he knew it.  He was tired, and it was an exhaustion that stretched down into his very soul.  But more than sleep, he needed Adina.  Her presence always served to calm him, to give him hope.  She would be out there, he knew, walking among the tents with her guards as she had done the last several days, speaking to the soldiers of the various armies, asking after them and their families or sharing a joke, and leaving them smiling like poleaxed fools in her wake.  Aaron had told her it was foolish to walk among the troops trusting only four guards to keep her safe.  After all, there were thousands of men gathered and any of them might have been an assassin sent to kill her.  But she would hear none of it.  “You wished for a leader,” she’d said, “and I will be one, Aaron.  But I cannot lead while hiding underneath my bed or locked away in a castle room.  And I would not, even if I could.”

They had been brave words, wise ones, and, so far at least, they had been justified.  There had been no attempts on her life, and there had been a noticeable change in the demeanor of the soldiers since she began her daily visits.  She had taken an army of grim-faced men set on a task they knew to be hopeless and had changed them.  Their task was the same, the probability of success still as small, but Aaron knew it wasn’t his imagination that the men walked taller now, smiled and laughed more as if maybe, just maybe, they might survive what was coming.  She had done for them, he knew, what she had done for him so many times.  She’d given them hope.

And right now, I could use some hope.  He pulled on his cloak and strapped his sword across his back, then headed out into the night.  Even here, in the city itself, Aaron could hear the sounds of laughter and singing coming from the army’s camp outside the walls.  He could make out no distinct sounds so far away, but he was reminded of the susurration of the ocean, the steady droning, eternal sound of it, and he found himself smiling as he started in the direction of the camp.

This late at night, the city’s streets were empty and quiet as those  who would have normally crowded them were either asleep or, more likely, seeking what pleasure they could in the throng of people camped outside of it.  

Turning down an alleyway that would serve as a shortcut to the gate, Aaron reached out with the power of the bond, feeling the emotions of those gathered thousands washing over him.  There was fear, true, but there was also courage.  There was despair, but there was also joy and, stronger than all the rest, hope.  But there was something else too, something coming not from the gathered thousands but from closer, much closer, and Aaron frowned.

Aaron, it—

I know, Firefly.  I know.  He was approaching the end of the alley when the first man stepped out of the darkness around the corner of the alley’s mouth.  The man was fast, and he’d been well-hidden, but through the bond, Aaron had known he was coming, had known the exact moment he would step out.  Before the man could swing the club he carried, Aaron lunged forward, grabbing a fistful of the stranger’s hair and slamming his head into the stone wall.  Then he let the man go, and his attacker collapsed on the ground at his feet.  

He hesitated then, closing his eyes and calling on the power of his bond.  When he opened them again, he could see the vague, magenta outlines of bodies, the way people always looked like when seen through the bond.  Four in all, waiting in the street beyond the alley’s mouth.  He looked back and saw four more about to turn down the other end of the alleyway, blocking the direction he’d come.  No choice then.  He drew his sword and stepped out into the street.

The men stood a dozen feet away, spread out and waiting, each of them carrying stout wooden cudgels.  Not come to kill then, but to capture.  They seemed surprised to find him with his sword drawn, but they recovered quickly enough.  One of them held a torch, and Aaron winced at the light, shaking his head and dismissing the power of the bond.  “Silent,” one of them said, “you’re to come with us.”

Aaron smiled grimly.  Here, at least, was a problem he could face, one that he could solve even if the solving of it meant his own death.  “Am I?  And why is that?”

“Never mind the why,” another said, his face an ugly sneer, “you ain’t general tonight, Envelar.  Now, put down that sticker and come peaceably.  Ain’t no reason for you to get hurt.”

“Peaceably?”  Aaron said, his grin widening.  “You really don’t know me at all.  Who sent you?”

“That’s none of your concern,” the first said.  “Now, drop the blade.  We’ve orders not to kill you, but we’ll do what we have to, you understand?”

“Your employer wants the honor himself, does he?”

“Aye,” the man laughed, “something like that.  Now, don’t be a fool.  This is happenin’ one way or the other.  May as well do it the easy way.”

Aaron sighed.  “Your boss should have told you, fellas.  I never do anything the easy way.”  One of the men opened his mouth to speak, but Aaron was already moving, charging the one on his left.  The man swung the club he held, but he was caught off-guard, and it was an awkward attack.  Aaron ducked it easily, his own blade darting forward and taking the man in the gut.  The thug screamed, dropping his weapon, and the screams abruptly cut off as the sellsword’s back-handed slash slit his throat.

Aaron felt the next one behind him, saw, through the bond, the club swinging at his head.  He moved at the last instant, side-stepping it, the length of wood passing so close to his head he could feel the wind from it.  Then he pivoted, kicking his leg out and striking the man in the stomach.  The breath exploded from his attacker in a whoosh, and the thug stumbled backward and fell.  Aaron turned, a humorless smile on his face, to see the other two thugs watching him, their gazes wide and filled with fear.  

“You should not have come,” Aaron said, smiling, and the rage, always so close to the surface, smiled with him as he stepped toward the two remaining men.  He paused, only long enough to plunge his blade into the heart of their companion where he lay gasping on the ground.  The man went silent, and Aaron pulled the blade free, stalking toward the other two.

“Fuck this,” one said, drawing the sword at his side in his free hand, and the other did the same.  

“You should not have come,” Aaron repeated.  Then he charged.  He ducked under the blade of the first and spun inside the man’s guard, drawing the blade at his waist as he did.  Before the thug had time to react, Aaron buried the dagger in the man’s throat.  He was already stepping past before the dead man hit the ground.    

“N-now just wait a minute,” the last said, backing away, his voice shaking.  “Just wait a damned minute here.  I’ll go, alright?  I’ll just go, and we’ll pretend it never happened.”

Aaron stalked closer, matching the retreating man stride for stride.  The sword felt good in his hands, felt right.  This, the rage said, this is what you were made for.  Not planning and strategy, not maps and diagrams, but this.  Death and blood.  “Oh, it’s too late for that.  It’s far too late.”  He rushed forward, and the man let out a scream of panic, swinging his sword and his club in a frantic defense.

Aaron avoided both with ease, gliding around the blows when he could and parrying them when he could not, biding his time.  Before long, one of the man’s swings was too wide, and Aaron knocked the blade aside before burying his own to the hilt in the man’s stomach.  The thug grunted, his hands pawing at the bloody blade impaling him as if somehow he could take it back, as if he could make it go away.  Aaron jerked the blade upward, and the man’s body tensed before going still.  Aaron pulled his sword free, letting the man crumple to the ground at his feet.   

He was waiting when the other four emerged from the dark alleyway, and they hesitated, staring at him.  He stood in the street, a hooded, cloaked figure splattered with blood, his sword down at his side, the blade stained a deep crimson that was almost black in the poor light.  Scattered on the ground around him, visible in the guttering torch lying on the cobbles, were their companions.  Each dead, blood staining the ground beneath them.

The men saw him standing there, some specter of death, and they were afraid, for they had thought they knew the darkness, had thought that, with the lives they lived, they understood it.  But here, before them, stood a creature of the darkness, like some demon come forth to steal not just their lives, but their very souls.  

In that moment, they forgot all about their orders to take him alive.  As one, they drew their swords, and they charged.  They charged, and they died, the man moving among them like some wraith, as ephemeral and shifting as mist, there one moment and gone the next, and always the deadly steel moving with him.

One man screamed as the hand holding his sword was cut free in a shower of blood.  His companions swung their swords at where his attacker had been, but the man was gone, and another of their number grunted in surprise and pain as the length of steel seemed to appear, as if by some cruel magic, lodged in his throat.  Then the steel was gone again, and he fell to the ground in silence.  

Two were left, and from them one man chose to fight, the other to run.  The one who stayed screamed in anger and terror, rushing forward.  He wielded his blade in two hands, swinging it in vicious, heavy blows.  But no matter how fast he was, his opponent was faster, and though his rage drove him, the one he fought was born of fury and knew little else.  The thug met his death with what courage he could, but meet it he did, and then there was only the last, halfway down the alleyway and running still, unaware of the mewling, desperate pleading sounds issuing from his throat.

He was almost at the end of the alley and growing more confident of his escape with each step.  In another few seconds, he would be around the corner and out into the city.  Never mind his orders, never mind those poor, dead bastards littering the street behind him.  He, at least, would live.  He was moments from rounding the corner when something flew out of the darkness, plunging into his calf.  He screamed in surprised pain, hitting the ground hard and rolling across the hard cobbles until he finally came to a rest on his stomach.

Groaning, he looked up and saw with a powerful, unexplainable relief that he’d made it to the street.  He could see the regularly spaced lanterns giving off their ruddy glow.  Through a muddy haze of agony, he could see a woman walking in the distance.  “Help!” he yelled, tears of pain and fear falling from his eyes.  “I need help!”  

Then something latched onto his boot, and he cried out.  Glancing back, he saw that he lay half in and half out of the darkness of the alley.  In the pitch black, he couldn’t make out any of the features of the man holding him; it was as if the shadows themselves had grasped him.  He clawed at the cobbles, screaming as he was pulled back into the waiting darkness.

In the alley now, he could just make out the vague outline of the man standing over him, and the blade he was holding.  He felt something wet and warm drip on his face, and it took him several panicked seconds before he realized it was the blood of his companions.  His friends.  “W-w-wait,” he gasped, “p-please.”  But the blade raised despite his words, preparing for another strike, the one that would take his life.

“T-the boy,” he gasped, “p-please. We have the boy.”

“What boy?” the shadows growled, and the voice did not sound as if it belonged to a man at all.  

“The boy…Michael.  You know the o—”

“Where?”  

A chill ran down the man’s spine at the grating fury he heard in the tone and any thought of refusing to tell the man what he wanted to know vanished in an instant.  He told the darkness all he knew, hoping that, in doing so, he might keep the bloody blade at bay, might be allowed, once more, to walk into the light.  But darkness was not a thing to be assuaged or held back, and it knew nothing of compassion.  The blade ripped through the man’s stomach, and he screamed.  The pain was terrible, excruciating beyond anything he had ever imagined.  He thought, then, that the darkness would end it and some small part of him longed for that mercy, the ending of his pain.  But darkness, too, held no mercy within it, and his screams soon turned to pleas, both of which remained unanswered.

The cloaked figure that stepped, alone, out of the alleyway, was known to the city, and had men and women been about, they might well have recognized him.  “The general,” they might have said.  “The sellsword.  The hero.”  Others, those who held little love for him, might well have used different words: “murderer or assassin.”  The truth was, at that moment, he was none of those things, and he was all of them.  Yet more than anything else, he was rage, and he stalked off into the darkness toward the city gate in search of those who had called his fury upon themselves.  He walked, but he did not sheathe his sword, for his work was not yet done.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Seven 

 

May yawned, laying the report down on her desk in the officer’s quarters of the castle.  The room had been made available to her when she’d been put in charge of logistics and supplies for the gathered army.  The old her would have laughed at the thought of a club owner, criminal, and rebel leader being given any position of responsibility in an army, working for the ruling class instead of against it.  The new her, though, was too tired to laugh.  Her days had been spent studying reports about the store houses and memos on the size of the army—which continued to swell on a daily basis.  Grows too much more, she thought, and they’ll all be fighting in their bare feet and swinging sticks instead of swords.  

Some part of her had been flattered when the queen had asked for her help, thinking it a step up from her humble background as a commoner’s daughter.  But with each passing day, she realized how ignorant she had been.  There was no glamour here, no fancy balls to serve as excuses for her to wear her finest dresses and jewelry.  There were only reports and more of them…and constant meetings with the officers of the three armies who asked for ever more swords or more boots or more undergarments.  Always more.  It was a word May was growing to hate.  

Had she really thought she’d had it difficult before, when trying to manage her own club and the people in it?  Had she truly felt exhausted from seeing to the safety and security of those hundred or so that had joined her in her quiet, subtle rebellion?  She thought that, maybe, she had, and she envied her old self her ignorance.  For where she once had been in charge of a few hundred, now she looked after thousands, nearly twenty thousand at last count.  Since her appointment a few weeks before, she’d had little sleep, and she was a woman who adored her sleep.  Still, she told herself that these men and women had signed up to offer their lives to fight and protect their city and the people they loved.  The least she could do was lose a bit of sleep to make sure they had arrows to shoot and armor to fight in.  And undergarments, of course.  One couldn’t forget those.

It was the least she could do; and it was also as much as she could do.  Thom often scolded her about it, the first mate telling her she was only one woman and shouldn’t expect so much of herself.  The problem, of course, was that she did.  Even tonight, she’d planned to go out with him, to spend some time laughing and drinking among the campfires and tents covering the fields outside the city, but one of her assistants had rushed in only minutes before they left to tell her that mice had found their way in to one of the storage houses, had gnawed their way inside the barrels and eaten much of those supplies.  So now, May was closeted in her office, trying to find a way to make several hundred pounds of food materialize out of thin air so the army would have something to eat on the march to Baresh before they began regular supply trains to what was increasingly looking to be a prolonged siege.

Thom had insisted on staying, and she’d loved him for it, but she had also refused.  “There’s no reason why we both should be miserable,” she’d said, “and unless you’ve been hiding a magic wand somewhere that I don’t know about, you’ll be no good to me here, only a distraction.”

He’d laughed at that, made a joke, and soon he had been distracting her for the better part of an hour.  Not that she’d complained, of course.  Still, he was gone now, had been for over an hour, and May was no closer to finding an unexploited source of food.  And, as an added exasperation, she had misplaced the stamp that carried her seal, the one given her by the queen herself.  Without it, every letter she sent would be questioned and suspect until it had been verified as coming from her.  She was sure it would turn up soon enough, most likely buried under one stack of reports or another, but it was just another irritation in a day—a month, if she were being honest—full of them.  

A knock came at the door.  Normally, May would have been frustrated by the interruption, but the truth was that, just then, she was relieved for the excuse to put her troubles aside, if even for a moment.  “Come in.”

Balen, Leomin’s first mate, stepped inside, closing the door behind him.  “Gods, May,” he said, “I can barely see you for all that paper.  What are you aimin’ to do, start a bonfire?”

May snorted.  “Don’t tempt me, Balen.”

The first mate nodded and settled in to the empty chair in front of her desk.  “Problems with the supplies?”

“Always,” May grunted.  She leaned forward in her chair.  “You don’t happen to know where a woman might find a few hundred pounds of apples and dried meat, do you?”

Balen appeared to consider the question.  “Well, I’ve seen some of the soldiers ridin’ nags.  Might take care of your meat problem, anyway.”  He laughed.  “I expect the riders and the horses themselves’d thank you for it.”

The club owner scowled.  “Those nags as you call them, Balen, are the only spare available horses within fifty miles.”  She arched an eyebrow.  “Unless, maybe, you are so clever as to not only make jokes but know where to find some extra horse flesh as well?”

The first mate cleared his throat.  “Ah, not in a joking mood, I see.  Sorry, May, but no.  I’ve never been a man for horses anyway.  A fella can fall off of one and break his damn neck.”

“I see,” She said, her voice full of sarcasm, “where as a clever sailor, such as yourself, might only trip and fall over the side of the ship and drown or be eaten by sharks.”

“Right,” the first mate said, grinning.  “Well, a man has to pick his poison as best as he can.”  His smile slowly faded and he leaned closer.  “May, you don’t look so good.  You need to get out and have you some fun—the gods alone know one night won’t make all the difference in the world, and you need a break more than most.”

“Oh, Balen,” May said, “you know just the things to say to a woman to make her feel attractive.  I can’t imagine how I ever got along without you.  Anyway, I’ve no time for partying and drinking myself into a stupor—never mind how much I might like to.  Now, tell me, did that meddling Thom send you here?”

The first mate cleared his throat under her gaze, but finally he nodded, wincing.  “He loves you, you know?”

“Well,” May said, feeling her own face heat in pleasure at the man’s words, “maybe he does, and maybe he doesn’t.  I don’t know how one can tell, what with the way that snake keeps his words to himself.”

Balen shook his head, “There’s not a lot of fellas go around speakin’ about the matters of their hearts, May, you know that as well as any.  Anyway, he loves you just the same, and he worries about you.”

“He ought to worry about himself, he keeps meddling,” May said, but with little feeling behind the words.  “Anyway, how’s the party treating you so far?  Enjoying yourself?”

Balen shrugged.  “Well enough, I guess.  Still, that’s another reason why I’ve come—you haven’t happened to see Captain Leomin about, have you?  He and I were supposed to meet up for a drink, and he never showed.”

“Imagine,” May said dryly, “Leomin being unreliable.  Surely the end must be upon us.”

Balen smiled, but she could see the worry in his eyes.  “I hear you, and I know the captain can be a mite strange from time to time, maybe even a bit fickle, but he’s never not shown up before, not ever.”  His smile faded, and he shook his head slowly.  “I’m worried about him, May.”

May’s own annoyance and weariness departed in the face of the first mate’s concern.  “Where were you meant to meet him?”

“I don’t reckon you’d know it.  It ain’t exactly one of the nicer taverns in the city.  It’s called The Loaded Mule.”

May nodded, rising.  “That’s one of Grinner’s.  Come on, let’s go check it out.”

“Grinner’s?”  Balen asked.  “But he has only been in Baresh for a few months.  Surely…”

“Only a few months is right,” May said, “which is plenty enough time for him to spread his wings a bit.  You have to understand, Balen, this is what people like Grinner do—they’re territorial.  He had his first inn within a month of entering the city, and another two since, including your Loaded Mule.”

“But…but how could you know that?”  Balen asked.

May winked.  “I make it my business to know, dear Balen.  Now, hand me my coat, won’t you?  It’s just there, hanging on the wall.”

“May,” the first mate said, looking troubled, “maybe I’d better see to this myself, eh?  Thom would kill me if he knew I put you at odds with Grinner.”

“Is that so?” she said, her voice dangerously innocent.  “Tell me, Balen, between the three of us—you, me, and Thom—who has survived alongside the crime boss you speak of, and who hasn’t?  Not only survived, understand, but thrived?  Believe me when I tell you, I am far better equipped to deal with Grinner and his like than you are.”

Balen sighed.  “I’ll get your coat.”

 

***

 

Balen followed May as she walked down the street, nearly jogging to keep up.  The woman might have been several inches shorter than himself and wearing a blue dress and heels that looked as if the cobbler had tried to create a new torture device, but her rapid steps ate up the ground at a surprising rate.  What Balen found even more interesting—understandable, but interesting nonetheless—was how the few people who were in the streets practically jumped and ran out of the way when they saw her coming.  As if she wasn’t just a well-dressed woman at all, but some demon risen from the Fields come to steal their souls.

Not that Balen blamed them.  He’d known the club owner long enough to understand that only a fool would stand in her way when she had something on her mind, and despite the fact that she carried no sword and, so far as he knew, had no skill with one even if she had, he felt comforted by her presence and a profound relief that she was helping him find Captain Leomin.  

He continued to follow in her wake until she passed the street leading to the inn at which he’d been meant to meet Leomin, then he hurried up to walk beside her.  “Excuse me, May, but the inn’s that way,” he said, gesturing with a thumb.

The club owner glanced at him without so much as stopping for a moment.  “So it is, but we’re not going there.  Why would we when you’ve already said Leomin never showed?  No, we aren’t going to the inn—we’re going to see Grinner.”

Balen swallowed at that, nearly stumbling as he struggled to keep up with her pace.  “Sure, May, as you say.  Only, are we sure that’s wise, goin’ to see Grinner and no soldiers to back us up?”

The club owner raised a delicate eyebrow.  “Grinner is a vain weasel of a man, but he is not stupid, or at least, not stupid enough to dare try anything.”

Balen nodded, relieved.  “As you say, ma’am.”

“Still,” May said as if he hadn’t spoken, “you wouldn’t have a sword on you by chance, would you?”

What relief the first mate had felt vanished in an instant.  “Sword?  Eh…no ma’am.  I don’t.”  He reached to his side and removed the small sailor’s knife from where it hung on his trousers.  “Just got this here knife, is all.”

May nodded, glancing at it appraisingly, and the look she gave as she turned back to him made it clear that she found it wanting.  “It’ll have to do.”

“Do, ma’am?”

May shrugged, picking up speed and passing him.  “Just keep it handy,” she called over her shoulder.

Well, Balen thought as he heaved a sigh and hurried to catch up, who would want to live forever anyway?

 

***

 

Before long, they arrived at a house on the richer side of town.  Carefully tended flowers bloomed on either end of the clean cobbled path leading to the door, and Balen shook his head in wonder at the sheer size of the place.  What in the name of all the gods would a man do with so much room?  he wondered.  For a man used to living in a tiny, one room cabin—and sharing it, more often than not—having such a massive house wasn’t just greedy, it was plain insanity.  How many beds did a man need to get a good night’s sleep?

If May was affected by the house’s splendor, she hid it well.  She marched down the cobbled path like a soldier going to war.  Or, even scarier, a certain red-haired club owner from Avarest with some pointed questions.  The knock she gave the door reminded Balen more of war drums than anything else.  She stood with hands on her hips as she waited expectantly, staring at the door as if offended that it dared bar her way.  For his part, Balen’s hands were sweating something fierce, and he took a moment to wipe them on his pants, wondering if the crime boss would mind terribly if Balen made use of his facilities before they left.

It wasn’t long before an older man in a finely tailored suit opened the door a crack.  He took in Balen and May with a look of disapproval that Balen guessed was a permanent expression, and it took all the first mate’s willpower to keep from warning the man about saying anything cross to the club owner.  May was not known for suffering fools even when she was in her better moods and this, he felt sure, wasn’t one of them.  Instead of saying something insulting as his expression seemed to promise, the man—a servant, Balen guessed, as a man would need help changing all the beds the house must have—only nodded in a polite, if stiff, way.  “Good evening, ma’am, sir.  How might I be of service?”

Balen could not suppress an audible sigh of relief, and he wilted before the club owner’s frown.  Glaring at the servant, May growled.  “I’m May, and this is Balen.  We’ve come to speak with Grinner.”

The man gave a humoring smile, as if the club owner had just walked up and told him that she was thinking of jumping off a nearby building and wanted his thoughts on the matter.  “Forgive me, ma’am, ‘Grinner,’ you say?”

“Yes,I did.  I’ve got some questions I’d like to ask him.”

The man kept the smile, though it looked strange and out of place on his face, as he nodded apologetically.  “I am very sorry to disappoint you, ma’am, but there is no such person here, I assure you.”

May took a slow, calming breath.  At least, Balen hoped it was calming, though he knew better than most that a calm always came before the storm.  “What is your name?”

“Liodus, ma’am.”

“Listen closely, Liodus.  I am a very busy woman with no time to spare.  There are a thousand different things requiring my attention, yet I now find myself here.  Do I strike you as the type of person who would waste my time knocking on all the doors of the city asking for a man if I did not know beyond question that he was here, in this building?”

The man’s smile faltered at that, and he shook his head slowly.  “No ma’am, you do not.  Still, I must repeat that such a man—”

“If the next words out of your mouth are telling me that he isn’t here,” May said, her tone cold and hard, “then I hope, dear Liodus, that yonder door is made of stout wood indeed, for I will break it down, and gods help any man who stands in my way.  I wish to see your master.  Now.   Do you understand me?”

The smile died completely then, and the man’s eye twitched, his obvious annoyance warring against what Balen thought must surely be his better judgment.  Finally, better judgment won out—thank the gods—and the man gave one sharp nod.  “Wait here.  I will inquire if the master will see you.”

“He had better—” May began, but stopped as the servant wisely retreated, closing the door behind him.  She turned to Balen, her stare accusatory as if all of this were somehow his fault.  It wasn’t, of course, but Balen thought that now might not be the time to tell her that.  Perhaps later…but probably not.  Instead, he only weathered her stare, struggling not to fidget.  Finally, her weighty gaze turned back to the door.  

Balen wasn’t exactly sure how long they stood there—five minutes, maybe ten—before May grunted and knocked again, as loud as the first.

She waited for a moment, long enough for someone to answer, Balen supposed, if the man possessed the speed of one of Kevlane’s mutilated creatures.  Then she knocked again, her balled fist slamming down on the door with enough force that Balen figured either it would crack soon, or his head would.  She waited again, this time long enough so that the man might have been able to get the door open, assuming he was already standing at it, his hand on the latch.  She banged on the door once more, and Balen didn’t think he imagined the wood vibrating in its frame.

She was just raising her fist to knock a fourth time—and this time, Balen felt sure, the door would give up or he would—when the door swung open a crack and Liodus’s head poked out, his displeasure plain.  “Yes?” he said, his voice exasperated and annoyed all at once.

“I won’t stand here all day on the step like some beggar come asking after coin,” May said.  “I thought, Liodus, that I had made my position, and the worth of my time, clear to you.”

“Quite clear, ma’am,” the man said, but something about the way he said the last made it sound like a curse, “yet, I am afraid, the master is indisposed and—”

May snorted and pushed her way through the door, the unfortunate man squawking in surprise as she threw him aside as if he weighed no more than a child.  “If he thinks he’s indisposed now,” she muttered, “wait until I find him.”

“Ma’am, this is most improper,” Liodus said, regaining his balance and straightening his shirt with an affronted dignity that seemed, to Balen at least, the sole property of servants of grossly wealthy men.  “I must insist that you leave the premises at once, or I shall be forced to call the city guard.”

May barked a laugh.  “You do that, Liodus.  I’m sure your master would have nothing but thanks for the man who brought the city guard into his viper’s den.”  The servant colored at that, but he remained silent.  May turned to Balen.  “Well?  Are you coming?”

Balen cleared his throat, starting forward.  “Of course.  Sorry.”

“And Balen?”

“Yes, ma—I mean, yes, May?”

She glanced down at his hand, and he followed her gaze, only realizing in that moment that he’d drawn his knife in surprise when she’d pushed her way through the door.  “When I told you to keep the blade handy, I didn’t necessarily mean in your hand.”

Balen felt his face heat and nodded, stuffing the blade back into its small leather sheath.  May nodded.  “That’s better.  Now,” she said, turning back to Liodus, “must I go through every room of this house, tearing them apart until I find your master, or will you save us both some time and show me to him?”

Liodus hesitated, studying her, but something in her expression must have decided him, for he let out a weary sigh and nodded.  “This way, madam, sir.”

Balen followed the two down the castle’s wide halls, past sculptures and busts of old men he didn’t recognize.  They all seemed to be staring at him as he passed, and he sped up, keeping close to May.  Finally, they arrived at the end of the hall, and the butler paused at a closed door.  He glanced back at May disapprovingly then gave the door a knock, easing it open and sticking his head in.  “Forgive me, Master, but the woman, May, and Balen are—”

“Oh, get rid of them already,” a voice from inside the room said, “isn’t that what I told you, Liodus?  I would have thought that you would know by now how very much I abhor having to repeat myself.  I have little time for that she-wolf, and some sailor with sea scum on the bottom of his shoes.  If the bastard even wears—”

“She-wolf, is it?”  May said, pushing her way into the room and once more sending poor Liodus sprawling awkwardly against the wall.  “And as for the sea scum on Balen’s shoes,” she continued, “I expect that comes from a hard day of honest work, not that a scheming bastard like you would know anything about it.”

“Ah, May,” the old crime boss said, his voice weary, “it seems that our stay in Perennia has done little to improve your manners.”

“Oh, I’m friendly enough with other people,” the club owner said, “but I’ve little patience for your lies and your drivel.  And who’s your friend?”  She asked, glancing at the man seated in front of Grinner’s desk.  

“Who he is is none of your concern, and drivel, is it?” The crime boss demanded.  “Now, you see here, woman, I won’t be mocked in my own home, not by anyone, and certainly not by a—”

“I’d watch those last words carefully, Grinner,” May said, and there was something almost like hope in her tone.  “Unless, that is, you mean to make an enemy of me.  Is that it?”

During the pregnant pause that followed, Balen stood rooted in the hallway, trying to decide whether he should run or not and leaning heavily toward the former.  He’d gone to a town once where they had two jackals caged.  The beasts had been meant to fight, but their handlers were having a difficult time getting them to set to it, so in answer they took a single chicken and threw it into the cage.  Balen didn’t stay around long enough to see how the fight turned out for the jackals, but he saw plenty enough to know how it turned out for the chicken, and it wasn’t something he cared to experience himself.  

“Of course not,” the crime boss said finally, an undertone of anger in his words.  “It is only that it has been a trying day and night, and I have lost my patience.  Please, forgive me.  Come in.”

May glanced back at Balen still standing in the hallway.  “Well, come on then, first mate.  There’s room enough for the two of us.”

“Right,” Balen said, licking his lips as he made his way into the office.  It was bigger than many homes he’d seen, the desk alone several times larger than Balen’s own cabin aboard the Clandestine.  The crime boss sat behind the desk.  In front of it were two chairs, one of which was currently occupied by a man with blood on his face, blood that shined brightly in the light of the fireplace on the other side of the room and the small lamp on Grinner’s desk.

“That will be all for now, Jared,” Grinner said to the bloody-faced man.

The man bowed his head and rose.  “But sir, I need to know what you wa—”

“I said that will be all,” Grinner snapped.  “Now, you have a task—see to it.”

“Of course, Master,” the man said, bowing low again before heading toward the door.

“And Jared?”

The man turned in the doorway, looking back.  “Sir?”

“See Liodus on the way out and have him look at that wound.”  He gave the man an intense stare, as if communicating something with his eyes.  “You really must be more careful, moving forward.”

“Yes sir,” the man said, and then he was gone.

Grinner watched the hallway for a moment, an unreadable expression on his face, before finally turning back to May and Balen.  “A clumsy fellow, I’m afraid,” he said, shaking his head ruefully, “fell down on his way to fetch some correspondences for me, if you can believe it.”

“Hardly,” May said, but the crime boss didn’t seem to notice.

“Please, have a seat,” he said, waving to the two chairs which, judging by the looks and the engravings on them, cost more than Balen made in a year.  “I had these chairs, as well as the desk, commissioned by the city’s finest carpenter, Archibald Na—”

“We’ll stand,” May interrupted.

Grinner frowned, but nodded.  “As you wish.  Now, how may I help you, May?”

He didn’t say Balen’s name—acted, in truth, as if he had forgotten the first mate was there at all—exactly how Balen liked it.  “I have some questions, and I need some answers,” May said.

Grinner smiled apologetically.  “You will have to be more specific I’m afraid, my dear.  I admit to knowing a few possibly useful things, but I cannot hope to assist you without more detail.”

May grunted.  “You don’t need to use such flowery language on me, Grinner.  I’m no blushing maiden to be wooed by it, and even if I were, I suspect you’d have little interest.  Now, I’ve come to ask about Leomin.”

“The Parnen captain?” the crime boss asked as if honestly surprised.  “A strange enough fellow, I’ll admit.  Has a way of speaking that drives a man to distraction.  Still, I don’t see what this has to do with me.”

May watched him for a moment, as if searching for some sign of deceit, but so far as Balen could tell the old man’s expression didn’t change.  “He was supposed to meet Balen here for a drink at the Mule, but Leomin never showed.”

Grinner glanced between May and Balen curiously.  “Yes, and?”

“And,” May said, her tone dangerous, “I want to know where he is.”

Grinner laughed.  “Gods, woman, but you overestimate my knowledge by far.  It is true that the Mule is one of mine, but that does not mean I know about every individual’s comings and goings within its confines.  Why, I’d never have any time to rest.”

May snorted.  “Sharks, I’m told, move even while they are sleeping.  I suspect that if they can do it, maybe you can, too.  And anyway, I’m not just asking after some random person out for a night on the town, but for Captain Leomin, a man you know well, one of whom you would no doubt wish to be notified should he choose to enter one of your establishments.”

The old man studied her, rubbing at his chin.  “It is true that I like to be made aware of the movements of my…friends.  Yet, if what you say is true, then Captain Leomin never made it to my tavern, did he?”  The two turned to Balen at that, and the first mate felt his muscles tense, and his legs reminded him, once more, that they were ready to run just so long as he was.  

“That’s true,” he said, “I was there early, and I never seen ‘em come or go.”

Grinner looked back to May.  “Well, there you have it.  How could I know of Captain Leomin’s presence or his departure, if he never even made it to my tavern?  Unless,” he said, grinning, “you believe that I’ve got men following each individual in the city, and I’m afraid even my reach is not so great as that.”

“No,” May said, “I don’t think you follow every individual, only the ones you are concerned with.  So you have no news of him then?  You’ve heard nothing?”

“Nothing at all,” Grinner said, sighing.  “Anyway, I am sure there is no cause for worry.  After all, Captain Leomin has a certain reputation for enjoying a good party.  No doubt, he is even now bedding some voluptuous beauty in a far finer establishment than any I myself might own.”  He waved a hand.  “I suspect he’ll turn up in the morning, no worse for the wear unless, of course, she should have a husband.”

May frowned, and finally she gave one gruff nod.  “Well, thanks for your time.”  

She motioned Balen out, starting for the door.  She paused in the entry, turning back to stare at the crime boss.  “I hope your man gets better, and I wish him luck in completing whatever task you’ve set him, particularly considering the significant injury he seemed to have sustained in undertaking it.”

“As I said,” Grinner said, “he was only retrieving some of my correspondence, nothing more.”

“Yes,” May agreed, meeting his gaze, “so you said.”

With that, she closed the door, and Balen followed her back through the house.  In the street, Balen sighed.  “Well, seems to me Grinner must not know anything.  Where should we look now?”

“You’re wrong, Balen,” May said, glancing back at the house.  “The bastard knows something, alright.”

He frowned.  “What makes you think so?  His story made sense enough to me.”

“So it did,” May agreed, “and he sure did say it awful quickly—too quickly.  And he was far too ready to be friendly.  Men like Grinner are rarely friendly, Balen, and certainly not when people come breaking into their house in the middle of the night.  What such men are though, are great storytellers.  That, I’ve found, is something they all share, and that, if you ask me, was a story that he’s rehearsed often enough to say in his sleep.”

“Still,” Balen said, not quite convinced, “what possible reason would he have to keep the truth from us, if he had it?  And knowing him like you do, don’t you think that, perhaps, it’s possible that you just assume he’s lying?”

“Because he’s talking?” the club owner asked, and she grunted.  “Fair enough, there is that.  But there’s more—tell me, did you see any grossly muscled-up man in there?  The kind who looks like he could chew rocks for breakfast and has to walk through doors sideways?”

“Um…no?”  Balen said, uncertain where she was going with the question.

“No, you didn’t,” May agreed, “because he wasn’t there.  Grinner’s bodyguard was nowhere to be seen, and I find that most disturbing, considering the fact that the man goes everywhere with him.”

Balen nodded slowly, thinking it over.  “Does seem a mite curious, I reckon, if the fella goes with him everywhere, so much as you say.  Still, maybe Grinner was just gettin’ ready for bed.  It’s late, after all, and could be he’s just dismissed the fella, lookin’ to get him some shut eye.”

“You’re not listening,” the club owner said, meeting his eyes.  “When I say the man goes everywhere with Grinner, I mean everywhere.”

Balen’s eyes widened.  “Ah.  I see.”

“Yes,” May said.  “I’ve got a bad feeling.  Go and check on Gryle and Michael, will you?  I’m going to go to the army camp to ask after Leomin there.  Besides, I think I’d like to have a talk with Aaron.  Now.”

Balen nodded.  “Alright, as you say, ma’am.  Where will I find you, once I’ve checked on the chamberlain?”

“Don’t worry, Balen,” the club owner said, starting down the street, “I’ll find you.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Eight 

 

Wendell didn’t know what time it was.  He couldn’t say for how long he’d been walking, or, most importantly, where the damn privy was.  He wasn’t sure whether it had been the seventh ale that had caused his feet to so forget their jobs so thoroughly, or the eighth.  What he did know, beyond any doubt, was that he was drunk.  Drunk and lost.  Wendell knew one more thing too.  He knew if he didn’t find a privy soon, the matter would solve itself.  

His father, long ago, had once taken him out hunting.  They’d woken early in the morning, and Wendell had been thrilled to receive his own real bow, a new one built just for his childish frame.  His father had made him string it himself, and he had, feeling proud and excited to be taken on his first real hunt for game with his father.  He had been so excited, in fact, that he’d scared all the animals away running through the woods, and had also managed to trip, landing on the new bow his father had purchased for him and breaking it.  His father was a kind man most days, but that had been one of the few where his easy smile was nowhere in evidence.  It was one of the few days—not because Wendell was a well-behaved child, the gods knew that was a lie, but because his father was a kind soul who loved his children—that his father’s hand had reached for the switch he kept in their house.

Not that Wendell could blame him; the bow had been a fine one, not made of maple as so many were, but a far more exotic wood.  Wendell knew enough about such things now to understand that it would have set his father and mother back no small amount.  Sometime later, long enough that Wendell had forgotten what his new bow—kindling turned to ash long since—had felt like in his hands, but not so long that the bruises had completely faded, his father had decided to teach him about the importance of patience. And Wendell had listened.  Mostly.

He tried to be patient now, doing as his father had taught him so long ago, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, thinking of all the wondrous works of the gods, all, his father had told him, created with patience.  Mostly, he thought of women, and since most of the women he knew were whores, he thought of whores.  This, he found as his stomach grumbled threateningly, didn’t help matters, and he decided something.  His father had been right, in the main, but there was a time for patience and a time for panic and, just now, unless he wanted to have to listen to some very unfortunate nick names for the rest of his life, it was time for panic.  

“Damn the privies,” he whispered.  “Damn this darkness, and damn the ale, and damn that bastard who offered me the cooked duck.  But most of all,” he muttered, one hand on his roiling stomach as he half-walked, half-hobbled through the army camp, “damn me for takin’ it.  The gods know I ain’t seen not one duck since I been here.  Likely as not the bastard sold me the meat off some mongrel dog.”  He cast his gaze about, desperate now, searching for any sign of the privies, but he could see nothing but the scattered campfires, their orange flames twisting and curling in the darkness, the shapes of men and women laughing and enjoying themselves.  The bastards.

In the distance, he could see the outline of the forest, the trees massive sentinels soaring in the sky, observing and, he thought, disapproving of the festivities going on so near them.  Probably pissed on account of some of their cousins got turned into firewood for the campfires, he thought.  He didn’t expect the visit he was about to pay them would make them any happier, but it was the last shot he had left short of squatting down in front of one of the nearest campfires, and things weren’t quite that desperate.  Not yet.  

He set off at a shambling jog toward the tree line, cold, desperate sweat beading on his forehead.  “Hey, Sergeant Wendell!” someone shouted from a nearby campfire he passed.

“Fuck off!”  Wendell yelled back, not bothering to turn and see who’d hailed him.  He thought maybe he wouldn’t make it to the tree line, and a few times it was touch and go, but he managed it, breathing a sigh of relief and wiping an arm across his face as he walked under the shadow of the trees.  Once there, he glanced back at the camp.  The fires were distant now, but he could still hear the laughter and the shouts from where he stood.

“Gonna go a bit further in,” Wendell said, glancing up at the trees around him, “if’n that’s alright with you.  Don’t think I’d manage right here in plain view for any fool with a torch to come along and discover.”

He waited, giving the trees a moment to respond, to state their case if case they had, but there was only the sound of the wind, the distant shouts and buzz of conversation from the men around the hundreds of campfires and, most importantly, the sickening grumbles of his stomach.  “Alright then,” he said, not daring to give it any more time, “then I’m going in is all.  Ain’t no shame in it, and I imagine you’re used to it anyhow, what with all the birds and everythin’ else landin’ on you.”

He nodded, satisfied, and moved further into the forest, holding his sputtering torch aloft.  He noted what might have been tracks in the soft soil, heading in the same direction he was going, but he was too focused on the task at hand to pay them much attention.  Some particularly clever bastard had had the same idea as he himself, that was all.  

The shadows were deep and dark, and it seemed to him then that the forest might stretch on without end into eternity.  He felt a twinge of fear, but ignored it.  Fear was all well and good, but just then his biggest one was of having to walk back through those campfires explaining how the privies ought to be more noticeable so a man doesn’t come to the sort of predicament he’d found himself in.  A valid point, but somehow he didn’t think the lads would see it that way.

He walked until he could walk no further then he stuck the torch in the ground—damp with the night’s dew, and wasn’t that a fine thing?—before squatting with his back against a tree trunk.  He’d only just made it down when he noticed something shimmering on the edge of his torchlight.  Squinting, he realized it was a red liquid, as if someone had upended a bucket of red paint on the forest floor.  He tried to tell himself it was something innocent like that, but despite how much practice he’d gotten at it over the years, Wendell had never been good at lying, particularly to himself.

Given recent events, it was far more likely the liquid was blood, not paint and, besides, now that he focused on it, could he not smell the coppery, sharp scent of blood on the air?  Swallowing hard, he realized that, as it turned out, he could hold his business longer after all.  He rose, pulling up his trousers as quietly as he could, hardly daring to breathe for fear of calling down on himself whatever had happened here.  And whatever had happened, it had happened recently.  The smell was evidence enough of that, if evidence was needed.

He realized then just how foolish he’d been, coming out here alone.  The withered old mage, Kevlane, had sent assassins before, after all.  Was it really so impossible to believe he’d do it again?  And what easier target than a foolish bastard who goes out into the woods carrying a torch to let anyone lurking in the shadows know exactly where he was?  Still, he told himself, you ain’t dead yet, and that’s a start.

He hesitated, torn between the knowledge that the torch would serve as a marker of his position to any who shared the night with him and his fear of wandering the woods alone, stepping in pools of blood like the one he’d just seen, all the while being hunted down by whatever had caused it.  No, he decided, the torch’ll be better.  If something aims to kill me, I’d just as soon see it comin’.  

He grabbed the torch and moved closer to the blood, holding the burning brand to the side and doing the best he could not to look directly into it and spoil his night vision.  

It wasn’t a big puddle of blood, as far as such things went, but it was enough that whoever it had belonged to was having a bad day.  Maybe his last one.  He held the torch higher and saw another spot of blood marring the bark of a nearby tree.  Past that, he could now make out a crimson smear on the next tree.  Seemed the poor bastard had lived after all, but Wendell doubted very much if he was particularly happy about it.  A man didn’t need to be one of the finest woodsmen in Telrear—which Wendell was—to see what had happened.  A close study of the ground, and the sergeant could see it near as plain as if he’d been there himself.  The man had been attacked—by what or how many wasn’t clear—but he’d lived at any rate, shuffling along the ground, bumping against trees as he passed them or, more likely, using them for support.  

But why would such a man, obviously wounded, head farther into the forest instead of out of it?  Even from here, Wendell could make out the orange glow of the distant campfires dotting the field, and the man would have been able to see them well enough.  Could have been the man was one of the assassins—whoever they were—and knew his best chances were in getting as far away from the camp as possible before daybreak.  Could have been, but Wendell didn’t think so.  After all, had he not seen tracks when he’d been working his way deeper into the forest?  He’d paid them little attention at the time, but his tracker’s mind was never fully asleep, and he remembered enough to know they matched those before him in size and shape.  

He hesitated as he tried to decide whether to go back to the camp and alert someone or to venture on.  Going back was the smart thing, he knew.  After all, he had no way of knowing what it was he’d be walking into.  More likely than not, whatever fate had befallen the man would befall him too.  Besides, what would he do, even if he found him?  Wendell was no healer to rub salves on a man and say prayers over him.  The best he knew was some rudimentary healing taught to most soldiers, the kind that would likely kill you as not, and that nobody in their right mind would pay for.

It was better to go back, better to bring some soldiers and do the thing proper.  He was confident enough in his own abilities to know he’d be able to find his way back easy enough.  So why, then, were his feet stubbornly refusing to move in the direction he wished?  “Ah fuck it,” Wendell said as he started deeper into the woods, his eyes scanning the ground and nearby trees for more signs, “nobody’s ever accused me of being too smart anyhow.”  

 

 

 

Chapter 

Twenty-Nine 

 

He stalked through the darkness, uncaring of the blood soaking the makeshift bandage he’d tied around his arm, unaware of the crimson trail he left in his wake as blood dripped from the fingers of his left hand where it hung at his side.  His sword was in his other hand.  It, too, dripped blood upon the soft soil, but of this, at least, he was all too aware.  He carried no torch and no light, for he needed none.  In the full grip of his bond and his rage, he could see the magenta haze of his enemies as they moved around him.  He was surrounded he knew, but he did not mind, wished only that they would come at him again, so his sword might once more taste of their flesh and their lives.  

Twice now, they had grown bold, and in their boldness they had rushed him.  Five in all, each as fast as the last, gliding through the darkness like wind, their strange keening piercing his ears as they sliced through the darkness.  Faster than any man had a right to be, than any man could be, yet he had killed them all, had reveled in the feel of their warm blood on his hands and face.  He had laughed as they came and died and, for now, at least, it seemed they’d had their fill.  And that was fine.  He would glut himself before the night was through, for he knew the path he traveled led to where they all waited for him.

It’s a trap, a voice said in his mind, and it sounded tired and strained, as if it was all the speaker could do to get the words out.  You know…it’s a trap.

“Yes,” Aaron said, and the rage said it with him.  He felt his mouth twisting into a cruel grin, and his laughter rang out in the night.  Let them believe they fooled him, if they wished.  Let them believe they were leading him into an ambush.  You could not fool death.  You could not trap rage.  The creatures surrounding him in the woods were not men, not anymore, and they had forgotten what it was to be afraid.  But soon, very soon now, he would remind them.  

They tried him twice more before he made it to the clearing, and twice as many of their number lay dead on the ground behind him by the time he reached it.  He knew they were picking up the bodies, dragging them away, could see them doing it even as he passed, his sword dripping fresh runners of blood on the grass, but it mattered little to him.  His work and the song his blade would sing were for the living, and he cared nothing for the vessels once the life had left them.  Let them do what they would with them.

The clearing was ringed with torches, and by their light he could see that two men, a boy, and a woman lay at its center.  The two men and the boy were chained to stakes on the ground, and they lay unmoving, unconscious or dead, but there was no way to tell which, and he didn’t care in any case.  One was a heavy-set man, another a dusky-skinned man with long dark hair adorned with bells, the third a skinny youth that looked no more than fifteen years old.  He felt some vague sense of recognition as he looked at these, but he pushed it aside.  It was not important, not now.  There was no room in the coming song for memories, only steel and blood and the death that followed.

He frowned at the woman.  She lay on the ground, her head bloody from where she’d obviously been struck, but she was not still like the others.  Instead, she groaned weakly.  He did not recognize her, and that mattered little.  She was obviously hurt and therefore would not be a threat.  That was enough.  Still, the others surrounding him in the woods seemed to want him to move further into the clearing and so he did.  He would do much to make them close with him once more, would butcher each of the four in turn, if that was what was required to make his followers and those others who he sensed in the darkness find their spines.

He walked to the center of the clearing, only a few feet from the captives, and glanced around.  Dozens of the creatures appeared from the surrounding trees, their forms only just visible with the naked eye as they stood half in and half out of the orange light the torches provided.  Aaron and the rage inside him grinned.  “Is that all of you?” he shouted, turning slowly in a circle, his hand tightening on his sword hilt.  “It is not enough.  It could never be enough!”

They hesitated, and he found himself growing impatient as the fury inside him demanded release.  “Well, come on then!  Let’s get it done!”

Still, none of them took a step toward him, but their heads twisted in unison to the woods behind him.  His smile still well in place, Aaron turned and saw a figure stepping out of the tree line to stand within the torchlight.  He was like the others, at least so far as that he was no longer a man, but he was different too.  Where their bodies were frail and weak from whatever dark power had been used upon them, this other was strong.  That much, and more, Aaron could feel through the power of the bond.  Whatever difference there had been in its shaping, this creature suffered none of the disadvantages the others did.  It was fast, but it was also strong, and it was possessed of an animal cunning.  That was good.  A worthy opponent, then.  A creature at whose hands he might very well find his death.  There was no fear or worry in the thought.  If anything, there was a certain relief, and he held his free hand up, the fingers slick with his own blood as he beckoned to it.  “You’ll do.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty 

 

Balen didn’t consider himself a coward.  On the sea, he’d faced death more times than he could count.  There were a thousand ways for a man to die on the water: storms, the wasting sickness, drowning, starving, shark attacks and pirates.  Well, other pirates at any rate.  He’d even seen a man thirst to death once, back before he’d met Captain Leomin and joined his crew.  That had been a damned thing, surely, watching a man die of thirst with water all around as far as the eye could see.

But a man had to be willing, to a degree, to risk his life to even be a sailor.  Still, no matter how brave sailors were, they were also a superstitious lot, and Balen was no exception.  He always carried a small piece of iron in his pocket to ward off demons, and he spat whenever someone blasphemed the gods.  The second was easy enough, as he enjoyed a good spit as much as the next man, but the damned iron proved a nuisance as he was always losing it.  

Either way, he didn’t think a man would have to be particularly superstitious to feel the wrongness coming off the tavern.  It was quiet with no noise coming from inside since all its normal patrons were no doubt taking part in the revel outside the city, something he himself would have preferred to be doing instead of contemplating stepping inside a creepy inn alone at night.  And not just creepy.  Haunted came to mind.  The inn was dark on the inside, yet even that was no surprise, as the innkeeper, with no customers to stay up for, would have retired early.  But it was not the silence or the dark that bothered him, not truly.  It was the kind of silence, the feel of the darkness.  It was a silence a man might find if he were fool enough to venture into a graveyard alone.  It was the kind of darkness that seemed to press against a man, threatening to crush him.

He wished May was with him.  He didn’t doubt that the effect she had on most men would translate well enough to ghosts, and upon her approach they’d quickly find some other inn, some other person to haunt.  But May wasn’t with him, and he had a task to do.  A task that would, he hoped, help him to find Captain Leomin.  As time went on, he was growing increasingly certain that something had happened to the captain.  So he took a slow breath, screwed up his courage and started toward the inn.  He paused at the door and spat—a man could never be too careful.  Then he reached inside his pocket intending to finger the lump of iron he kept.  It wasn’t there, and Balen felt a wave of panic as he realized he must have lost it again.

“You’re a damn fool, Balen Blunderfoot,” he muttered, “you’ve gone and botched the whole job, is what you’ve done.”  Still, there was no help for it.  He reached for the door only to realize that it already sat ajar and slightly opened, and a fresh fear rose within him.  Might have been that the innkeeper had only forgot to lock up, but he didn’t think it likely.  A night as slow as tonight must have been, the bastard had probably been sitting around for hours just waiting to close and maybe go to the party or get some extra sleep.  Small chance of him forgetting to lock the door either way.

Balen withdrew the small fishing knife he carried on his waist and looked at it with an expression of disapproval not unlike the one the club owner had given it earlier.  He decided then and there that, if he survived the night, he would buy himself a sword the next chance he got.  As far as blades went, it seemed to him that bigger was always better.  Balen pushed the door open slowly with his foot, ready to fight or—if given the option—run.  

The inn was as dark inside as it had appeared from the street, yet no phantoms rose out of the darkness with mad grins on their faces, and no ghosts reached out and ran cold, immaterial hands along his face.  So that was something.  There was only the dark and the silence, a thick, heavy silence that made it hard to breathe.  “Hello?”  Balen ventured, his voice timid and weak to his own ears.  There was no answer but, then, no one would have heard him unless they’d been standing directly beside him.

He cleared his throat and tried again.  “Hello?” he called.  “Just thought I’d tell you, your door was open.”  When no response came, Balen bit back a curse and took a step further inside, the darkness seeming to swallow him up.  “I don’t want any trouble,” he said, holding his hands up until he realized, feeling a fool, that he still held the bare blade in one of them.  His face heated, and he let his hands drop to his sides once more.  “Anybody home?”

“Here.”

Balen nearly screamed at the sound of the voice, and the knife dropped from nerveless fingers where it clattered on the floorboards.  He’d never heard a ghost’s voice before—thank the lump of iron for that—but he thought that if there was ever the voice of some poor, tormented soul then that was it.  “Listen,” he said, licking his lips as he stared into the darkness, “I don’t want no trouble, alright?  I just wanted to come by, see a friend of mine.  Gryle’s his name.  I ain’t got nothin’ against any ghosts.  Why, some of my closest friends are ghosts.”  He frowned at that.  “Though I’ll admit we ain’t so close now as maybe we once were…”

“Up here.”  

Gods, but that was a voice to unman even the bravest.  “Do you mean…” he said, slowly looking up at the dark outline of the common room’s rafters over his head, “that you’re…floating above me?  I had heard ghosts could—”

“Up the stairs.”

“Oh.  Right,” Balen said, feeling like a fool.  Everyone knew ghosts could float, it was common knowledge, but just because they could didn’t mean they necessarily would, did it?  And why would they?  Weren’t nothin’ in those dark beams overhead but spiders and cobwebs.  It only made sense that, given the choice, they’d take the stairs.  “Well,” he ventured, wanting nothing more than to get out of the inn as quickly as possible, “I don’t guess you’ve seen my friend, have ya?”

“Gryle,” the voice rasped, “yes.  Come…up.  I’ll…tell you.”

Balen’s frown grew deeper at that.  “Uh…look, I don’t mean to make no offense, as you seem like a nice enough ghost, but, see, the thing is…well, I got a fear of uh…stairs.”  Ghosts.  “Yeah, never have taken to ‘em very well, to tell you the truth.  Always scared I’ll…well, fall down, I guess.”  Get possessed and forced to slash my own throat or worse.

“Not…a ghost,” the reply came.  “Not…yet, anyway.  But…hurry.”

Balen hesitated, considering.  Not a ghost then, and that was good.  The problem, of course, was that demons were known for being even crueler and nastier than any ghost.  Oh, he seemed friendly enough now, but then he would, wouldn’t he?  Right up until Balen got close enough then BAM.  Still, if he left now, he wouldn’t be any closer to finding the captain.  He gave a heavy sigh.  “Alright, I’m coming,” he said finally.  “Just do me a favor and don’t drink my blood, will you?” he muttered, too low for the apparition to hear.

He took the stairs slowly, each footfall echoing in the silence in an almost profane way.  He kept expecting something to reach out from the darkness and grip him, but nothing did, and soon he was at the top of the stairs standing on the landing.  “What now?” he said, glancing around.  “Do I need to recite some sorta incantation or…?”

“A…bandage…would be nice.”

Balen’s brow furrowed in thought, and he squinted his eyes, peering into the darkness.  “Wait a minute,” he said, “you don’t sound like much of a ghost.”

“Give me…time,” the other responded.  “There’s a lantern just…in the room there…”

Balen Blunderfoot you truly are some special sort of fool.  Just too dumb to live, that’s all.  There’s no help for it.  “Alright,” Balen said, and he stepped inside of the room, nearly jumping out of his skin as the door gave a long creak.  There, sitting on a nightstand, was a small lantern, its glow illuminating the room.  Balen took it and stepped out into the hall again, fighting the urge to stay turned away for fear of what he might see in the apparition’s face before it took him.  

He held the lantern aloft, and the first thing he noticed in its shifting light were the corpses, three in all, littering the landing around a figure who sat with his back propped against the wall.  The figure was big, taller than nearly any man Balen had ever seen, with shoulders wide enough that Balen thought he must spend a fortune at the tailor’s.  “I don’t want to be causing you any undue alarm, ghost or devil or whatever you are, but they’s a bunch of dead men around you.”

“I…know.”

Balen swallowed hard.  “Killed ‘em then, I reckon?”

“I…helped them…along.”

“Sure seem like a ghost,” Balen observed.

“I’m…not,” the man wheezed, “but I’ll be a…corpse, if you take much longer.”  He gave Balen a bloody smile that made the first mate realize that the man couldn’t have been a day over twenty years old.  

Balen looked down, studying the man better, and saw that one of his thighs was covered in blood.  Something caught his eye, and he leaned over, looking closer.  “Hey, fella, you realize you’ve got a knife stickin’ out of your leg?”

“It…sort of caught my attention,” the man said.  “I wonder…if it wouldn’t be too much of a bother…”

“Ah, shit.  Right.”  Balen started to tear off a piece of his shirt, glanced back at the man’s thigh—big as a damn tree stump, it was—then sighed and took his shirt off instead.  He knelt beside the man, meeting his gaze.  “Look here, I aim to pull the knife out and get this bandage around it just as quick as I can, you understand?”

The man winced at what must have been a fresh wave of pain, but he gave a brisk nod.  “I understand.”

“Gonna hurt like a bitch,” Balen said, studying the wound where the blade had gone in.  It hadn’t gotten an artery, that much was sure, or the man would be dead already.  Still, the wound was oozing blood, and the first mate figured that a big fella like this needed all he could get.  “Alright,” he said, swallowing hard.  “Try not to pass out, if you can.”  He put his hand around the knife’s handle, and cleared his throat.  “I’ll try to do the same.  My name’s Balen, by the way.”

The man grimaced, “B-Bastion.  Also, there’s a boy…in the room.  If you could…protect—”

“I’ll see to it,” Balen said, looking up to meet the young soldier’s eyes.  “Now, you ready, Bastion?”

The giant bared his teeth.  “No.”

“Nothing wrong with your brain, anyway,” Balen muttered.  Then he pulled.

 

***

 

Adina forced a smile she did not feel and waved as the soldiers at the campfire she passed saluted her with fists to their chests.  Then she turned away and walked on, doing her best to radiate calm and confidence despite the nagging worry that gnawed at her.  “How can they eat and drink and laugh?” she said, her voice low.  “While they know full well what’s coming?”

“They’re soldiers.”  

“Is that it, then, Darrell?”

“Not all of it,” Darrell admitted, “but it is some.”  They walked on through the camp, past campfires and cooking pots, around groups of men singing some bawdy song, laughing and enjoying themselves being completely out of tune. 

They had been at it for hours now, Adina moving from one campfire to the next, doing what she could to show the men a confidence she did not feel.  And despite how she always felt like a liar, an impostor, the men always seemed pleased at her presence, not just pleased but often in awe, as if she were some goddess come to the earth to save them.  She was no goddess though, and she would not be able to stop death from visiting their ranks no matter how hard she wished to.  Still, Aaron and Brandon had been right—the men did seem to respond to her confidence, and she felt sure it wasn’t just her imagination that they seemed to sit or stand straighter, to talk louder, once she’d gone.  I will do this for them, she thought, no matter what it costs me.  They deserve that and more.

“For men like these,” Darrell said finally, walking beside her as her other three guards followed a few paces back, “this is their life.  They understand that they might be called upon at any moment to give their lives, but it is their duty.  You would do them no favor by dwelling on it overly much, for it is one they have made their peace with, such as they may.”

“I don’t see how anyone could volunteer for such a thing,” Adina admitted, gazing around at the nearest campfires, at the groups of men, of soldiers sitting at them.  “To kill and be killed…it is a terrible thing.”

“Is it?” the swordmaster asked, glancing at her in that knowing way of his.  

“Well,” Adina said, feeling as if she had to defend a point that, to her at least, was nothing but obvious.  “They could have been anything they wanted.  Clerks, merchants, sailors.  At least with those, a man isn’t forced to kill someone, isn’t forced to risk his own life.”

The swordmaster nodded slowly as if considering her point.  “Ah, Princess, but we always risk our lives.  To have life is to risk it.  And without the fear of losing it, I doubt it would have as much value as it does.  Still,” he said, waving a hand as if to banish the thought, “let us examine your words a little closer, shall we?  True, these men could have chosen to be clerks or scribes, but what good will pen and parchment do them should enemies invade their cities, their homes?  Oh, certainly they could have chosen to be merchants, but, if you ask me, there is more evil to be found in the merchant class than in nearly any army save, I expect, for the one we now face.  A soldier may do his killing with a sword, but at least he does it to his victim’s face.  Merchants sell food at exorbitant prices while men and women starve, while their children starve.  Moneylenders give loans to those in need, yet they charge such high rates of interest that those who take them are left far worse off than before.  Forgive me, Princess,” the old man said, “but though being a soldier might have many faults, at least it is honest.”

Adina thought over the man’s words.  She wanted to disagree, but she’d had enough relations with moneylenders and merchants in her time ruling Galia to know the truth of them.  “You sound like Aaron,” she observed.

Darrell grinned.  “I suppose the boy does have some small amount of sense.”

“Boy, is it?”  Adina said, smiling back.

“He will always be a boy to me, Princess.”

“Adina!”

Adina turned at the shout to see a woman rushing toward her.  Two of her guards moved to intercept her, grabbing her by each of her arms.  Adina let out a breath of surprise.  “May, is that you?”

“Of course it’s me,” the club owner snapped, “now, will you call off your dogs here?  We need to talk.”

“You can release her,” Adina said, worried by the urgency bordering on panic that she heard in the other woman’s voice.  Of all the things the club owner was, easily distraught was not among them.  Adina hurried forward as the guards released the red-haired woman.  “What is it, May?  What’s happened?”

May took a moment to scowl at the two guards before turning back to Adina.  “Have you seen Captain Leomin?”

Adina frowned.  “Not tonight, no.  I expect he’s out drinking or…”  She blushed and was thankful for the poor light.  “…Doing one of his other favorite activities.”

“He’s not,” May said, “at least, I’m fairly sure he isn’t.  He was supposed to meet Balen and never showed.  And what of Aaron?  Have you seen him tonight?”

“No,” Adina said, “but then I wouldn’t have.  He told me that he had to meet with General Yalleck and Captain Gant to discuss strategies for the coming attack.  I didn’t expect to see him for another hour or two yet, but if you’d like, we can go to his office at the troops’ barracks and see if he’s heard anything.”

May was shaking her head before Adina was finished.  “I’ve already been there—he’s nowhere to be found.  I’d heard about their meeting as well, and I’ve already spoken to General Yalleck and Captain Gant.  Neither of them has seen him since the meeting finished.”

The first knot of worry began to grow inside Adina, and she frowned.  “Where could he be?  Maybe…maybe he met Leomin, and they had a drink?”

May snorted.  “Princess, Silent isn’t the most patient of people—especially lately with the coming war—and Leomin is a man who would test a priest’s patience.  Do you really think he’d subject himself to the Parnen’s company, particularly after such a meeting as he’d just left?”

“No,” Adina said, the worry growing.  “No, I don’t.”

“And there’s more,” May said.  “Balen and I had a conversation with Grinner.”

Adina frowned.  “And what does he have to say?”

“Nothing openly,” May admitted, “but I know the man well enough to know he’s up to something.  I think that whatever has happened, if he isn’t behind it, he at least knows more than he’s telling.”

Adina nodded slowly, her expression growing hard.  If the crime boss had dared to do anything to Aaron and Leomin then she would make him suffer for it.  “Then we go and have a conversation with Grinner, bring some soldiers too, in case he’s feeling particularly unhelpful.”

May opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by a shout.  They turned to see the guards facing a panting Balen.  The first mate was bent over with his hands on his knees, his breath wheezing out.  “I…need to speak to the pri—eh, that is, the queen.”

Adina’s apprehension grew as she looked at the ashen face of the first mate, and she motioned to the guards to let him through.  “Balen, what is it?”

“The…chamberlain,” the first mate gasped, shuffling toward them, clearly exhausted.

“Gryle?”  Adina said, her heart speeding in her chest.  “What about him?  What’s happened?”

Balen shook his head.  “Don’t…know.  He’s…gone.”

“Gone?”  May asked, “What do you mean, ‘gone’?  Well?  Spit it out, man, you can breathe when you’re dead.”

The first mate glanced at her.  “Technically—”

“Never mind technically!” the club owner roared.  “Just tell us what’s happened.”

Balen swallowed, finally managing to get his breathing under some semblance of control.  “I went to the inn, May, just like you said.  Went in even though a fool could see the place was cursed.”

Adina frowned, glancing at May, but the club owner shook her head, a look on her face that seemed to beg Adina not to encourage him.  “Anyway,” the first mate continued, “a big fella by the name of Bastion was there, said he’d come to watch the boy, Michael, so the chamberlain could spend some time out at the party.  Said he’d thought it would do the man some good.”  Balen shrugged.  “Can’t say if he was right or not, but I can pretty much guarantee that however things have gone for Gryle, he’d prefer it to the night that poor bastard’s having.”

“Something happened to Bastion?”  Adina asked, her patience fraying quickly.  “He’s been hurt?”

“I’d say he qualifies for that,” the first mate said, “considering he had a knife buried in his leg when I found him and was sitting in a pool of his own blood.  I tell ya, I’ve had some drunken nights myself, and there was a time or two I thought the woman I spent them with was liable to kill me, but so far I ain’t actually been stab—”

“Enough,” May snapped.  “Just tell us what happened and leave your make-believe stories for the sailors you spend your days with—we’re not impressed.”

Balen winced, a hurt expression on his face, but he nodded.  “Alright, sorry.  It’s just that when things get bad, I’ve got a tendency of runnin’ off at the mouth.”  He shook his head.  “The captain is always tellin’ me I talk too much, and I guess he’s right after all.”  He must have seen the growing impatience, bordering on anger, on the two women’s faces because he swallowed, holding up his hands as if to fend off a blow.  “Anyway, there were three dead men scattered about the giant, Bastion, and let me tell you ain’t one of ‘em gettin’ up again.  He told me, before he passed out, that they come lookin’ for the boy, Michael.”

“Michael?”  Adina asked, nonplussed.  “What would anyone want with a child?”

“Can’t say as I know, Princess.  What I can tell ya is that when the big bastard told ‘em they couldn’t have the boy, they didn’t take much kindly to it.  Came at him with swords and knives both.”

“Oh gods, Michael,” Adina breathed.  “What is happening?”  

“I don’t know,” May said, her expression growing hard, “but I would bet the skinny waist I no longer have that bastard Grinner is involved, one way or the other.”  She turned to Balen.  “What of the boy?”

“He’s safe,” Balen said.  “I got him to the castle, and he’s under guard with the queen herself.  Got the giant there too, though he lost consciousness about halfway, and I don’t mind tellin’ you I’ve got a pain in my back lets me know I won’t be so much as standin’ to take a piss come tomorrow.  I wouldn’t have thought a man could weigh so much.  Anyhow, what did Aaron have to say about it?”

The two women shared a look.  “Nothing,” May said, “he’s gone.”

“Gone?”  Balen blinked.  “Like Leomin and the chamberlain, too?”

“Yes.”

The first mate’s face grew even paler, a thing Adina wouldn’t have thought possible.  “Then we have to go.  Now.”

“Great,” May said.  “And where exactly will we go, Balen?  It’s a big city, after all, and we can’t exactly just go running around screaming for them can we?”

“No,” the first mate admitted.  “I s’pose you’re right.  And I ain’t tryin’ to tell either one of you how to do your jobs, but it seems to me the best place to start would be in the woods.”

“The woods?”  May said, frowning.  “Why there?”

“On account of that’s where one of the men told Bastion they were to take the boy.  From what the giant said the man wanted to keep the secret close to his chest, but I’ve got it in my mind that big fella can be pretty persuasive when he’s of a mind.”

“Damnit, Balen,” May said.  “Why didn’t you tell us that?”

The first mate’s eyes went wide at her anger.  “But…I just did.”

May took a slow calming breath.  “Did he say where in the woods?”

“Better,” the first mate said, “drew a map and all.”  He reached into the pocket of his trousers and withdrew a folded piece of parchment, offering it to them.  “You’ll have to forgive the blood—as I said, that bastard must have been mighty persuasive.”

Adina snatched the parchment away and unfolded it, studying the crude map that had been drawn on it.  She looked up to see the swordmaster standing beside the first mate.  “I’m ready,” he said.

The swordmaster’s expression was calm as always, but Adina nearly took a step back at the barely-contained rage dancing in his eyes.  Her mind raced, dismissing one idea only to unearth another and dismiss it in turn.  Gryle, Leomin, and Aaron all missing, and even the boy Michael was a target.  Perhaps May was right, and Grinner was behind it all, but there was no way to be sure, and they couldn’t move on him without proof.  Besides, what if she was wrong?  Then whoever was behind this could strike again at any moment, and for all she knew, they could be in the castle itself—the exact place that Balen had taken the boy.  After all, it had happened not long ago, when her sister’s previous general and captain had colluded with Boyce Kevlane in an attempt on her life.  “No,” Adina said finally, and the swordmaster visibly tensed.

“Queen Adina,” he said, his words abrupt, clipped, “if Aaron is missing, I must help.  I have told you before, he is like a son to me.  You must let me—”

“No.  I understand your concern, Darrell, I do,” she continued, hating herself for what she had to say, “but I’ve another task for you.  I need you to go keep an eye on Grinner and his men, see if anything seems amiss.  If he tries anything else, I’ll be counting on you to do what you can to stop it.”

“Adina,” the swordmaster said, and she felt shame rise in her at the desperation she heard in his voice, “please, I beg you, let me accompany you.  If anything should happen to Aaron…”  He shook his head, unable to finish, and he took a slow breath before trying again.  “Surely, you can send some soldiers to keep an eye on him.”

“No, I can’t,” Adina said.  “What do you think it would do for the city, for its people, if we were to be seen openly sending the army’s troops to spy on one of the members of the inner council?  Particularly when we don’t even know if he’s done anything wrong?  Do you not think Grinner would be all too happy to use that against us somehow?  No.  It has to be you.”

“But…what of Balen?”  Darrell asked.  “Or—”

“Listen, Darrell,” Adina snapped, “I understand your worry, and your fear; I share them.  But you and the others picked me to lead, did you not?  Well, I can’t do that if you are going to continue to question every decision I make.  Now, we will, of course, bring soldiers with us to get Aaron and the others, but what we won’t do is cause a full-on panic and make everyone in the city feel as if they could be snatched up by bogeymen at any moment.  How do you think the soldiers will feel about marching off to war and trusting us to protect their families for them while they’re gone, if we can’t even protect ourselves?  And as for Balen,” she said, turning to the first mate who was watching her as if seeing her for the first time, “well, I’ve a different task for you.”  She motioned to two of her guards who came forward.  “I want you to take these two men,” she said to Balen.  “They are loyal.  Leave one to watch over Bastion.  You and the other will go to Michael and keep him safe until we return.  Tell my sister what has happened—her and no other.”

The first mate looked as if he wanted to protest, but, having seen how the swordmaster had fared, only nodded instead.  

“And what of me, Your Highness?”  May asked, a challenge in her voice as if daring Adina to try to send her on any task that didn’t include going after Aaron and the others.

“You’re coming with me,” Adina said.  “If something has happened…well, I pray that I am wrong, but if something has happened, and Aaron has had another of his…episodes, then I may need you to help me talk him down.”

“Gods,” May said, all sternness gone from her voice as her eyes grew wide, “surely, you don’t think—”

“I don’t know what I think,” Adina said, shaking her head, “but I know Aaron, and if Grinner or someone else has tried to make a move on him and the others…well, how do you think he’ll be?”

“Angry,” May said, her voice laced with worry.  “He’ll be angry.”

“Yes,” Adina said, “I expect he will be very angry.”  She turned back to the others.  “What are you waiting on?  You all know what you have to do—go to it.”  

In another moment, the men set off in different directions, hurrying about their tasks.  “Well,” May said once they were gone.  “What now?”

“Now,” Adina said, her voice hard, her eyes full of fire as she turned to the club owner, “We go and get Aaron, Gryle, and Leomin back.  And the gods take pity on any who stand in our way, for we will not.”

The club owner gave her an angry grin.  “Seems there might just be hope for you after all, Princess.”

“Queen,” Adina corrected, as she started toward the nearest campfire and the soldiers seated around it, “and that’s assuming we survive the night.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-One 

 

“Who wants to live forever?” the scarred sergeant said, quoting himself in a mocking tone as he studied the bloody tree and the ground around him in the guttering flame of his torch.  “What a fool thing to say that is.  Maybe not forever, but I wouldn’t mind another few years, anyway.  There’s a few more whores I wouldn’t mind spendin’ some time with, if’n I ever get the coin for it.”  

Still, say one thing for traipsing through a dark forest at night following a mysterious trail of blood—he doubted that, once he reached his destination, he would be much worried about how much coin he had.  He doubted, in fact, that he would ever have that particular worry again for the rest of his life.  The rest of his life, of course, most likely being no more than a few hours, if that.  

Three times now, he’d thought for sure someone had been watching him, creeping along in the shadows of the trees.  But each time he’d turned, there had been nothing, only the darkness, and he told himself—without really believing himself—that it was only his imagination.  The thing was, imaginations didn’t leave bloody trails in the woods.  Men did that.  And, in his experience—which was far more thorough than he would have liked—few men bled like this without someone helping them along. 

And for better or worse, he knew he was getting closer.  The blood was wetter now, newer, if such a thing could be said of the stuff.  A few minutes ago, he’d been sure he’d heard someone shout.  An angry shout it had been, and Wendell just prayed to the gods that the year it had taken from his life hadn’t been one of the good ones.  The cry had come from some distance off, but he reckoned that in another fifteen minutes, half an hour at the most, he’d make it to its origin.  He followed the blood, of course, but it seemed likely to him that the blood and the scream had come from the same man.  If there was any reason for a man to go shouting like that—as if he planned on crushing the world in his hands—Balen thought that the amount of bleeding this fella had been doing might just be it.

A twig snapped behind him.  A soft, almost imperceptible sound, the kind that, on most days, a man might ignore and no harm done.  But just then, with his nerves already strained to their breaking point, it crashed in Wendell’s ears like a lightning strike, and he spun, brandishing the torch in one hand and his sword in the other.  At first, he saw nothing, only the poor ring of light that the torch provided before the darkness began its dominion.  But then, straining, he let out a gasp as forms began to appear in the shadows.  One after the other after the other.  Five of them, six of them, dozens of them.  He could make out nothing but their outlines in the darkness, so there was no way to tell for sure.  Not that it would matter, really.  Three would have been more than enough to get the job done.  “Lot of you bastards are goin’ to have a boring night,” Wendell said, swallowing as he brought his blade up in front of him. 

The figures didn’t move, only stood as still as statues on the edge of the light.  Wendell frowned.  He couldn’t see their faces, but he knew well enough that they were watching him. What the shit else was there worth looking at besides the fool who walked around the woods with a torch as if he didn’t have a care in the world?  “Well?” he demanded, angry at himself and at them too.  What kind of a man crept up on another in the darkness anyway?  Then, what kind of downright bastards would just stand there and look at him, as if they’d taken bets on how long it would take him to piss himself and didn’t want to spoil the fun?

He glanced down at his trousers.  Still dry, and that was something.  “Come on, you fuckers,” he said, glancing to either side where, all the time, more of the forms were appearing, “I ain’t got all night.”

There was no sound behind him, no rustle of twigs or hiss of wind to give any warning.  He did not spin to look, did not cry out.  He did not dodge out of the way at the last minute as the strike fell, only took it full-on and collapsed to the ground.  He lay there, unmoving, as the shadows drifted closer, their forms appearing in the orange torchlight like demons risen from the forest in search of vengeance.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-Two 

 

Turning in a slow circle, his sword held out to his side, Aaron regarded the cloaked figures standing in the torchlight.  He waited for them to make their move, to attack, and the rage waited with him, glorying in what was to come.  The creatures stood regarding him in silence, two dozen or more, along with the one that was unique.  The sellsword’s hand squeezed into a white-knuckled fist around the handle of his sword, and he grinned in anticipation.  “Come on!” he yelled again, and such was the force of his words, the power in them, that they touched upon that small bit of humanity left inside the creatures surrounding him, made his desire their desire, and many of them took a step forward only to pause once more.  The unique one, however, only watched Aaron with dark eyes glittering with what might have been the faintest hint of amusement.

One though, had not resisted so fully.  Perhaps, that meant that this one remembered more than the others of what it was to be human, that the spark of its life had been weakened, dampened, but not quite put out.  At least, that was, until it charged him.  Aaron and the thing inside him laughed as the creature rushed forward, its form a blur as it kicked up a trail of grass and soil with its impossible speed.  

But all the speed in the world would avail it nothing, for it had unknowingly joined the song of blood and death, and it would play its part, as it must.  As they all must.  Aaron knew what shape the attack would take before it came, and he spun to the side, ducking his head low even as his blade lashed out.  The creature’s sword passed over him by inches, but his own strike was truer, and a jolt of impact raced up his arm as his blade met the creature’s midriff—met it, and went through it.  The bottom half of the creature collapsed as the top half tumbled through the air in a shower of gore.  

Aaron raised his eyes to the sky, to the moon, and laughed.  His laughter echoed through the forest, and in it were joy and hunger both.  He raised his arms in celebration of the song and its beginning as he turned in a slow circle, regarding the others who waited.  Slowly, he rotated until his gaze once more rested on the one that was unique.  It regarded him indifferently, its face expressionless, yet he thought he could see the anger there, a rage to match his own burning in its eyes.  “Will you come now?” he asked.  His voice was harsh, little more than a whisper, but he did not doubt that the creature heard.  

A-Aaron, a strained voice said in his mind, I…I cannot hold back the pain…much longer.

Suddenly, a wave of dizziness overcame him, and he stumbled, barely managing to right himself.  He glanced at his arm in disgust, saw that the bandage he’d used had soaked through, and that the arm was covered in blood.  Below him, the grass where he’d been standing was coated in the stuff too.  Not long then.  Soon, his part in the song would be done, and there would be some other to take his place, to pick it up where he had left it.  Soon.  But not yet.

He decided that if the creature did not come to him in another moment, he would go to it, was just about to do so, in fact, when he saw shapes rising in the darkness.  They appeared behind the creatures surrounding him like phantoms, their faces wrapped in black, their trousers and shirts black as well, so that they did not seem to be in the night so much as they were a part of it.  “No,” he grated, “you cannot steal it.  It is my death.”  Blades flashed in the darkness, and at least ten of the long-armed, swift creatures went down before they realized an enemy had come among them.

Arrows flashed out of the darkness with deadly accuracy, and several found their mark before the creatures responded.  But when they did, even the best shots went awry as the creatures, built for speed, dodged and knocked the flying missiles away with ease.  It all happened in almost complete silence, the black-clad figures—a hundred, maybe more—wading into the creatures, the arrows hissing as they soared through the air.  No one shouted in anger or pain, there were no battle cries or calls to rally.  Only the killing.  

The creatures had been taken by surprise, but they recovered quickly, engaging the attackers that had come among them.  Each of the black-clad warriors was obviously an expert swordsman, and they fought with a vigor and technical grace that Aaron had seen only once or twice in his life. Yet for all their skill, they were only men, without the gifts of speed their opponents carried, and for every one of the creatures that fell, two or three of the black-clad men spilled their blood on the ground beside them.  

Aaron spun, glancing back to the unique creature just in time to see four of the black-clad figures appear behind it.  “Nooo!”  Aaron bellowed.  “He’s mine!”  Then he was off and running, sprinting toward the figure.  The creature watched him until the last possible instant as the swords descended from behind it, then it spun in a flurry of motion and began to rain death on those who had attacked it.  The black-garbed figures fought with grace and precision, yet they were torn apart even as Aaron watched.  

He was halfway across the clearing when the last of the four fell to the ground, his head sliding from his shoulders to land beside his corpse.  The creature turned its blood-splattered face to watch Aaron’s approach, and the sellsword felt the thrill of battle roaring through him with the strength of a cyclone.  This was what it was all about.  Two beings meeting in a contest of skills and will, and only one would walk away.  

The first dart took him in his wounded arm.  He staggered, surprised, and looked down.  The dart was three inches long.  Aaron snarled, looking around him, but in the chaos of the fighting he could not see from where it had come, and it did not matter in any case, for he had his enemy in his sights.  He ripped the tiny missile free in a spurt of blood and brought the end of it up to his nose, sniffing.  There was an herbal smell to it, sharp and pungent.  Drugged.  “Do you not know?”  Aaron asked, grinning a too-wide grin as he searched for his attacker.  “You cannot put rage to sleep; it cannot be pacified.”  

He laughed and tossed the little dart aside before turning back to the creature.  It watched him still, its eyes almost seeming to blaze in the darkness, and Aaron bared his teeth as he set off in a run again.  He felt something strike the back of his knee—another dart.  He gave a hitching step to keep his stride and ignored it, running on.  He promised himself that he would deal with the man who was shooting darts as soon as he was finished with this one, for poisons and drugs were the weapons of cowards, and such men also had their place in the song.

He was two thirds of the way to the creature now, and his sword thirsted for the blood it was about to spill.  Two more darts flashed out of the darkness, one from the left one, one from the right, embedding themselves in his chest.  Aaron grunted, a heady dizziness sweeping over him.  He growled, shaking his head, and glanced to the side.  At the edge of the torchlight, he saw a black-clad figure holding a hollowed reed.  

Even as he watched, it was in the process of stuffing another dart into the tube, ignoring its comrades fighting—and dying—all around it.  The figure brought the reed to its mouth, but a blade flashed out of the night, and one of the black-clad figures arms fell to the ground, torn away from the rest of its body.  The man—if man it was—stumbled, but kept his feet.  It paid no attention to its wound or its attacker, bringing the reed to its mouth once more.  The dart flew from the blowpipe, burying itself in Aaron’s chest beside the other two.  An instant later, the figure’s head went flying from his shoulders as its attacker came back around.  Aaron watched it crumple to the ground in a lifeless heap, still gripping the blowgun.

Hissing, he swayed drunkenly as he ripped out the three darts and tossed them to the ground in disgust.  Not just cowards, but fools too, then, yet it mattered not.  He looked up to see the creature, his enemy, walking toward him.  It moved with a slow, confident grace.  “Oh, come on then,” Aaron said, showing a bloody grin.  “I think you’re faster than that.”

The creature cocked its head as if listening to him then it drew a blade from its back.  Unlike its counterparts, the blade was not long and slender but much like Aaron’s own.  The blade of a man, of a warrior.  Suddenly, it exploded into motion, speeding toward him, far faster than its companions.  Despite his readiness for the attack, Aaron was nearly cut down in the first pass.  He threw his sword up, only just managing to get it in line in time to meet the creature’s blade.  The strike came with such speed and force that it shattered his sword, and it burst apart in a shower of metal. 

Aaron spun, but the creature was already past him, stopping only a few feet short of the people chained to the ground.  It turned, its own blade perfectly intact.  Though it showed no expression, Aaron thought he could see amusement in its eyes.  Aaron tossed the useless sword aside and crouched, his hands out to either side as he waited for the second attack to come.  His thoughts were muddy now, his vision beginning to blur, though whether from the drug they’d used on him, or the loss of blood, he couldn’t tell, and it didn’t matter in any case.  To fall was to die, that was all.  He bit his tongue to drive away the lethargy growing in him, and spat out a mouthful of blood, anticipating the second attack, waiting for it to come.  But it never did.

A dozen of the black-clad figures forced their way through the line of creatures ringing the clearing and charged Aaron’s opponent.  They worked in unison, striking in several places at once, but the creature’s speed allowed it to counter their attacks and launch its own, and in an instant two of the twelve lay dead.

Meanwhile, Aaron’s dizziness seemed to grow worse, and his mouth tingled with an herbal taste that matched the pungent aroma from the darts.  He hocked and spat, shaking his head again.  Then there was a flash of black in his mind, an all-consuming, undeniable darkness, and the next thing he knew he had collapsed to his left knee, his right hand resting in the soft, dew-damp grass.  “No,” he growled, shaking his head again and trying to rise.  The work was not yet done, the song was not yet done.  Another burst of darkness.  This one, though, did not go away but held on, rushing through every part of him, and he hissed a curse as the strength left his body, and he fell to the ground unconscious.

 

***

 

Seline’s body would not obey her commands.  The wound in her head throbbed terribly, and she gagged, dry heaving.  Nothing came out, nor should it, as she had already puked out all of her stomach’s contents.  She had managed—after a colossal effort that had left her shaking with exhaustion and more than a little pain—to rise to her hands and knees, but she could seem to do no more than that, no matter how hard she tried.

Her skull felt two sizes too small, as if some cruel blacksmith had clamped it in a vice and wanted to see just how much he could squeeze before it exploded.  The sounds of fighting echoed in the clearing.  There were creatures with abnormally long arms and faces that appeared stretched and somehow demonic in the torchlight.  Creatures out of nightmare moving with a speed that beggared the imagination.  She had heard the rumors, of course, whispered in quiet voices throughout Isalla after the assassination attempts on the members of the city’s council, but she had thought them exaggerations at best, and lies more likely than not.  

Yet for all their grotesqueness, it was not these that held her attention, but those they fought.  Men clad all in black, with even their faces covered so all that showed were their eyes.  Men who fought with precision and a skill like she had never seen before, yet who died just the same.  Akalians.  It was they for whom she had searched nearly all her life.  It was they who had driven her past all hope and despair until there was nothing left but the quest itself.  They were the air in her lungs, the strength in her legs and, soon, the gods willing, the blood on her blade.

An inhuman roar rose above all the other noise, sending a shiver up her spine, and Seline turned to see the man with the bloody blade saying something to another creature who stood on the edge of the torchlight.  She recognized the man as General Envelar, the commander of Perennia’s army, but from his appearance only as there were women in the city who loved nothing more than to sit around and gossip about this handsome man or that one, and the general was often brought up in such conversations.  She had never met the general, had never cared to, but she had heard enough to know that the man was thought of highly by the soldiers.  It was said he had an incredible skill with the blade, and a mean streak to match it, that he was canny and clever and more than a little cruel.

She could see the cruelty, true, and had seen the skill clearly enough when a few of the creatures had attacked him.  He’d moved with a speed she would have thought impossible for any normal man, but more than just speed was the terrible, liquid grace with which he made each step, each parry and attack.  He made the movements seem as if they were part of some elaborate dance that only he knew, and for all their unnatural swiftness, the figures had fallen dead at his feet.  

There was something different about the one at which he seemed to be shouting a challenge now.  And she saw it clearly enough when four Akalians attacked and were promptly torn to pieces without the creature showing so much as a bit of strain.  A fresh throb of pain lanced through her skull, and she let out a whimper, bringing her hand to her head.  Her fingers came away wet with blood.  For all his skill, for all their skill, it seemed clear enough that General Envelar and the Akalians would not, could not, win this fight.  They would die and, soon, so would she and the others.

Unless you can get your fool self moving, woman.

I do not think that…is wise, Davin said into her mind, his voice strained.  I do what I can to keep the pain from you, but I cannot hold it for long.  Already, it is beginning…to slip.

“Well,” she said, “you’d better hold it. Otherwise, I’m dead.”

I told you, you should not have come.  It was clearly an ambush.

Seline scowled at that.  She’d known it was an ambush, of course.  She’d seen enough of such things in the streets of one shitty town or another to know them for what they were when they presented themselves.  She’d known it was a trap, yet she had walked into it anyway.  And just what did that say about her?

“Fool” comes to mind, the Virtue responded.

Seline grunted, but she didn’t disagree. How could she?  The Virtue might be a prick, but that didn’t mean he was wrong.  And the fact was, even she couldn’t explain why she had stepped out into the clearing.  Her night had started simply enough.  She’d been visiting taverns, listening to those whose bodies currently held considerably more ale than sense, searching for any clue or rumor that might give her some idea about where the Akalians were camped.  Then suddenly she’d been struck with the urge to get some fresh air.  

She’d excused herself from the man she’d been speaking with, taking the opportunity to peel his hand from her shoulder—and that, at least, she’d been glad of—before turning and heading out into the night.  She could have stood outside the tavern and gotten her fresh air, she supposed, but she hadn’t.  Instead, she’d set off walking.  No great surprise, really.  Since she’d been a child, Seline had always felt better, safer when she was on the move.  It wasn’t that the world’s monsters didn’t exist when you were moving—they did, of course—it was only that they couldn’t catch you quite so easily.

Still, what had been a surprise was that she’d happened to start down an alley where two men were carrying an unconscious form, a third walking beside them, clearly keeping an eye out for any witnesses.  She’d managed to duck back around a corner before they saw her, but curiosity had gotten the better of her—as it usually did—and she’d followed them.  It wasn’t until they were out of the city that she realized the form they carried was Leomin.

She’d followed them through the woods, keeping a safe distance and making herself scarce—another thing she’d learned during her childhood—until the men had taken Leomin here, to this clearing, chaining him to a stake alongside the others, none of whom Seline recognized.  Several times during the trip, she’d considered using her newly-acquired speed—the one benefit to having the Virtue along—to rescue Leomin, but judged it too risky.  After all, whatever gifts the Virtue gave her, seeing in the darkness was not one of them, and there could have easily been others sharing the night with her. In fact, she’d felt sure that she’d sensed the presence of others around the three men as they traveled.

So she had stuck to the shadows, biding her time and waiting for an opportunity to present itself.  The ring of torches that surrounded the clearing had not been lit then, and Seline had waited for the three men to leave.  Then she’d done something completely against her nature—something she still could not explain.  She risked her own life for that of another.  She had crept forward, scared to use the power of the bond for fear that she would make too much noise or, worse, trip and fall.  After all, she had not had the powers long, and she was still growing used to them.  She had made it to where Leomin was chained to the ground, still unconscious, had even begun to work at prizing the lock of the chain free.  She’d been sure that she was going to be able to make it out with him when suddenly something had struck the back of her head with incredible force.

The next thing she knew, she’d awoken to this spectacle of madness, and to the man, General Envelar, shouting and screaming for blood, an avatar of madness and fury if there ever was one.  As if her thoughts had been his cue, the general yelled something else, and the sound of ringing metal filled the night, pulling her from her thoughts.  Seline looked up to see the general staring at what was left of the sword he carried, little more than a handle and a metallic shard where once the blade had been.  He gave it a look as if it had somehow wronged him, then tossed it away before looking in her direction.  Seline followed his eyes and froze, not daring to move, as she realized that the creature, the one that was somehow different than the others, was standing no more than a dozen feet away from her.  

It was then that the Akalians charged it, and for all their talent and training, it cut them down as if they were of no consequence.  No, she thought, I can’t die like this.  I can’t.  Not yet.

She summoned what little strength she had and forced herself to her feet.  A nearly unbearable agony pulsed in her head, and she clamped her teeth together, knowing that to cry out, to draw attention to herself, would be death.  Still, she could not avoid the whimper that escaped her throat, but luckily the Akalians—as well as the creature and its companions—were too busy killing each other to take any notice.

She reached into her tunic and withdrew the knife she always kept secreted there.  She felt better with a weapon in her hand, stronger.  She scanned the clearing, wincing as the light of the torches sent fresh thumping pain into her head.  She was in great danger, she knew.  A wise woman would escape, would get out of there as quickly as she could.  A woman who had spent her life tracking down a certain man, meaning to make him pay for his crimes, would have searched for a wounded Akalian and forced him to tell her where the man was.  A dangerous plan, of course, but it would not be the first dangerous thing she’d done in the name of her quest.

Yet despite all the reasons, despite all the years spent trying only to survive long enough to complete the task she’d set herself, she did neither of those things.  Instead, she shuffled to where Leomin lay unconscious and half-crouched, half-collapsed to her knees.  She sheathed her blade once more and withdrew her lock picking tools—another thing life had taught her never to go without—and set to the lock, all too aware of the battle that raged all around her.  Foolish girl, she told herself, is this what you have spent your life planning to do, save a Parnen you barely know?  

Yet for all her inner scolding, she did not stop her efforts.  She would get Leomin out, and somehow she would drag or lift him away.  The rest, she would figure out later.  But, then, how would she lift a grown man and carry him to safety?  The Virtue might have granted her incredible speed, but that wouldn’t make her stronger.  And where exactly was safety anyway?  Some people seemed to search for it their whole lives and never find it, and she was pretty sure she wouldn’t discover it here in a bloody field as creatures of nightmare and men that were usually considered the same fought in a vicious battle.

These were all bad things, dangerous things, but they were not the worst.  The worst was that she felt a pressure beginning to build in her head, the rhythmic thumping in her skull growing stronger, coming more frequently, until her vision was little more than a vague blur.  Her hands felt sluggish and too large, as if they weren’t her hands at all, and the normal dexterity her fingers possessed was nowhere in evidence.  Might as well try to bite through the chain, for all the good I’m doing, she thought drunkenly.  

Still, she kept trying, a muddy unconsciousness creeping in along the sides of her mind like some evil rot.  She would get the lock open, even if she died trying, even if she fainted from the building pain in her head.  Which, of course, was exactly what she did.  The darkness rushed forward, a torrent of it, and she didn’t even feel the impact as she collapsed to the ground beside the Parnen.  She blinked wearily, her eyes closing of their own accord.

In her state of semi-consciousness, she vaguely heard the noises of fighting growing closer, so it sounded as if it was happening right beside her, but she found that she did not have the energy or the strength to look, so she only lay there, waiting for the end to come.  Something crashed to the ground beside her, and she found that she did, at least, have the strength to open her eyes, if nothing else.  

She did so, and immediately regretted it.  Not just because of the blinding flash of pain—though that was a part of it—but also because one of the creatures had fallen beside her, its dead eyes staring into her own, its face mutilated and inhuman.  Seline wanted nothing more just then than to push herself away from this abomination, to put as much distance between herself and it as she could, but her body would not obey her commands.  So she lay there, unmoving, as she heard a quiet patter of footsteps and saw several pairs of black-booted feet moving up to her.  She did not need to look to know that their owners would be Akalians, and found some dark amusement in the fact that, for all her searching, in the end they had found her.

“We take her,” a voice said.  It was a smooth, intelligent voice, one that could have belonged to an aged scholar just as easily as a kindly grandfather.  “The others as well.  And hurry—we have very little time.”

Hands reached out, gripping her feet, and Seline meant to fight.  In her mind, at least, she did fight, finding a new reserve of strength, breaking free of her captors, and drawing the blade from her tunic, showing them that a life spent in hidden solitude was not the only way a person might grow skilled at killing.  But in reality, her body was still as useless as it had been, and the thrumming in her head was growing in strength and quickly becoming the only thing in the world, blocking out all other sight and sound, even the fear of death that she’d rightly held.  The last thing she saw before the darkness took her were hands reaching out to grab her shoulders.  And the palm of one of the hands, her foggy mind noted, was a mass of scar tissue, as if it had been badly burned, so badly that she was shocked that its owner—whose face she could not see—still seemed to have use of it.  

Something tickled the edge of her thoughts, niggling at her, and in her semi-conscious state, it took her several moments to realize what it was.  Then, with a shock, she did.  She knew that hand.  She had never seen it before, but her mother had told her of it—and the man to whom it belonged—often enough.  Her mother had told her about him nearly every day that they had spent being the slaves and cruel play things of men who enjoyed showing their strength on a helpless woman and her equally helpless child.  

It was his hand.  Her father’s hand.  “I’ll kill you,” she said, but the words came out as nothing but an unintelligible groan, and then the shadows reached back up into her mind, pulling her down, down, down into the waiting darkness.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-Three 

 

Adina wanted to panic, wanted to go running into the woods, screaming Aaron’s name until she was hoarse.  She wanted nothing more than to find him alive and well, to leave everyone else behind and know that he was okay.  But one of the lessons her father had taught her at a young age was that the first thought of a woman of royal blood was never—could never—be for herself, but had to be for those whom she served and who, in turn, served her.  So she allowed herself to be led through the woods by the twenty soldiers they’d managed to gather, growing more and more frustrated as they took their time fanning out, checking the perimeter, but saying nothing.  After all, the men were only doing their jobs, trying their best to keep her safe, and she could not fault them for that, yet her heart beat rapidly in her chest, and a great fear—the fear that she would find Aaron dead—grew in her mind with each passing moment.

“You have to relax,” May said from beside her, “he’ll be okay.  Silent is one stubborn bastard, and I don’t think the gods themselves could take his life if he wasn’t ready to go.  He’s stubborn, and he’s tough.  The toughest man I’ve ever met.”

Adina glanced at the club owner, but saw that May was only looking off into the darkness, the worry on her face matching Adina’s own, and she thought that the woman was talking to herself as much, if not more, than she was to Adina.  And why not?  May had known him far longer than she had, after all, and Adina had seen on more than one occasion the love the fiery-haired woman held for him.  

She felt a flush of shame at the thought, and her face heated with guilt.  She had been so worried about herself and her own fears that she hadn’t spared a thought for what May must be feeling.  She took the club owner’s hand.  May tensed as if surprised, but in another moment her expression softened, and she clasped Adina’s hand back, her eyes wet with unshed tears.

May was a strong woman, the strongest Adina had ever known.  She was not given to worries or fears, and to see her so close to losing her composure brought Adina’s own fears crashing back stronger than ever.  Yet she held May’s hand and forced a smile onto her face.  “He will be okay, May.  You’ll see.”

The club owner nodded, sniffling.  “I’m sure you’re right, dear.  I’m just being an old fool, is all.  Likely as not, we’ll find him relaxing somewhere, maybe taking a nap, while we hunt through the forest in a frenzy.  He’ll scold us both good, I don’t doubt, for worrying over him so.”

“Yes,” Adina said, “I expect he will.”

“Still,” the club owner said as they followed the soldiers, “it’ll be good to hear him scold me.  Good to hear him talk at all.”  She studied Adina, “He loves you, you know.”

Adina felt the tears closer now, dangerously close, and she cleared her throat.  “I love him as well.”

“Oh, I know that,” May said, smiling, “it’s written plain enough on both of your faces that a woman would have to be blind not to see it.  Anyway, for what it’s worth, I’m glad he met you.  Silent is a hard man, not cruel, but hard and cold.  Since he’s met you…” She hesitated, shaking her head in frustration as if unable to find the right words.  “Well, he’s better.  It’s as if there’s always been a wound in him, one that would never heal no matter how much time passed, or how much I wished it so.  It was a wound that words could not heal, one that could not be treated by salves or medicines.  One you couldn’t see, but that you knew was there all the same.  Even on the first day I met him, the wound was there, one that he carried with him into adulthood.”

“And now?”  Adina asked, her own eyes tearing.

“Now,” the club owner said, pausing to run a finger across one eye then the other, “now, it’s starting to heal.”

Adina took a slow, ragged breath, telling herself that she had to keep her composure, that she was a queen and that the soldiers needed her to act like it.  “I…thank you for that, May.”

The club owner shrugged.  “I only tell the truth as I see it, Adina, and there’s plenty enough in the world who don’t thank me for it.  Still, it’s the only thing a woman like me knows.”

Adina nodded.  “The world could do with a few more women like you, May.”

May grinned, but she shook her head, “Gods forbid.  The last thing I need is some actual competition.”

It was a joke that they normally would have laughed at, but neither felt much like laughing just then, so they only studied each other for a moment, a silent gratitude passing between them.

“Queen!”  

The two women and the twenty odd soldiers with them turned at the sound of the voice and the approaching footsteps to see a soldier hurrying toward them at a brisk walk, his own torch held aloft.  Wilhelm was the man’s name, and Adina recognized him as one of the men who’d been sent ahead to scout the area.    

“What is it?”  Adina said, her heart leaping into her throat.  “What’s happened?”

“Not what, Majesty,” the scout said, bowing, “but who.  I think I’ve found something you’ll want to see.”

The soldiers looked to Adina, awaiting her command, so she motioned them forward.  The scout led them deeper into the woods, and they’d been walking for no more than fifteen minutes when they came upon a form propped up against a tree.  For a moment, Adina felt her heart leap in her chest, and she thought that May had been right after all, that Aaron had only been resting in the woods.  Then she looked closer, and her relief vanished like a fire drenched in freezing water as she realized the man sitting with his back against a tree trunk couldn’t be Aaron.  He was much too thin for one, and shorter than Aaron too.  What’s more, his face was scruffy with a wiry beard, and he held a boot in one hand.  

“Sergeant Wendell?”  Adina asked, shocked.

The scarred sergeant nodded, giving her a smile that quickly turned to a wince as he rubbed a hand over the back of his head.  “Aye, Your Majesty, it’s me.”

“What…what are you doing out here?”  Adina asked.

Wendell cleared his throat, glancing around with an embarrassed expression on his face.  “Well, that’s a story there.  To save everyone time, let’s say as I heard shouting and the sounds of what might have been fighting.  That brought me into the woods a little ways, then I saw a trail of blood and decided I’d follow it.”

“Alone?” May asked.

Wendell winced again.  “Yeah.  Sounds stupid when I say it out loud like that.  Then again, I reckon it sounded pretty stupid when I said it to myself too.”  He shrugged.  “Anyway, there you have it.”

“So what happened to you?”  Adina asked, motioning one of the soldiers forward.  

The man moved toward the sergeant with the intention of checking his wound, but Wendell waved him away.  “Ah, get on, you bastard.  It’s fine—just a knot is all, and the gods know I’ve had plenty of those in my time.  Anyway, Your Majesty,” he said, turning back to Adina, “as to what happened, I was out here mindin’ my own business, you understand, when some fella comes up and hits me upside the head, knocks me out cold.”

“A fella?”  Adina said.  “What fella?”

The sergeant considered then shrugged.  “Dunno.  S’pose it could have been a woman, come to think of it, as I never got a good look at the bastard.  Well, any look at all really, on account of he came up behind me.  Still, it was a hard hit, and I hope the Queen doesn’t take offense as I say it seemed to me there was a man behind it.”

“Been hit by a lot of women, have you?”  May asked, her tone threatening.

The sergeant grunted, rubbing at his chin.  “You’d be surprised by how many.”

“No,” the club owner said, “no, I don’t think I would.”

“Never mind about that for now,” Adina said.  “What about your boot, Sergeant?”

“Eh?”

Adina pointed.  “The one you’re holding.”

“Oh, that,” the sergeant said, nodding, “right.  Well, I woke up lyin’ in the grass here, my clothes all soaked with dew, and my head thumpin’ like somebody’d took a smith’s hammer to it.  Seemed like a good idea to be ready, just in case the bastard come back lookin’ for seconds.”

Adina nodded slowly.  “And your sword?”

The sergeant smiled.  “Still got it,” he said, grabbing the scabbard at his side and holding it out to her like a pleased parent showing off his child.  

Adina and May shared a look before turning back to the sergeant.  “That’s good, Sergeant.  Now, tell me, do you think you could find the trail again?”

“Oh, sure,” Wendell said, “I could find it easy enough, but I’ve got to tell you, Majesty, that knock on the head took away some of my motivation for the task, if you get my meanin.’   Ain’t right for somebody to come along and knock a fella out—I’ve heard it can cause serious damage, make a man lose some of his smarts, and the gods only know I ain’t got much to spare to begin with.”

Adina opened her mouth to speak and hesitated, dreading what she had to tell the man about Aaron and Leomin’s disappearance.  The sergeant had become friends with Leomin in the short time he’d known him, and for all the jokes he made at Aaron’s expense when the sellsword was around, Adina didn’t miss the practically worshipful looks he gave Aaron when he thought no one was looking.  

May saved her the trouble, stepping forward and putting her hand on the scarred sergeant’s shoulder.  “Aaron’s been taken, Wendell.  Leomin and Gryle too.  I’ll tell you the whole story later, but we’ve reason to believe that they were brought here, to these woods.  Now, I’ve heard that you’re the best tracker in the army—can you find them?”

The sergeant’s eyes went wide.  “General Envelar’s been taken?  Gods,” he breathed, “why didn’t you say so instead of letting me bleat on like a sheep in heat?  Come on,” he said, rising and starting deeper into the woods without bothering to see if anyone was following, “this way.”

Adina and May shared a worried look before hurrying after the sergeant, the soldiers fanning out on either side.  For all his attempts at coldness, the sellsword had a way of making men love him.  And women too, she thought, her face heating, don’t forget that.  Aaron always told her that he kept people at a distance because if you didn’t have anything—anyone—you cared about, you didn’t have to worry about them being taken from you.  And the world, he’d said, was better at nothing more than taking what you loved the most.  Gods, Aaron, I hope you were wrong.  Please, be wrong, she thought as she hurried after the sergeant who was practically jogging, his eyes scanning the forest floor in search of signs.

They followed the sergeant through the dark woods for what felt like an eternity.  The soldiers ranged to either side, their weapons in hand, their eyes scanning for any danger…yet when it came, they were not ready.  At first, there was only the silence of the forest, punctuated by the footsteps of Adina and her companions.  

Then there was a scream to Adina’s left.  They froze, turning, and the scream abruptly cut off as the distant-most soldier crumpled to the ground, lifeless, his torch landing on the wet grass beside him.  The torch guttered and went out, but before it did Adina could just make out the blood splattering the ground around the soldier.  He’d fallen so that his face was turned toward her, and his dead eyes seemed to stare at her accusingly.

One of the soldiers saw it too, “Protect the queen!” he yelled, holding his own torch aloft.  “Form up!”  The words had no more than left his mouth when there was a flash of movement in the night, and his head fell from his shoulders to roll along the ground.

“What the fu—” another man started, but he never finished what he’d been about to say.  There was no warning except the rustle of dead leaves in the air, as if carried by a heavy wind, and then he too collapsed, dead, his torch falling beside him.  

Adina scanned the area around her desperately, but she could see nothing in the darkness except those around her who held their torches high.  A thought struck her, and she turned to look at the three dead men.  Each had been carrying a torch, marking themselves as easy targets for whomever or whatever shared the night with them.  “The torches!”  she screamed.  “Throw them away!”

“But Queen—” began one of the torchbearers, then there was another rush of wind, and his words abruptly turned into a guttural groan, and he collapsed to the ground.

The others didn’t need to be told twice, and they threw their torches farther out into the woods in all directions creating a ragged ring of orange, ruddy light around them.  Adina ran to the soldier who’d been knocked down, fell to her knees beside him, and felt the wet dew immediately soak through to her knees.  “Are you okay?” she whispered, but the soldier didn’t answer.

She could see nothing of his face, or his expression, and she reached out a tentative hand.  His face felt fine enough, though there was some blood.  Fearing what she would find, her hands quested further down, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she found the soldier’s neck still attached to his shoulders—a relief that vanished an instant later as she felt the soldier’s chest.  She shuddered, jerking back, and her hands came away tacky and coated in blood.  The man’s chest had been caved in.

She stumbled to her feet, backing away, and realized that what she’d taken for dew on the grass had been more blood, a puddle that she had knelt in, and suddenly her stomach was roiling.  She held a hand to her mouth until the urge to vomit passed, forcing herself to look away from the dead man’s shadowy form.  In the light of the torches, she could just make out figures moving all around them.  They were so fast that, had she not seen the dead men, she would have thought them nothing but figments of her imagination.  But they weren’t, she knew.  They were Kevlane’s creatures.  And they had them surrounded.

It was difficult to tell exact numbers with the darkness and speed with which the creatures moved, but Adina thought there were at least a dozen.  Twelve creatures and seventeen soldiers left, not counting the sergeant.  We can’t win, she thought wildly.  Not against so many.  She scanned the ring of torchlight, desperate to find some hole through the defenses of the creatures, yet every time she thought she’d found a possible escape route, she saw one of them fly past.  No way out and no way through.  

“May,” Adina said, her voice low, “we can’t—”

“I know, dear,” the older woman said, and there was a calmness in her voice that surprised Adina.  “I know.”  She grasped Adina’s hand, patting it.  In the poor light, half of the club owner’s face was cloaked in shadow, as if she were already being pulled down into the depths of Salen’s Fields.  “It’s been a pleasure, Adina,” May said.

“Yes,” Adina said, tears gathering in her eyes.  “Mine own.”  Gods, just let Aaron be safe.  Please.  

A moment later, the creatures flew at them from all sides.  The soldiers had formed a rough circle around Adina and May, and though they fought with a tenacious loyalty and courage, they were cut down in moments.  It was over in less than a minute, and only Adina, May, and Sergeant Wendell remained.  The sergeant stepped in front of the two women.  Adina saw with something like wonder that he held his sword in one hand, and the other hand was stuffed into his boot.  The end of the boot hung down from a strip of leather, and for all her despair, Adina was shocked to realize that the man must have blocked one of the creature’s blades with it.

The creatures stood around them, studying the three with blank, lifeless expressions, their long swords held up at an angle behind them.  In the orange glow, their scarred faces were transformed into something feral and inhuman, as if they were not, nor ever had been men at all, but cruel mockeries of them.  

The sergeant glanced back at the two women.  “I think we’re in trouble.”  The club owner drew two daggers from the gods alone knew where and was eyeing the figures with a grim expression on her face. Realizing she was unarmed, Adina bent down and picked up a sword that one of the dead soldiers had dropped near her.  She didn’t think it would matter either way, but if she had to die, she’d rather do it fighting than cowering.  

“Alright then,” she said, eyeing the nearest figures, “come on, and get it done, if you mean to.”

“Or don’t,” the sergeant said, shooting her a look as if she was crazy, “if you fellas want, we can call it a draw and go get an ale.  I know a place in the city that’ll serve anyone, just so long as they have the coin and…”  He trailed off as the figures began moving in unison, the circle of them raising their swords as they drew closer.  Though their faces held no expressions, Adina got the distinct feeling that she understood how a mouse must feel when a cat was toying with it.  In such a match, the outcome was never truly in doubt, and she thought that these creatures, for all their blank passivity, possessed at least some bit of cruel animal cunning.

“Ah, fine, you bastards,” the sergeant said, raising his boot out to his side, “have it your way.”

Whether by luck or by design—and Adina leaned heavily toward the former—the sergeant had put his already-wounded boot directly in the path of one creature that rushed forward, its blade slicing toward Adina.  She screamed and ducked, knowing even as she did that she would be too slow, but the long, thin blade was not made for armor or even the thick, leather sole the boot provided, and it knocked the strike wide enough that it just missed Adina’s neck as their attacker rushed past.  

She felt another rush of wind and turned in time to see a blur moving toward her once more.  Adina shouted in a mixture of anger and fear, not just for herself but for those with her and Aaron, him most of all.  She raised her sword in what she knew would be a vain attempt at defense.  But then the blur vanished and one of the figures stood directly in front of her, its face only inches away, its blade raised behind it as if to strike.

Adina’s breath caught in her throat as the creature studied her with its lifeless eyes, and she saw that it had once been a boy around Caleb’s age.  The tragedy, the useless cruelty of it all struck her, and she felt tears gathering in her eyes.  “I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice breaking.  “Gods, I’m so sorry.”

The figure cocked its head as if trying to understand her words, and the sergeant stepped forward, frowning.  “Huh,” he said, looking around at the other figures who seemed to have frozen as well.  “Well, that’s a strange thing, idn’t it?  Still…”  He shrugged.  “My father always told me not to let an opportunity pass you by, and I don’t see as we’re likely to find a better.”  He swung his sword at the creature’s neck in a half-hearted strike.  

Its eyes never left Adina, but its sword arm flew out, and the sergeant gave a shout of surprise as his blade was knocked loose from his hands and hurtled into the darkness beyond the torches.  Wendell took a stumbling step back, wincing as he rubbed at his hand.  Then, the figure in front of Adina turned its head and looked off into the night, in the direction they’d been traveling, as if listening or looking for something.  

There was a rush of wind and dried leaves and dust flew up around Adina and the others in a cloud.  They raised their hands, shielding their faces and coughing, and when the dust settled, the creatures, one and all, were gone.  The three stood frozen for several seconds, hardly able to believe that they’d been given a reprieve.  Was this just another malicious attempt at toying with them, akin to a cat’s playful slaps at a mouse before bringing out its claws?

They stood in silence until, after a minute had passed, Adina shook her head wonderingly, feeling very much as if she were dreaming.  “What just happened?” she asked.

May looked at her, her face pale and sickly in the torchlight.  “I don’t…I don’t know.”

“Might be they got called away for somethin’ else,” Wendell said, shrugging.

“But I heard no call,” the club owner said, “did you?”

“No,” the sergeant admitted, “but, then, I can’t run like the wind and cut a man’s head off before he ever sees me neither.”

Adina frowned at that.  The sergeant’s words made sense.  But why would the creatures stop when they were so close to killing them?  Why…unless, they had been called away for something more important, something that needed their numbers.  “Aaron,” she breathed, a sick feeling wrenching her stomach.

Her two companions turned to her, her own fear mirrored in their faces.  “You mean to say—” Wendell began.

“They’ve gone hunting tougher game,” May finished, her voice hard and cold.

“We’ve got to go help him,” the sergeant said.

“Yes,” Adina agreed.  Though the truth was that she didn’t know how much help they’d be.  She glanced around at the corpses of twenty soldiers, all men who’d spent their lives training with their weapons, training to fight and to kill, yet they lay dead on the ground just the same.  For her.  Tears threatened, and this time she let them come.  These men deserved better than tears, but it was all she had to give them.

“Poor lads,” the sergeant said as if reading her thoughts.  “Bravest men I ever saw.”

“Yes,” Adina said again.  And now they’re dead men, and who do they have to thank for that?  Who was it, after all, who called them to her, who asked them to accompany her to the woods?  “Not now,” she muttered to herself.  Grieve later, if you must, but not now.  She’d been a fool, and she knew it.  Aaron and the others had told her how important her role was as the leader, a person for the men and women in the army to fight for.  Now, not only had she gone running off against the gods alone knew what, risking her life, but she had also risked the lives of two of her friends and twenty brave men in the bargain.  So far, she and her friends were still alive, but she expected that would change before long.  And all the while no one knowing the truth of what was in the woods, of what they faced.  By not sending one of the soldiers back with news of the appearance of Kevlane’s creatures, she’d risked the entire city.

“May,” she said, turning to the club owner, “I need to ask you to do something for me.”

The club owner frowned as if reading her thoughts, studying her.  “An order from my queen, is it?”

“No,” Adina said, shaking her head.  “A plea from your friend.”

May watched her for several seconds then finally nodded.  “If it is within my power, Adina, I will do it.”

The tears threatened to come again at that, at the trust her friend placed in her, but Adina swallowed them back.  There was no time for grief, not now.  “I need you to follow us at a distance.  That way, if we’re attacked you can run.  We can mark the trees, so you know the way.  But if those things should come upon us again, you must go back and warn the city, warn Captain Gant and General Yalleck.”

“But why me?”  May demanded.  “Surely—”

“It must be you, May,” Adina interrupted.  “Wendell is necessary for tracking and I…” And I cannot lose another friend, not tonight.  “Please, May.  Do this for me.”

“It’s foolish,” the club owner said, “if any should follow at a safe distance, it should be you.”

“Maybe,” Adina said, giving her a sad smile, “but haven’t you heard?  Royals have a knack for foolishness.”  Her face grew serious once more.  “Please, May.”

“If it helps any,” the sergeant said, “seems to me that, unless you intend to follow from as far back as, say, another continent, you’ve got a pretty good chance of gettin’ killed along with us, if those fellas do decide to make another go of it.”

May studied the sergeant then finally sighed.  “Fine,” she said, turning back to Adina, “but I still say it’s foolish.”

“Thank you,” Adina said.

“Damnit!”  They both jumped at the sergeant’s angry shout, scanning the woods around them, sure that they’d wasted too much time, that the creatures had come back after all.  But Adina saw nothing.  “What is it, Sergeant?” she asked.  “What’s happened?”

“What’s happened?” the man said, glancing at her as if he couldn’t believe she’d even ask such a thing.  Then he raised his boot up close to her face.  The front half had been hacked off completely.  “They’ve ruined my boot, is what’s happened,” he said.

“You’ve got to be joking,” the club owner said, “gods, man, it’s only a damned boot.  What difference does it make?”

The sergeant stared at her as if she was daft.  “What difference?  What difference?  Aye,” he said, frowning at her feet, “I suppose that’s an easy enough thing to say when you’ve still got two good shoes yourself.  Not that I’d generally recommend such fancy things for walking through the woods.  They’re ruined, sure enough.”

May glanced down at her own feet before looking back to the scarred sergeant.  “Forgive me,” she said, her tone dangerous, “but I was in a bit of a hurry at the time.  I didn’t really think to consider switching them out for something more woods appropriate.  I guess I was too busy, I don’t know, trying to save someone’s life.”

“Amateurs,” the sergeant muttered, only just loud enough for them to hear as he continued to examine May’s shoes.  “Anyway, I don’t know what good those’d do you.  Wouldn’t block so much as a knife thrust, let alone a sword.”

May opened her mouth to speak, an incredulous look on her face, then she turned to Adina and shut it once more, both of them thinking the same thing.  Say what you want about the sergeant, but his boot had just saved his and Adina’s lives.  “I only meant,” May said finally through gritted teeth, “that there are more important things to worry about just now than your boot.”

Wendell grunted.  “Doesn’t cost you anything to say so, does it?”  He grumbled. “You ain’t gonna be the one spendin’ the next few hours steppin’ on nettles and briar patches.  Gods, woman, but everyone knows a good pair o’ boots is more important to a soldier than anythin’ else.”

“Even a sword, it seems,” May said sardonically.

  

***

 

Grinner looked up at the sound of the knock, frowning as he set the glass of wine down on his desk.  The world, it seemed, conspired to keep him from even a moment’s respite by an unending procession of distractions.  Particularly this night of all nights, when there was so much that needed to be done.  “Come in,” he said, assuring himself that, was it not a good reason, he would make the man or woman who’d interrupted him suffer for it.  After all, if he couldn’t have a moment’s peace, he could at least be entertained.

The door opened and Eustice walked in.  He was a short, overweight, ugly man.  So ugly, in fact, that Grinner felt a slight wave of disgust every time he looked at the man’s pox-ridden, fleshy face, and the large mole just below one of the man’s eyes, big enough that the hairs from it often got into his eye, forcing him to blink constantly.  This, in turn, made the eye regularly weepy, as if the man were constantly crying.  “Master,” he said bowing, and Grinner sneered as he watched the man somehow turn such a simple gesture into a crude, off-putting thing.  “I’ve come with a report.”

Grinner sighed, fighting down his disgust.  The man looked more like some goblin out of a children’s story than a man at all.  Still, for all his shortcomings, Eustice possessed a cleverness and intelligence that few in Grinner’s organization matched.  He was also, of course, unfailingly loyal.  He had replaced Grinner’s last second-in-command after that bastard Silent had killed him, cutting him down in the street like some pathetic commoner before entering Grinner’s church and daring to hold a blade to Grinner’s own neck after also managing to kill his bodyguard.  Grinner was a man who prided himself on never forgetting a slight, who knew the importance of returning such slights tenfold.  He’d wanted to have the man killed, had considered doing it a thousand times, but Aaron Envelar was a man known for his ability to survive assassination attempts, and Grinner was a patient man.  He had refused the urge to act until an opportunity for his revenge arose, one in which success was practically guaranteed.  Such an opportunity had arisen tonight.  He smiled inwardly at the thought, but scowled at the small man before him.  “Well?”

“Yes, Master,” the man said bowing.  “It seems that all the subjects have been taken as you ordered.”  He winced as if expecting a blow, “Except for Aaron Envelar himself, sir.”

Grinner stared at the man, watched something like a shiver of fear running through him.  “What of Aaron Envelar?” 

Eustice cleared his throat, failing to meet the crime boss’s eyes.  “ He somehow managed to escape the men we sent for him.”

“Escape?”  Grinner roared, jerking out of his seat.  “You fool!  Do you realize what you’ve done?  Aaron Envelar alive and well in the city is enough to crush all of my plans, don’t you see?”  He paced, rubbing his hands together.  “What’s more, he is possessed of some crude cunning, and I do not expect him to find it too difficult to figure out who plotted against his life.”

“But Master,” the man said, his eyes wide, “I sent eight men.  I thought—”

“Then you should have sent more!”  Grinner screeched, slamming his hand on the table.  “Oh, you will suffer for this, Eustice,” he said.  “Guards!”

Two thickly-muscled men opened the door, rushing inside, each of them holding a cruel blade in his hand. They scanned the room in search of any threatn then turned to Grinner.  “Master?” one asked.

“Our dear Eustice here is at best incompetent and at worst a traitor,” Grinner said, studying the small man, getting some cruel satisfaction at the sight of his pale, fear-stricken face.  “I believe that we must make him suffer for it.”

The two men moved forward, one of them grabbing the small man’s arms, and Eustice cried out in pain as they twisted them behind his back.  

Grinner walked forward, studying the small man.  “I think that we will start by cutting out his tongue,” he said.  “That way, we need never worry about him making promises to see a thing done and then failing to do it.” 

“W-wait, Master,” Eustice said, “there’s still—”

“Oh no, Eustice,” Grinner said, favoring the man with a wintry smile, “my patience, I’m afraid, has run out for you.  Now, do be still—I really would hate for them to cut off anything else by accident.  At least, until I’m ready.”

The man holding Eustice’s arms transferred the small man’s wrists to one hand and used his other to jerk his head back.  Eustice cried out in pain, struggling uselessly against the man holding him as the other moved to stand in front of him, reaching for his mouth.  “Aaron Envelar is headed into our trap!” screamed Grinner’s second-in-command.

Grinner frowned.  “What’s that?  I thought you said he escaped the men you sent.”

“He…he did, sir,” Eustice said, panting with fear, “or, that is, he killed them all.  But he went anyway.”

Grinner’s frown deepened.  “He survived being captured only to walk into the ambush willingly?  I think, Eustice, that you had perhaps better explain yourself—and quickly.”

“Yes sir,” the man said, gasping, his head still tilted back by the guard’s iron grip so that he was forced to stare at the ceiling as he spoke, “well, sir, I knew how much trouble you’d had with Aaron Envelar in the past, so I took precautions.”

“Oh, let go of his neck before you break it,” Grinner snapped, and the guard did.  “Precautions?” the crime boss asked, stepping closer and eyeing the small man the way a vulture might eye its next meal.

“Yes, Master,” Eustice said, swallowing hard as he rubbed at his neck.  “You see, sir, I sent some men to fetch the boy Michael.  The dead woman’s grandson?  I thought that, should things go bad, we might use him as leverage, a way of getting Envelar or any of the others that might have escaped to go anyway.”

“And did you get the boy?” 

“No, sir,” Eustice said.  He saw Grinner’s face and spoke quickly, his words coming so rapidly as to almost be incomprehensible.  “Someone was there, a big soldier, I don’t know his name.  He killed the men I sent, but Envelar didn’t know that.  We found one of the men we’d sent for Envelar—he was barely alive, but remained conscious long enough to tell us that Envelar believed the boy had been taken, said he even saw him stalking away toward the city gate to head into the woods.”

Grinner watched the man, enjoying the way he squirmed beneath his gaze.  Finally, he nodded.  “Well, Eustice, you nearly completely ruined the night—one that I’ve had planned for a long time now—but it seems you have managed to succeed despite your incompetence.”

“Y-yes, Master.”

Grinner waved a dismissive hand at the guards.  “That will be all.  You may leave us.”

The two men left without a word, and the small man breathed a heavy sigh of relief as the door closed behind them.  “Now,” the crime boss said, “you say Envelar is heading to the ambush?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, that’s good.  And what of the others?”

“All have been taken and left at the specified place, Master.  It is finished.”

Grinner smiled.  “No, not quite finished.  Not yet.  There is one more task to complete before the night is done.  Send the two men to me—what were their names again?”

“Otis and Perryn, sir.”

Grinner nodded.  “Very well, send them.”

“Of course, Master.”

The crime boss watched his second-in-command leave and sat back in his chair, enjoying the moment.  It had all nearly gone terribly awry, but then the greatest rewards often held the greatest risks.  Before the night was through, he would have rid himself of almost all his enemies while, at the same time, putting himself in a better position than ever before.  Despite the name for which he was known—a remnant of his younger days and for the bloody grins he carved in the throats of his victims—Grinner was not a man given to smiling, but he smiled now as he waited for the two men to come.

They arrived before long, with troubled expressions on their faces and why not?  It wasn’t so often that two of the working men were brought before their boss and, if they were, it was almost always bad.  Because of this, Grinner forgave them their wariness.  “Otis, Perryn, how very good to see you.”  He waved a hand at the two chairs sitting in front of his desk.  “Please, have a seat.”

The two men didn’t seem reassured in the slightest by his kindly demeanor, but they did as they were told, making their way to the chairs and sitting in them lightly, appearing as if they were ready to fight or run at any moment.  Grinner studied them in silence.  There had, he suspected, never existed two men who were so very different.  Perryn was a remarkably thin man, and appeared nearly cadaverous, his eyes sunken deeply into their sockets with sickly circles under them.  He was also short, shorter than even most women, yet Grinner did not miss the knives hanging from his belt.  By all accounts, he knew how to use them and use them well.  Still, he did not cause the crime boss any particular concern.

The other, though, well...that was a different story.  Where Perryn was thin and short, Otis was nearly seven feet tall with broad shoulders and a barrel chest.  His arms were so thick with muscle it seemed he’d have little problem crushing boulders with his bare hands, if called on to do so.  He might, in fact, have made a fine bodyguard one day, had his face not been terribly scarred.  Grinner didn’t know the story—had never cared to find out—but one side of the giant’s face was covered in terrible scar tissue, as if had been stuck into a blazing fireplace when he was young.  It gave his face a melted, drooping look, and Grinner put down his glass of wine, too revolted to drink anymore.  The man might be strong, but Grinner was a man who appreciated beauty as well as strength, and he could never have had such an ogre as this at his side.

All in all, they were not men Grinner would ever have hand-picked to work for him except for one small, important fact.  As far as anyone else knew—his rival crime boss included—the men were loyal to Hale, and that made them incredibly valuable.  They had served Grinner as spies for the last few months, since arriving in Perennia, but now he had very different plans for them.

“I suppose,” Grinner said, “that you are both wondering why I have called you here.”

“Yes sir,” Otis said, his voice thick and gravelly.

“Well,” Grinner said, favoring them with another smile, “I will tell you.  You see, I keep a close eye on individuals in my organization who show promise, men—or women—who show potential for increased responsibility and, of course, the increased rewards that such responsibility entails.  Men,” he said, leaning forward and meeting each of their eyes in turn, “such as you.”

Some small portion of the wariness left their expressions at that, but not all of it, and he had not expected it to.  Men who spent their lives on the streets, robbing, stealing, and much worse, found it understandably difficult to trust the intentions of others.  As well they should, he thought.  “Now,” he said, “I have a very important task at the castle tonight, and I require men of your particular talents.  Should we succeed in our endeavors, I will reward you both with far greater positions within the organization.  How does that sound?”

“Sounds good,” the small man said.  Grinner frowned, and the man coughed.  “…Sir,” he added, belatedly.   Even the man’s voice was sickening, one made to match his emaciated form, weak and thready and somehow wet.  

“And you?”  Grinner asked, turning to the big man.

The man might have been as big as an ox, but he clearly wasn’t as stupid as one, and he paused considering.  “You don’t mind me asking, sir, what’s the job?”

“All in good time,” Grinner said, smiling.  “I will give you both more details as soon as we are in the castle.”

“Forgive me, sir,” the big man said, “but, if it’s all the same to you, I’d really like to know—”

“It’s not all the same to me,” Grinner snapped.  “But if you think yourself incapable of performing a minor task for your master let me know now so that I might find someone more worthy.”

The big man frowned at that, but he nodded.  “Very well, sir.  Of course, I’d love to help.”

Oh, and what help you’ll be, Grinner thought.  “Good,” he said.  “Now, come.  We must hurry, if we are to make it in time.”

“Sir,” Perryn said, fidgeting uncomfortably, “if we’re to be goin’ to the castle, ought I to get a change of clothes?  I been workin’ on the streets see, and I’d like to look my best if I’m to be seein’ a queen.”

“Your clothes are fine,” Grinner said, doing his best to keep his fraying patience under control, “you will, I’m quite sure, not be seeing the queen.”  Though she will be seeing you, of that much I am quite certain.  “Now,” he asked, glancing between the two men, “are there any other questions?”  They both noted his expression, one that said there had best not be, and shook their heads.

And then, still smiling, Grinner walked to the door and pulled it open, holding it for the two men as they walked out.

 

***

 

Grinner ran to the castle gate without having to feign being out of breath.  He’d only jogged the last bit of the distance when in sight of the gate, but he was much older than he’d once been, and the years were making themselves known.  The four guards stationed at the gate stepped forward to challenge him, and he held up his hands, panting.  “Grinner, I’m a member of the council.  I have urgent news for Queen Isabelle, and it cannot wait.”

The men all knew the crime boss from his many trips to the castle for council meetings, and he recognized each of them in turn, yet still they hesitated, glancing at each other.  The looks they gave made it clear enough that they’d like nothing more than to turn him back but had no cause to do so.  Another slight, one Grinner promised himself the men would pay for as soon as he had accomplished his goal.  “Very well, sir,” one said finally, “let us get the gate.”

Grinner waited impatiently as the man motioned to one of the guards on the other side of the gate and they began to raise it.  Even now, Otis and Perryn would be making their way into the castle, following the map he’d given them.  It was a completely accurate map, showing the easiest way to sneak into the castle while dealing with the fewest guards, for during his visits to the castle Grinner had also taken the time to study the grounds and the patrols in case it ever came in handy.  It would take them longer as they had a few guards they had to deal with on the way, but even still Grinner had no time to waste himself, and he was shifting restlessly from foot to foot before the gate finally opened, and the guards waved him inside.

Grinner was challenged once more by another pair of guards before entering the castle proper and then he was inside, hurrying down the castle hallways at a jog—or as near as he could get—and ignoring the servants who bowed as he passed.  It was, after all, nothing more than his due.  They knew he was a member of the council, but they did not know his true importance—not yet.  But they would, he promised himself.  In time, they all would.

He was stopped twice more before he made it to the stairs leading to the floor on which rested the queen’s chambers.  Two guards stood watching the stairs, and he knew there were another two waiting at the top, should someone make it by the first pair.  “Councilman Grinner,” one said as he approached.  The man smiled, but it never touched his eyes with which he studied the panting, sweaty crime boss suspiciously.  “What can we do for you?”

“The…queen,” Grinner panted, “I have to…I have to see her.”

“Sorry, sir,” the second said in a tone that was anything but apologetic, “no one is allowed past this point without expression permission from Her Majesty.”

“But…you don’t understand,” Grinner said, pretending frustration and worry though he’d known the guards would never let him by.  But, then, he’d never needed them to.  “Something is happening in the city…I’ve heard of assassination attempts on several members of the council.”

The two guards frowned at that, glancing at each other before looking back at Grinner.  “Your sources are reliable on this?”

Grinner nodded.  “As reliable as they can be, I’m afraid.  I was worried for her Majesty and hoped to warn her.”

“Tell us what you know,” the first guard said.

Grinner shook his head.  “Forgive me, but I do not know how far the conspiracy goes—I have heard only rumors, perhaps no more than that, but for all I know you might be involved, and I might be risking my life telling you even this much.”

Their backs stiffened at that, as Grinner had known they would.  “Councilman,” one said, “I can assure you we have no loyalty but to Queen Isabelle herself, and we would die before allowing harm to come to her.”

“Very well, I believe you,” Grinner said, “but then you must let me warn her,” he continued, his voice pleading and desperate.  “Please.  You can, of course, accompany me if you’d like.”

The two men exchanged another glance, then the first one finally nodded.  “Very well, we will show you to her, but she is not in her quarters.  She is meeting with Mistress May in the inner courtyard.”  Of course she is, you fool, Grinner thought.  After all, I’m the one who wrote the letter asking for a meeting in the first place.

“That’s fine,” Grinner said, nodding, his voice oozing gratitude.  “Just so long as I am able to tell her what I know and let her be the judge of its importance.”

The men looked troubled, but they led him through the castle at a brisk walk, eyeing each corridor they passed as if expecting a horde of assassins to come rushing into the castle.  They didn’t, of course, for the assassins, such as they were, were already inside.  

Soon, they reached the doors to the inner courtyard and two more guards stood ready.  “What’s this?” one asked.

“Councilman Grinner,” the crime boss’s escort replied, “he’s come with urgent news for Queen Isabelle.”

The guard grunted, eyeing Grinner warily before glancing back at the guard who’d spoken.  “At least someone has decided to show up, I suppose.  She’s been waiting nearly fifteen minutes already, and the woman, May, has yet to show.”

Nor will she, Grinner thought.  His heart was beating rapidly in his chest now.  One more risk, one more success, and the night’s work would be done.  

“Stay here,” the guard said.  “I’ll see if Her Majesty will see him.”

 

***

 

Queen Isabelle yawned.  She was tired and much in need of sleep, but more than that, she was worried.  She’d been awake late into the night, ensuring the safety of the boy, Michael, and placing extra guards on his room and that of the first mate, Balen.  She’d also sent men to bring Captain Gant and the others to her quarters at once but, as of yet, they had not returned.  

Fear ate at her.  If the first mate were to be believed, the Parnen, General Envelar, and even the chamberlain, Gryle, were missing.  She was thankful, at least, that her sister had organized a search party to find them.  She only wished Adina had not been so foolish as to accompany them herself.  

She’d only been sitting in her room, awake, waiting impatiently to hear some word when she’d received the summons from May.  From all that she’d learned from Captain Gant and the others, the club owner was doing a fine job with the logistical planning of the coming march.  Everyone who dealt with her spoke of her as a clever, competent, and trustworthy individual.  But for all that, she had yet to arrive, and Isabelle was growing more and more concerned with each passing moment.  And just why had the woman asked to meet here of all places?  The cold did not bother Isabelle, who’d spent most of her life in it, but that didn’t mean that she enjoyed sitting in a courtyard at night with only her guards to keep her company.

She glanced up at the sound of footsteps.  “Ah, thank the gods, Dekkert, I was beginning to fear I’d soon fall asleep.  She’s arrived then?”

“Sorry, Majesty, but no,” the man said, bowing his head.  “Councilman Grinner waits outside, come, he says, with urgent news about some assassination plot.”

Isabelle’s heart sped up in her chest, and she felt light-headed, as if she might faint.  “Send him in, Dekkert.”

“Of course, Majesty,” the guard said, bowing.  He started away but turned back when Isabelle spoke.

“Oh, and Dekkert?”

“Yes, Majesty?”

“I’d like for you to stay here while Councilman Grinner remains.  I do not trust that man any further than I could throw him.”

The guard bowed again and then walked away.  A few moments later, he returned with a harried, sweaty Grinner beside him.  It was a shock for Isabelle to see the man in such a state, for it seemed the crime boss always took particular care with his appearance.  Her heart sped up faster.  She glanced over at where Dekkert stood, his hand on the hilt of the sword at his side, and felt some small comfort.  She forced her voice to remain calm.  “Councilman Grinner, I’m told you have news for me?”

“Yes, Majesty,” the crime boss said, bowing.  “Forgive me, but have you heard of what’s been happening tonight?”

“I have heard some stories,” Queen Isabelle admitted.  “Now, it is late, and I am tired, Councilman Grinner.  Please, do tell me your news.”

“Of course, Majesty.  May and a first mate by the name of Balen came by my home earlier, claiming that Capta—”

“Captain Leomin is missing,” Isabelle said, “yes, I’ve heard.”

“Yes, Majesty, of course you would have,” Grinner said.  “But what’s more, some of my contacts have told me that there are assassins plotting against you.”  

On cue, there was the unmistakable snick of a crossbow release.  The guard, Dekkert, stumbled and collapsed to the ground, and Isabelle spun, surprise and confusion warring within her.  By the light of the lanterns she saw a crossbow bolt sticking out of his throat and blood welled up from the wound, spilling out onto the soft courtyard grass.  It was around that time that Queen Isabelle, royal daughter of King Marcus and ruler of Perennia and its people, began to scream.

 

***

 

Grinner winced as the queen bleated her terror out into the night, an immediate headache forming in his temples.  Gods, but the cow could scream, and it was all he could do to keep from choking the life out of her then and there.  But he schooled himself to patience, for he was close now, very close, to getting what he wanted.  “Majesty,” he said, turning to the wide-eyed queen, her face pale and doughy in the light of the lanterns.  “I think it best if you were quiet just now.”

She stopped her screaming, and that was something.  But she began to sniffle, tears of terror streaming down her face.  There was the sound of what Grinner knew to be the courtyard door opening, followed by surprised shouts and the unmistakable noises of fighting.  

“What is it?” the queen whined.  “What’s happening?”

Grinner studied her.  She had seemed so calm lately, so cool and collected while surrounded by Envelar and the others, and she’d been happy enough to let the bastard lead her around by the nose.  Yet now, in her terror, she had reverted to a wide-eyed, fearful child, and Grinner forced himself not to sneer at her quivering bottom lip.  “I don’t know, Majesty,” he said, shaking his head as he moved to stand in front of her, the brave hero protecting his queen.  “I fear that my information was all too correct.”

He glanced at her over his shoulder.  “You must stay here, Majesty, for without you, the city will surely fall.  I will investigate what is the matter.”

He started away, and she grabbed his hand, her pudgy fingers cold and clammy with sweat.  Grinner resisted the urge to shake off the offending digits, but only barely.  “Please,” she moaned, “gods, please don’t leave me.”

“I must, Majesty,” he said, “for should the assassins prevail, it will not take them long at all to find you here, and then the gods alone know what they will do.”  He leaned close, putting one hand on that doughy face and meeting her eyes.  “I swear to you, I will keep you safe.”

She started to say something else, but his patience was already stretched to the breaking point, and he knew that, had things gone according to plan, Otis and Perryn would no doubt be waiting for his cue, wondering what it is they should do.  He started to turn but hesitated, unable to resist.  “Do not be afraid, Majesty,” he said, “I will return.”  With that, he walked away, practically having to rip his hand free of her clutches.  

Soon, he was out of sight of the inner part of the courtyard.  The path on which he stood was surrounded on either side by hedges as tall as a man, and he finally let the sneer of disgust he’d held back form on his face.  He took a moment to straighten his tunic and push back his long gray hair before continuing down the walkway.

Seconds later, he came upon the scene of the fight.  And a fight it had been, despite his men having all the advantages of surprise.  The two guards who’d been stationed at the door lay dead just inside the hallway, and Perryn and Otis were even now dragging their corpses and dropped swords out into the courtyard, pushing them into the bushes to conceal them.  Grinner wanted to ask the idiots what they planned on doing with all the blood splattered along the hallway, but he didn’t bother.  Soon, it wouldn’t matter either way.  

They finished with the guards and glanced up at him, the small man, Perryn, starting with surprise.  “Gods,” he said, “you sca—”

“Quiet, you fool,” Grinner hissed.  He hurried toward them.  “The queen is only just there, beyond the hedges,” he whispered, pointing.  “We must be very quiet now.”

“Of course, Master,” the skinny man said, “forgive me.”

Suddenly, the giant, Otis, slumped against the open doorway, nearly falling.  “He’s hurt, sir,” Perryn explained as he glanced at the other man.  “We caught the guards by surprise, as you said we would, but the bastards fought hard, and one of ‘em got his blade into Otis there.”

Grinner moved closer, eyeing the big man’s hand where it was cupped to his stomach, unable to believe his luck.  “How bad is it?”

“Pretty…bad,” the big man grated.  “I…need a healer.”

Grinner nodded.  “Of course, and you will get the finest the city has to offer.  But I have one thing to do first.”  He walked over and grabbed one of the swords from where the men had laid them in the bushes.  

“What’s the plan now, sir?”  Perryn asked, glancing back at Otis.  “I saw the blade go in—nearly skewered the poor bastard.  We don’t get him to a healer and fast, he won’t make it.”

Grinner used the opportunity to move closer to the small man, nodding, his face a study of compassion and regret.  “I understand, but you both did well.  I am proud of you.”

The small man grinned at that, a child being praised by his parent, but the big man only stared at Grinner with eyes that seemed to know too much.  “So what do you want us to do now, Master?” the smaller man asked, so eager to please.

“Do?”  Grinner asked, leaning closer.  “I want you to die.”  He rammed the sword through the man’s stomach before he could react, and Perryn screamed in pain and shock.  The strength left his legs, and he fell backward.  Grinner followed him down, twisting the sword.

“You’re killin’ me, ma—”

Grunting and gasping with the effort, Grinner ripped the sword free and, wielding it with two hands, brought the blade crashing down on the man’s head where it stuck fast.  Panting, he glanced up in fear, sure that the giant would be bearing down on him, preparing to grab him with those massive hands and break him in half, but he only sat slumped where he had been, watching Grinner with cold, knowing eyes as blood from his wound pumped through his fingers.

There was something in that gaze Grinner did not like, and he looked away, growling as he jerked and tugged at the sword until it finally came free of the man’s head with a sickening squelch.  He stood there for several seconds, studying the big man as he tried to get his breathing under control.  He knew he needed to get the thing done and fast.  The giant’s wound might have kept him from rising, but that didn’t mean the man wouldn’t be able to scream the truth of things, if he had a mind to.  Still, urgent or not, it had been many years since Grinner had been so directly engaged in so much activity, and it was all he could do to keep his feet under him.  

Finally, when he’d gotten his breathing under some semblance of control, Grinner shuffled toward the big man, the sword dragging across the ground behind him.  Otis watched him come.  “You never meant to reward us,” he grated, his voice weak and thready.  “This…was your plan all along.”

“Yes,” Grinner said as he came to stand in front of the man. “Nothing personal, you understand, but in war there are always casualties.”

“A war of your own making,” the big man said, and he grinned at the crime boss, displaying a mouth full of bloody teeth.  “I wondered, when you called on us to meet, what your reason was.  After all, it seemed to me then that you wouldn’t want to so easily give up two men who were well-entrenched as spies in Hale’s camp.  Now, I think…I understand.  You…called on us because we were Hale’s men.”

Grinner smiled.  “Yes.”

The giant nodded thoughtfully.  “You will die horribly, you know.”  Not a threat, only an observation, and Grinner felt a chill run up him at the casual calm in the man’s tone.  “Not today, perhaps, but…soon.  There…will come a time, when it is you…sitting in a puddle of your own blood.”

“Not likely,”  Grinner said, forcing the fear back.  He stepped forward, preparing to strike, but the big man suddenly lurched toward him with surprising speed.  He grabbed Grinner’s ankle before he was able to retreat and grunted as he gave a mighty tug.  The crime boss shouted in surprise and fell backward, his head striking the hard ground.  Spots danced in his vision, but he could just make out a vague shadow flying at him, and he raised the sword.

The big man fell on top of him, impaling himself on the blade, and hot, tacky blood spurted over Grinner’s hands and arms.  The crime boss tried to move, to throw the man off, but his hands were caught under his attacker’s bulk, and he couldn’t get any leverage—the man had to weigh three hundred pounds or more.  

Their faces only inches apart, the big man grinned that wide, bloody grin again, his scarred face twisting gruesomely as warm droplets leaked from his mouth onto Grinner’s cheek.  “You’ve…killed me,” the giant wheezed, a sound like boulders sliding against each other.  

“Yes,” Grinner hissed, struggling and failing to dislodge the giant.

Despite his previous wound and the sword through his midsection, the giant’s hand moved down to somewhere Grinner could not see from his position underneath him.  A moment later, it returned holding a cruel knife.  His head wavering drunkenly, the giant brought the blade up to Grinner’s face.  The crime boss fought desperately, trying and failing to pull his arms free from underneath the man, as he moaned in a very real, unfamiliar fear, twisting his face away from the wicked blade.

“So…you’ll…remember,” the man breathed, then white-hot agony tore its way across Grinner’s face, and he screamed, his voice rising into the night like the wails of the damned as the blade cut a rugged furrow across his face, tearing into his flesh.

Some small part of Grinner, the tiniest bit that remained beyond the madness the pain brought, took note as the blade sliced off a portion of his ear, followed its path as it cut cleanly through his eye and continued, digging into his cheek and nose, slicing its bloody path down his lip and chin.  Then, suddenly, the knife fell to the ground beside him, and the giant slumped lifelessly.

Grinner continued to scream.  The pain was terrible, but even the physical pain was not the worst of it.  His face.  What in the name of the gods had the man done to his face?  It felt as if it had been set afire.  Grunting, his fear and agony lending him strength, Grinner pushed against the man once more, and managed to finally roll the giant off him.  The body fell to the ground, its dead eyes staring at Grinner in what felt like amusement.  

It can be fixed, he assured himself, gods, surely, it can be fixed.  I will find the finest healers—the very finest.  Money is no object, only…my face.  He felt very close to madness then, a man bobbing in currents which threatened to drag him under at any moment.  No, he told himself, you will make them pay.  All of them.  And so, his face a bloody mask, Grinner stumbled to his feet, the sword still in his hands.  He wanted to touch his face, to feel the damage, but he found himself too terrified to do so.  He knew that what he felt beneath his fingers would not be his face, not anymore; it would be the face of a monster, a savage.  It can be fixed, he assured himself once more.  You will fix it.

He shuffled down the walkway, each touch of the night breeze on his torn flesh a special agony of its own, and he was unaware of the moans and piteous cries that escaped him.  Finally, he made it to the entrance to the inside of the courtyard, where the queen stood huddled with her back against the bushes as if she wished to sink into them, her arms wrapped around herself like a child.  “Is…alwight,” Grinner said, and he realized that even his voice didn’t sound like his own.  “I’ve…saved…you.”

“Grinner?”  Queen Isabelle said, as if she couldn’t believe it was him.  She grabbed the lantern and hurried to him.

Grinner watched her come, swaying and blinking eyes that felt hot and fevered.  She made it to him, raising the lantern, and for the first time in his life—but not the last, as the days would soon show—his mangled features brought forth a scream of terror.  “Oh by the gods, Grinner, your face!”

Grinner would have killed her then, had he been able, would have cut her down with the sword that he still felt in his blood-slick hands and damn the night and all his plans.  But his body chose that moment to betray him.  Unconsciousness did not creep in like some sneak-thief out of the night, but charged at him, a herd of wild horses gone mad with rage trampling him underfoot, and he let out a wheeze as he collapsed to the ground, the queen’s screams following him down into the darkness.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-Four 

 

Aaron awoke to pain.  His body felt battered and bruised, his arm as if it had nearly been torn in half.  The pain was so bad that he did not, at first, realize that he was moving.  Not just moving, either, but swaying back and forth with a sickening lurch that threatened to upend the contents of his already unsettled stomach.  He forced his drowsy eyes open and found he was staring up at the night’s sky.  If there were stars, he could not see them, and the moon was pale and weak.  

His thoughts felt muddled, unclear, and he blinked his eyes in a vain effort to drive away the fog that seemed to have risen in his mind.  His memories came back to him in a flash, and he remembered the night’s work, remembered butchering the eight men who had been sent after him, remembered stalking into the darkness of the woods, his blade in hand and blood on his mind.  It had been him, he knew, yet it had also not been him, for the rage, a product of his bond with Co, had taken over, demanding blood and death.  

As happened each time after he lost his grip on the bond, Aaron’s stomach roiled in disgust and shame at what he had done, at what he’d become.  In the woods, he’d been attacked by Kevlane’s creatures, several of them.  He was not sure how many he had slain, but he remembered the feel of their blood on his hands and face, remembered the joy it had brought him.  He recalled, too, walking into the clearing and finding Leomin, Gryle, and the boy Caleb, as well as a woman he had not recognized.  

But what had happened then?  He struggled with the memory, trying to order his straying thoughts.  Something…there had been something else…Realization struck him, and his jaw tightened as he recalled the other creature he’d seen.  One that had been like the others, but not like.  One that had been special.  And had he really sought to fight the thing?  Had he truly been excited at the prospect?  He wasn’t sure, but he thought he had been.  They had even had an exchange, had they not?  

Yes, they had, and now he remembered it clearly enough.  The thing had struck not just with speed, but with an incredible power that shattered Aaron’s sword.  He’d turned, preparing himself for the next pass when…

His eyes popped open wide, and he tilted his head to look down at himself for the first time.  He realized then that the swaying had not been a dream.  He was being carried, and whoever had taken him captive had deemed it necessary to wrap thick chains around his arms and his legs, binding them tight.  Not Kevlane’s creatures, he was sure of that, for they were not built to capture but to kill, and that left only one other option—the Akalians.

Turning his head to the side, Aaron saw that he was being carried on what looked much like a stretcher used to carry the wounded away from battle and that his chains had been wrapped around it as well.  A growing sense of unease came upon him.  Co, where are we?  What’s happened?

The Virtue did not answer, and in truth he had not expected her to.  Every other time, when the rage had overcome his control, the Virtue had been slow to return, as if that animalistic fury that was awakened within him sought to drive her out.  Still, she would be back in time.  He hoped.

For now, there were more pressing concerns, and he struggled against the bonds holding him, trying to sit up enough to see the man—if it was, in fact, a man—who was carrying the end of the stretcher at his feet.  But the chains were tight, the bonds well-made, and he couldn’t so much as lift himself an inch off the platform on which he lay.  He tried the other way, to tilt his head backward and get some sight of the man carrying the front of the stretcher, but still he could not move it enough, and he saw only the darkness around him and the pale, inadequate light of the moon.

He turned his head to the side as much as he could manage, hoping to at least get some idea of where he was, but the Akalians—if that was who had taken him—walked through the darkness without aid of lantern or torch, and he could only make out the vague outlines of trees.  He realized his mouth was filled with a sour, herbal taste, and he ran his tongue along the inside of it before hocking and spitting.

The spit seemed to strike the darkness itself rather than fall to the ground, and he realized he’d spat on a black-clad figure moving beside the stretcher.  “Sorry, frien,” he said, his voice sounding thick, his words nearly unintelligible to his own ears.  “Didn’t…see…ou there.”

He looked up into the man’s face, but could make out none of his features save for his eyes, points of white in the darkness.  The rest, he knew, would be wrapped round with black cloth as was their way.  The man met his gaze, but Aaron could tell nothing of his mood from his eyes, and a moment later, the man vanished as if he’d been nothing more than an imagined apparition.

“Wait a…damn…minute,” Aaron managed, “what…why am I here?”

The only answer was the buzz of the insects in the trees high above his head, and the rhythmic swish of the stretcher as it swayed back and forth.  He was just getting ready to shout again when another form appeared at his side where the first had been.

“You are awake.”  The voice surprised Aaron.  It was warm and kind, and it seemed ill-suited to an Akalian who, many believed, worshipped Akane, the God of Shadows, the god known for being even crueler than his brother, Salen, the God of Death himself.  It was the sort of voice that belonged on an old man bouncing grandchildren on his knee not a member of a group that many believed was made up of demons.

Not that it mattered much. With Aaron’s arms and legs chained, the man could have been a child of six with a pointy stick, and the danger he posed would have been much the same.  “Sort of,” Aaron said.  His head spun, and his thoughts were shadowy, misty things.

“Yes,” the voice said, “An effect of the drug.  I am sorry for that but we deemed it…necessary.”

“If you mean to kill me,” Aaron managed, “then why not just…do it?  Bein’ honest, the way that I’m…feeling, I might even thank you for it.”

“Kill you?” the man said, and Aaron’s thoughts must have been muddied indeed, for it sounded as if he heard amusement in the Akalian’s voice.  “No, Aaron Envelar, we did not come to kill you.  We came to save you.”

Aaron frowned at that, and it took him several moments of confused, incoherent thought to form his next question.  “Then…why am…I bound?  If you’re…looking for a friend there are…easier ways.”

The man’s eyes seemed to gleam with unvoiced laughter, but Aaron knew it must only be the drug making him see things that were not there.  Akalians, any man, woman, or child knew, were not men to laugh or joke, but those from which even the bogeymen ran.  They were men who dedicated their lives to blood and death.  “I’m afraid that you must forgive me for that also,” the man said still in that warm, almost gentle voice.  “We felt it best to do so.”

“Best for who?”  Aaron said, struggling to keep his eyes open.

“Why, for us, General Envelar,” the man said as if it was obvious.  “After all, you were not entirely yourself.”

That was true enough, but Aaron thought maybe there would have been a better way to handle the situation than chaining him to a stretcher and carrying him through the woods as if he were a mad man.  Though—surely another effect of the drug—he couldn’t seem to think of what that might be.  He still did not trust the man, for the reputation of the Akalians was, without debate, a cruel, dark one, and he knew enough to understand that such reputations did not come from nowhere.  There were a thousand things that he should challenge the man on, a thousand questions he should ask him to try to divine his intentions.  The problem was that, just then, there was only one he could think of.  “I thought…you Akalians didn’t speak.”

The man met his eyes, and when he spoke there seemed to be an undefinable power in his words.  “They do not speak, Aaron Envelar, but I do.  For I am the Speaker.”

“Must get…lonely,” Aaron mumbled in a voice barely louder than a whisper, and then the weariness and exhaustion brought on by whatever they had drugged him with was too much, and he felt himself slipping away.

 

***

 

The Speaker stared at the unconscious man and shook his head in wonder.  Despite all his fears, despite all the times he had second guessed himself, perhaps he had been right after all.  Perhaps.  But only time would tell.  A shadow moved up to him out of the darkness and he turned.  By the light of the moon, he watched the rapid hand gestures of the scout as he relayed his message.

“The queen?”  The Speaker asked, surprised.

Another flurry of hand gestures, and he nodded.  “And another, I see.  And one more that follows in their wake.  They are still on the trail?”

He waited for a moment, watched the man’s fingers dance and move then nodded.  “An able tracker it seems, for there are few men living who would be able to find our tracks.  And the others?  Kevlane’s beasts?”

He watched the man respond and frowned.  “I see.  Then it will not be long, and we must hurry.  As for the other two…”  He paused, glancing at the man lying on the stretcher who was snoring softly.  “Take them, but do them no harm.  He will, I think, need to know that they are alright.”

The figure turned without a response and disappeared out into the darkness once more, blending with the shadows and vanishing from the Speaker’s sight.  The Speaker stared into the night, thinking.  Somewhere behind them, his people were fighting Kevlane’s monstrosities.  They were fighting with a courage and a skill unparalleled in any man or woman on the face of the earth.  And they were losing.

 

***

 

For what had to be at least the fifth or sixth time since she’d agreed to stay back behind Adina and Wendell, May stumbled over a tree root and nearly fell.  She bit back a curse, righting herself and taking a moment to stretch her aching back.  Adina had told her that it would defeat the purpose of her staying further back if she carried a torch, and it had seemed like a wise enough decision at the time.  Now, though, with her toes aching from their latest stubbing, she wondered if the princess hadn’t just decided to play a cruel joke on her, and she’d spent the last hour since they’d parted company going over her words for the lecture that she would lay on her when they spoke again.

Oh, leave off it you, old bag, she scolded herself.  You know well enough that she was right and never mind your toes—it’s no more than you deserve for wearing such shoes.  Besides, your mother always told you that a little pain was a small price to pay for beauty, did she not?  It’s not the princess’s fault you’re a fool.  The truth was she was worried.  Oh, call it what it is, woman, and shame the gods.  You’re scared, that’s all.  Yes, that was the truth of it, but she found little comfort in being honest with herself.  May was a woman not given to fits of terror or fainting at the sight of a little blood, yet she found herself whipping her head around at every sound—real or imagined—in the forest.  

If it was only the fear, she thought she still would have been alright.  After all, she’d felt fear before—you didn’t live a life like she had without having your share, and then some.  But as scared as she was for herself and her two companions, she was more scared still for Aaron and the others.  Silent was not a man to be taken lightly, that was true, but the man also had a stubborn streak in him a mile wide, and once it was awakened he wouldn’t back down for anyone, not even the gods themselves.

That stubbornness, that willingness to face any odds if his ire was up, had served him in good stead over the years, and May said a silent prayer to the gods that it would again.  But this time, she knew, was different.  As clever as he was, as skilled as he was, Silent was only one man, and there was no telling how many of Kevlane’s creatures were out there in the darkness.  How could any man, even one such as Aaron, survive that?

“Oh, enough with your fears, old woman,” she mumbled to herself, “you sound like a child woken from a nightmare and crying for her mother.  He’ll be alright.”  But saying a thing, she found, didn’t make her believe it no matter how hard she tried.  To distract herself from her own worries, she stared into the night, looking for any sign of the torch Wendell carried, the light necessary to find signs of Aaron’s passing.  She thought she could just make out the faint orange glow of the torch off in the distance, but it could as easily have been her imagination.

She still couldn’t believe she had agreed to stay back as Adina had asked.  Whatever else she was, May had never been a woman known for staying back, for leaving it to others to do what needed to be done.  So why, then, had she?  But, of course, she knew.  Her reason had been in Adina’s eyes, in the tears that she’d shed over the soldiers who had died trying to protect them.  The woman loved Silent with a conviction to match May’s own.  The difference, though, was that Adina was one of those rare people whose love seemed without end.

While most men and women loved a few people—their families, mostly, maybe a close friend or two—the princess genuinely loved and cared for all the people of Telrear.  She did not know all their names, had not met the vast majority, yet she loved them just the same, and it had been that love that had forced May’s response.  For she had seen in the princess the desperation to save Aaron warring with the desperation to protect all the people of Telrear, had seen the woman being torn between the two.  And so, against her nature, May had agreed, and her toes, at least, would not thank her for it.  

She risked a glance up from the forest floor and frowned, pausing.  The darkness and the trees conspired to play tricks on the eyes, but it appeared as if the orange glow of the torch was closer than it had been, as if it had not moved at all since last she’d looked.  

Dread rising in her, May crept through the forest, careful to place her feet as softly as she could, each rustle of dried leaves underfoot resounding like a crack of thunder in her ears.  She focused on moving the way Wendell had shown her, lifting her feet high with each step and coming down on the outside ball of her foot.  It was considerably more difficult than she’d realized, and her calves were burning after a few minutes.

It took her another twenty minutes to get close enough to see anything more than the shadows of trees and the flickering torch, but what she saw was enough to freeze her feet in their tracks and the breath in her lungs.  Wendell and Adina stood close together, each holding a blade at the ready.  Around them, on the edge of the torchlight, stood at least a dozen figures all clothed in black. May could see no defining features, but she didn’t need to.  She’d never seen an Akalian herself, but she’d heard enough stories about them to know them for what they were.  

Fear for her two friends clawed at her with cold, vicious talons, and despite what she’d told Adina she considered rushing into the circle.  She could do nothing, of course, for she was not trained in combat as Aaron and, even if she were, she did not think she could have helped against so many.  But, perhaps, she might buy the others enough time to make it away, and she hesitated in a rare moment of indecision.  What many people did not know about May—what she took great pains to avoid them knowing—was that she tended to care too much, to lose all sense of rationality when it came to protecting others, even strangers.  

It was the reason why she had bought the club in the first place—to serve as a sanctuary to those unfortunates who found themselves on the street, unable to take care of themselves.  And it was also the reason that, once she had separated from Adina and Wendell, she had shed quiet tears for the soldiers who had given their lives to protect them.  Finally, she reached a decision.  To die would be terrible, true, but to stand by and watch while her friends were cut down would be worse still, and it was not something she was prepared to live with.  

She started to take a step forward, a step that would change into as much of a run as she could manage in the darkness—gods forbid she come crashing into the circle of light, tripping over some unseen root—when Adina turned.  May was some distance away still and hidden in the darkness of the woods, but the princess seemed to look right at her, to lock eyes with her.  She gave a small, nearly imperceptible shake of her head.  Only once, but May knew it for what it was as surely as she knew anything.  It was a warning and a denial.  Go back, May, the gesture said.  Go back and tell the others or it has all been for nothing.

And so, her heart breaking, tears gliding their silent way down her cheeks, May turned and headed back into the darkness, away from the light, her friends, and the woman she had thought, had hoped she was.

 

***

 

Adina turned away from the direction from which, she felt sure, May watched.  She had done what she could, and she could only hope that the club owner would do the right thing.  She hated the idea of sending May through the darkness alone when the gods only knew how many dangers—Kevlane’s creatures, and Akalians too—waited in her path, but there was no choice.  Besides, she told herself as she stared at the nearest black-clothed figure, you have your own problems to worry about.  

“What do you want with us?” she said.  The figure did not answer, did not so much as move.  Only stood and watched her and the sergeant as if waiting on something.  Adina was just about to challenge them again when something stung her neck.  Her hand shot to her throat, and her eyes went wide as she felt the short, slender dart sticking out of it.  

“Wha—” she began, then Wendell let out a yelp beside her.  He turned to her and in the firelight, Adina could see a dart sticking out of his own neck, no doubt identical to hers.  

“Oh gods,” the sergeant said, swaying, “I don’t want to be eaten.”

“Wendell?”  Adina said, the sword feeling impossibly heavy in her hands, her thoughts scrambled.  “I don’t think…they eat people.  Do they?”

“Ask me in an hour,” the sergeant said.  He stumbled and fell to both knees, his sword clattering onto the ground.  The next thing she knew, Adina was sitting on the forest floor beside him, blinking her eyes in a failing effort to rid her vision of the mist quickly overtaking it.  The last thing she heard before the darkness took her was Wendell spitting and saying, “I…hope…you bastards choke.”

 

***

 

Four of the Akalians stepped forward, two for each person.  They made little noise and did not speak as they grabbed the legs and the arms of the man and the woman and began carrying them through the darkness, the others following behind.

The last two remaining glanced at each other then off into the woods in the direction which the other woman had walked.  She would be safe enough, they knew, for the creatures were occupied elsewhere, trying to fight their way through to those others they had rescued.  They would be far too busy to trouble her.  They stood there silently for several seconds, two shadows among thousands of them, then, without a word, they turned and disappeared into the night.

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-Five 

 

Grinner was torn from the sweet oblivion of sleep into a world of jagged, hot pain.  His face felt as if some cruel god were mashing and twisting it like a sculptor’s clay.  For several long, excruciating moments, he did not remember where he was or how he had gotten there.

Then, in a rush of terror and self-pity, his memory returned, and he moaned loudly, bringing his hands to his face.  He hesitated then, his fingers inches away, and he realized that although he feared not knowing how bad the damage was, he was even more terrified of finding out.  He lowered his hands to his lap, where he felt soft fabric beneath his fingers.  He looked down, but something was wrong with the vision in one of his eyes, and he saw only vague, blurred shapes, shifting and indistinct.  He suddenly felt nauseous, and snapped the bad eye shut.  Leaving only his good eye open, he glanced at the white sheets covering him and the small, unadorned room in which he lay.  A healer’s room, then.  

His thoughts started to drift to the events of the night before, to what it meant that he was here and not, as he had half-expected, in some prisoner’s cell in the dungeons.  He should have felt elation, victorious, but he felt only pain, pain so great that he collapsed back onto the pillow, moaning and closing his eyes against the agony as if he might somehow block it out.    

When the door opened a few minutes later, he opened his good eye a crack to see an old man in white robes walk inside the room.  The man held a stone bowl inside which sat what appeared to be a small brush, the kind an artist might use on the minute details of a painting.  “Ah,” he said, smiling, “my assistant told me you were awake.  How are you feeling?”

“B-bad,” Grinner said, hating the weakness he heard in his own voice.

“Yes,” the man said, his expression growing solemn, “I suspect you are.  Still, it is a very great thing you did—a very great thing.  I have brought you something.  For the pain.”

He moved closer to Grinner, setting the bowl down on the nightstand and reaching for the bandages wrapped around the crime boss’s face.  He hesitated, looking to Grinner.  “This will hurt,” the healer said, “but it is important that a salve be applied regularly to the wound, lest you risk infection.  Also, it is good for it to breathe.”

Hurt, Grinner thought viciously, what do you know of hurt?  But he nodded, promising himself he would not give into the pain, that he would not cry or scream.  As it turned out, he lied.

 

***

 

Sometime later—there was no way to tell for sure, for each second Grinner spent awake felt like hours of agony, each minute like a lifetime of crippling pain—the door opened once more.  The crime boss expected to see the healer returning, as he had said he’d be back to check on him soon.  But it was not the old man.  Instead, it was Queen Isabelle, the fat woman shuffling inside the room with her head down, rubbing her hands together like a child called out for misbehaving.  

“Councilman Grinner,” she said, refusing to look at him, “I heard you were awake.  I am glad, for I had feared…”  She cut off, shrugging.  Then she steeled herself, visibly gathering her courage, and looked up, meeting Grinner’s eyes.

The healer had not yet replaced the bandages, and though the queen gave it an effort, Grinner did not miss the wince of disgust that crept onto her face before she banished it an instant later, giving him a shy smile instead. “I thank you, sir, for saving my life.  It seems I have misjudged you, and for that I apologize.”

Damn your apologies and your thanks, Grinner thought viciously, neither will give me back my face nor erase that look of disgust.  “I…am always willing to sacrifice what I may for your safety, Majesty.”

The woman did not respond, and Grinner saw her doughy shoulders and hefty bosom hitch, as if she were having trouble breathing.  A snuffling sound that reminded him of a pig rooting at the ground came from her, and it took him a moment to realize that she was crying.  As if you’ve anything to cry about, he thought.  You selfish bitch.  “What of Envelar and…the others?” he asked, already sure he knew the answer.  “Have…they returned?”

“No,” she said, her voice pitiful and afraid as she met his eyes.  A moment later, she had apparently taken all she could of the grizzly sight and looked away, trying, and failing, to hide her revulsion.  “And now my royal sister is missing as well, it seems.”  She rubbed a chubby hand over her weeping eyes.  “Still, morning is a few hours away.  They may yet return.”

“I can only pray to the gods it is so,” Grinner said.  The pain was still terrible, but the old healer had given him some sort of herbal medicine, and combined with the salve he’d applied to his face, it was bearable, allowing him an opportunity to think.  And, in the main, he thought about Envelar and the others who had wronged him, of how he hoped they had suffered before they died.  

The queen did not respond immediately, clearly struggling to compose herself, and Grinner held back the sneer of loathing that threatened to come to his features.  Not that she would know it for what it was anyway, he thought bitterly.  He had not looked at his face—the healer had asked him if he wished a mirror, and he had refused.  He’d claimed that he was tired and needed rest, but the truth was he had been too afraid of what he might see—or not see.  Yet the queen’s expression when she saw him had been proof enough of what he would find when he did finally look.  

“Does it…hurt…terribly?” she finally managed.

You stupid fat bitch, he thought, and for a moment it was all he could do to keep from screaming at her.  “Yes,” he said, “but my…pain is a small price for your…safety, Majesty.”

That sent her to sobbing again, and Grinner waited impatiently until she had herself under control once more.  “Well, I thank you,” she repeated, as if finding some comfort in the words.  “If there is something I can do…”

“I require no payment, Majesty,” he said, knowing it would be more diplomatic to wait for her to finish, but thinking that, if he did, he’d quite likely strangle her, and never mind how close he was to seeing his plan fulfilled.  “I only did what any loyal subject of the crown would do, I’m sure.  Still, there is something that has been troubling me.”

He waited for her to ask what, but she was too busy wiping away the last wet remnants of her blubbering.  Finally, she composed herself, yet she still did not meet his eyes.  “What is it, Councilman Grinner?”

“Those assassins,” Grinner said, “the two men I fought.  It seems that I have seen them somewhere before.”  He waited for a moment, waited for her slow, plodding ox of a brain to catch up, then went on.  “Majesty, I do not mean to frighten you, but I seem to recall those men serving under Councilman Hale.”

“Hale?” the queen asked surprised.  “Are you sure?”

Grinner nodded slowly.  “I’m afraid I am, Majesty.”  He shook his head regretfully.  “I fear for you, Majesty, while I heal.  It is so very hard to tell who is an enemy and who a friend in these troubled, troubled times.”

He could practically see her thinking it through, working her way to the inevitable conclusion bit by bit, like a cow chewing grass.  “Oh, but I wish Adina were here,” she said finally in a desperate, moaning voice.  “She would know what to do.”

“Perhaps, Majesty,” Grinner said in as close to a comforting voice as he could get, “yet I think you give yourself far too little credit.  It is said throughout Perennia that Queen Isabelle is as clever and pure as the gods themselves, and your wisdom is hailed far and wide, even so far as Avarest itself, where I first heard of it.”

“Truly?”  the queen asked, a desperate hopefulness in her child-like gaze.  “They think me…wise?”

“Yes, My Queen,” the crime boss said, the words nearly sticking in his throat.  “Your subjects adore you and trust you beyond even the gods.  You are known for your decisiveness throughout all of Telrear and now, knowing that those assassins worked for Hale, I am sure you do not need me or even your royal sister—the gods look after and care for her—to tell you what you must do.”

She frowned at that, considering.  Then, finally, “I should arrest Councilman Hale?”  The tone of her voice made it a question, but Grinner chose to ignore it.

“That seems prudent, Majesty,” he said, nodding.  “At least until all of this is figured out.  We have enough problems already, after all, with the mage, Boyce Kevlane, and the pending invasion.”

“Oh gods help me,” she said, bringing a hand to her forehead.  “In all of the chaos, I had nearly forgotten the invasion.”

If there is an invasion, Grinner thought, but he would worry about that later.  The woman was not only as big as an ox—she was as stupid as one too—and he didn’t want to give her too much at once.  “We will worry about that when the time comes, Majesty,” he said.  “For now, I think that you are most wise to arrest Councilman Hale until an investigation can be completed.  Of course, we will need to put off the army’s march until you have found answers that satisfy you.”  He said this last hesitantly, half-expecting her to call him down for what could be construed as an order to his queen.

“Of course,” she said, nodding, an almost grateful expression on her face, and Grinner only just managed to keep back his smile as he realized that he had her now, well and truly.  “I will have it done at once.”

She started to rise, and Grinner held his hand out, reaching for her.  His hand, at least, had not been ruined in the fight, and she took it in her own as if offered some great gift.  Her grip was warm and sweaty, decidedly unpleasant, but Grinner forced himself to bear it.  “There is one other thing that concerns me, Majesty.”

“Oh?”

Grinner nodded.  “I hesitate to even bring it up, for I find that the implications of what I am about to say disturb even me.  But, you see, Majesty, the assassins did not force their way through the castle slaying guards to attack you in the courtyard.  They were already there.”

He gave her time, letting her think it through, then he spoke again.  “Majesty, when the guards were leading me to you, they told me that you had meant to meet someone in the courtyard.  If I may be so bold, who was it?”

The queen’s eyes went wide.  “I…I received a letter from May about an emergency with the army’s supplies.”

Grinner grimaced.  “Ah,” he said, his tone sad and regretful, “I had thought as much, but I had hoped I was mistaken.”

“But…” Isabelle said, shaking her head slowly, “May cannot be a traitor.  Can she?  My sister herself vouched for the woman’s loyalty.”

“Your sister,” Grinner said, tightening his grip on the woman’s hand and speaking in a low, compassionate voice, “who is missing.  Along with General Envelar, the man I know as the Silent Blade, who also happens to be very close with Madam May.”

He watched the idea take hold.  Distrust, he knew, was like a killing vine.  Given the slightest chance to grow, it would do so, spreading and corrupting all that it touched.  He marked the poison’s spread across her thick, blunted features, watched as her expression went from one of disbelief, to terror, and then, finally, to anger.  “I will have some very pointed questions for that woman, once I find her.  Perhaps, it would be best to put her in the dungeon as well, at least until we find out the truth of things.”

For a moment, Grinner’s pleasure was so great that he forgot even the wretched pain in his face, and he laid his head back on the soft pillow, letting loose the woman’s hand.  “As you say, Majesty.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-Six 

 

The sun was just beginning to rise when May finally made it out of the woods.  By the wan, early morning light, the army encampment looked practically deserted.  Smoke drifted its lazy way up into the cold morning air, and only a handful of people sat around those few fires that still burned, too tired or, more likely, too drunk for much in the way of conversation.  May saw in their dull gazes that, now the night’s revelry was done, the knowledge of what was coming had settled on them like a death shroud.  

In two days’ time, the march on Baresh would begin.  If, of course, there was an army left to march.  May said another prayer to the gods to look after Adina, Aaron, and all the rest as she hurried through the forlorn camp toward the castle.  She had to make sure Queen Isabelle knew the truth of things, and though she was exhausted and cold from a night spent walking in the woods, even the aches and pains of her body did not dampen the energy, born of fear for her friends, that coursed through her.  

She told herself for the hundredth time that it would be okay.  She would find the queen and tell her of the night’s events, and they would raise a force great enough to go and bring Aaron, Adina and the others back, whether they had been taken by Kevlane’s creatures, the Akalians, or even the gods themselves.  They would get them back.  She would get them back.  But will you get them back alive?  

She buried the thought under a pile of self-assurances and rationalizations.  After all, why would they be killed?  If Kevlane were after the Virtues—which seemed clear enough—he would want to see to them himself, to ensure that he or his people received the Virtues when the others were…well, never mind that.  And the ancient mage wouldn’t have traveled so close to Perennia, not by himself, surely?  As for the Akalians, what would they gain by killing her friends?  

Yet for all her attempts to dissuade herself, she was unable to bury her fear deep enough, and she felt it clawing at her thoughts, threatening to drive her mad with panic for what she might lose.  What reason would either group have for killing Silent and the others?  When dealing with an insane, ancient mage and a group of men with as dark a reputation as the Akalians for death and destruction, no real reason was necessary.

She noted two guards patrolling the camp grounds a short way off, and she rushed toward them, calling on what little reserves of strength the night had left her.  “Guards!”  The two men turned from where they’d been talking to one of the remaining celebrants—questioning, it had looked to her, but there’d be time enough to worry about that later.

As she drew close, she noted the hard stares of the guards.  Still, she was not entirely surprised—after all, with the partying of the night before, they had no doubt had a long, difficult time, forced to patrol and break up the fights that had surely arisen.  Their dark moods made sense, and so she was shocked when they drew their swords.  “That will be close enough,” one barked.

“Gods, man, why are you drawing your sword?” she asked.  “I’m May, you all know me.”  Not that there was any way they could have mistaken her, as her flaming red hair, perhaps less lustrous than usual given the night she’d had, was on full display, whipping behind her in the morning wind.  “I have to speak to Queen Isabelle and now.  Please, take me to her.”

“You traitorous bitch,” one said, his voice full of venom as he shook his head in disbelief.  “You’ll not get anywhere near the queen, except maybe when she sees you hanged.”

“Enough of that,” the other barked, but May noted that his sword did not leave his hand as he regarded her closely.

May was too shocked by the open hostility to even respond for several seconds.  “Listen,” she said finally, “I don’t know what’s going on with you two, I’m sure you’ve had a night no man or woman would envy, but I don’t have time for any foolishness just now.  I have to see the—”

“Yeah,” the calmer of the two said, “you said that.”  He stepped forward, withdrawing a set of manacles from his belt.  “Madam May Tanarest, I place you under arrest by order of Queen Isabelle, ruler of Perennia and its outlying regions.  Will you come peacefully?”

May took an involuntary step back.  “If this is a joke,” she said, “then it isn’t funny.”  She tried for the scolding, dangerous tone that so often quelled any disagreement from others, but she didn’t miss the tremor in her own voice.

The second guard growled and took a step toward her as if he meant to cut her down where she stood, but the first held up a hand, and he reluctantly subsided, though the unmasked fury did not leave his face.  “I assure you, ma’am,” the calmer said, “that in Perennia, we do not make light of such things as this.  Now, will you come peacefully?  I warn you that, should you make us use force, it will not go well for you.”

May met the man’s eyes, hoping for some sign that it was all a joke, that, any minute now, they would laugh and sheathe their swords and apologize for their crude humor.  But there was no laughter in the man’s eyes, nor any sympathy.  Only a cold hardness, only the determination of a man to do his duty and do it well.  “Okay,” she said, forcing her lips to keep from trembling with a will as tears of hurt and shock threatened.  She held out her hands, and the guard gave one sharp nod, moving forward and clamping the manacles on her wrists.

The metal was cold against her skin, and the sound of the manacles locking rang in her ears with a dreaded finality.  “May I ask with what I have been charged?” she managed in a weak whisper.

“I suspect you know well enough,” the guard said, motioning her to begin walking.  “The charge is treason and conspiring to assassinate the queen.  The sentence—at least if I have my say—will be death.”

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-Seven 

 

Grinner sat in the room’s single chair, staring at the blank wall before him as if he might divine some universal truth from the cracks and webbing in the stones.  The healer had come a few hours before, had told him that, should he wish it, Grinner could leave.  On the night stand sat a mixture of salve for the crime boss to apply to the wound, as well as some medicine for the pain.  But, Grinner knew, the pain he felt was deeper than the physical, and the worst of it the medicine would not, could not touch.  

The old healer had told him that he had done what he could, that it was a miracle Grinner was alive at all, given the severity of the wound.  But he felt no gratitude or thankfulness, only hate for Aaron Envelar and all the others who had brought him to this.  Grinner knew there were things he should be about, yet he had not left, and just as with his persistent refusal to look into a mirror, the decision had been one based on fear.  For, it seemed to him, that should he leave, the mangled face would be his to keep.  While still in the healer’s shop, he could believe there might be a miracle in store for him, that he might be fixed, mended into the man he had once been.

There was a knock on the door, but the crime boss did not bother turning.  “Come.”

Eustice, his second-in-command, stepped inside with his head bowed, closing the door behind him.  “Forgive me, Master, I do not mean to disturb you, but I wished to check in and see how you were doing.”

“How am I doing?”  Grinner asked.  He turned to the small man, noted the grimace of disgust on his face.  It was only there for a fraction of a second, no more, before his expression took on its usual, subservient placidity.  Only a fraction of a second, but Grinner’s world, his new world, shifted and revolved within that moment of revulsion.  “Is it so bad then, Eustice?”  

The man’s mouth worked as if he was unsure of what to say.  Finally, “Sir, your plans have progressed better than we could have ever hoped.  It seems—”

“Is it so bad?”  Grinner roared, and the man flinched as if struck.  

“It is bad, Master,” he said, fear in his eyes as if he thought Grinner might strike him down for the truth.  Not that Grinner could blame him—he had punished other bearers of bad news in the past, after all.

Grinner gave the man a smile.  “Perhaps now, I am as ugly as you then?”

“Perhaps, Master,” the small man said, not sharing the humor and refusing to meet Grinner’s eye.

The crime boss sighed heavily, turning back to the wall.  “Tell me.”

Obviously relieved to have moved on to a different topic, Eustice began reciting the events of the night to Grinner, who listened with a cruel sort of pleasure.  “Queen Adina went as well then.”  He nodded slowly.  “That is better news than I could have hoped for, and it will make things easier for us in the coming days.”

“Yes, Master.”

“And the woman, May?”

“Placed under arrest and now sitting in a cell in the dungeon, Master, as is Hale.”

An hour ago, if asked, Grinner would have said there was nothing short of his face miraculously going back to the way it had been before that could motivate him to leave the healer’s room.  Now, though, after seeing Eustice’s ill-concealed revulsion, what little hope he harbored of being complete withered and died within him.  Besides, now he had a reason to leave, for whatever suffering he had and would endure, he would make sure it was visited tenfold upon the big crime boss and the woman, May.  He turned back to the small man, “Did you bring what I asked for?”

“Yes, Master.”  The small man reached into his tunic and withdrew a silver, stylized mask.  There were no features on it, yet it seemed to Grinner that it laughed at him as he took it.

Grinner slid it on.  The mask felt cool, almost pleasant against his ravaged flesh, but he found he missed the warm, hugging comfort of the bandages.  Still, the healer told him the wound must be allowed to breathe and so it would.  He rose, turning to his second in command.  “I think that I will pay the traitors a visit.”

“Of course, master.”

“And Eustice?”

“Sir?”

“Send the men out, all of them.”

“Who do you wish me to send them after, sir?”

“The whole city,” Grinner said, smiling underneath the silver mask.  “But not to harm or hurt, not to steal or rob.  Only to talk.  I wish them to tell the story of Aaron Envelar and his companions, of the cowardice that sent them fleeing into the darkness on the eve of battle, and the traitorous intentions of those few that chose to remain.  I wish it spoken of in every tavern and inn, in every whorehouse and guardhouse in this entire city until even their names become a curse to those they have abandoned.”

His second nodded, and there was a gleam of excitement in his dark, beady eyes.  “As you wish, sir.”

“Yes,” Grinner said, “As I wish.”

 

***

 

The dungeon smelled of excrement and filth, but there was another smell, subtler than those, that drifted just beneath it.  It was the smell of shattered dreams, of hope left to rot and fester, and Grinner breathed it in, its aroma serving better than any medicine to heal that which had broken inside him with the marring of his face.  

He followed the two guards to the cell he asked for, and they left him there, standing in the hallway, a torch in his hand.  The figure sitting in the corner did not stir at the appearance of the orange glow.  The big man was covered in cuts and abrasions, his face a mask of blood and bruises, one of his eyes swelled shut and the other little better.  Grinner noted that his knuckles were also bloody and why not?  The guards had told him that it had taken eight men to bring him down.  One left the encounter with a broken arm, and another would never walk again.  “You always were good at fighting, weren’t you, Hale?”

The massive man slowly lifted his head from where it had rested on his chest, and in the flickering light of the torch his face was expressionless.  Grinner rubbed a finger idly underneath his bad eye.  Since awakening, what little blurred, distorted vision the ruined eye had afforded him had gone, and now it seeped foul-smelling tears onto his face almost continuously.  “Always a fighter,” Grinner repeated, “but, then, there is more to recommend a man than just his skill in fighting, wouldn’t you say, Hale?  Like his cleverness, perhaps, or his subtlety.  His ability to lay his enemies low beneath him.”

“Grinner,” the man said, his voice raspy as if it hurt to talk.  “I had thought as much.”

“Yes,” Grinner said leaning in, searching for the feeling of satisfaction he had hoped to find here much as a man with a pickaxe and a shovel might search for gold.  “It is I who have brought you here.”

“And the woman, May, who was brought in a short time ago?  That was your doing as well?”

Grinner did not respond, only watched the man from behind his silver mask.  “You have a lesson coming, Hale. One that has been coming for some time now.”

“Yeah,” the crime boss grated, rubbing a hand at his throat, “I suspect I do.  Never been hanged before.”  His thick shoulders shifted in what might have been a shrug.  “Be an experience, anyway, I’d wager.”

“No,” Grinner said, angry at the man’s refusal to see how soundly he had been defeated.  “Do not try to mock or jest, Hale, for they will benefit you nothing, not now.  Your lesson will be one of pain and, eventually, of death.  I will see to it that each moment you breathe until then will be a moment filled with agony beyond your belief.”

The big man grunted what might have been a laugh.  “All that for me?  Gods, but you need a woman, you old bastard.  Or maybe a man, as it suits.”

Grinner felt his ruined face heat with anger, and he wiped furiously at his eye which had begun to weep more in his agitation.  “No!” he screamed, spittle flying from his mouth and sticking to the mask, leaving an unpleasant dampness.  No.  He would not have his victory stolen from him—he would not.  He had hoped to come and see the man weeping, perhaps groveling, begging for his life.  Instead, the big bastard seemed almost calm, serene, in fact.  “Do you not understand, you son of a whore?  You are to suffer and die, and it will be at my hand!”

The big man shrugged again.  “Always figured I’d suffer and die—never had any illusions about that.  Anyway, I heard…tale…that a loyal subject of the crown saved the queen’s life from my men.  You, I suspect.  Clever, using my own men against me—never would have taken Otis and Perryn for your spies, if for no other reason than they weren’t pretty enough.”

“Yes,” Grinner hissed, “that is the cost of wronging me, Hale, and your payment has been long overdue.”

“There’s always a cost, Grinner,” the prisoner said.  “For all your ‘subtlety’ you never seemed to understand that.  I’ll pay mine as I must.  But I heard something else from the guards as well.”  The ghost of a grin rose on the man’s swollen face.  “Seems that the queen’s savior did not leave the encounter with her assassins untouched.”  He leaned forward then, grunting as his bulk shifted.  “Tell me, Grinner, why the mask?  Was your own payment not to your liking?”

“You bastard!”  Grinner screamed, rage and hate—not just for the man before him but for himself as well—flooding through him.  He tore his mask free, leaning in as far as the bars of the cell would allow.  “You think this is a cost?  I will carve out your eyes.  I will flay the flesh from your face and shove it down your own throat!”

The big crime boss stared at him and, for a moment, did not respond.  When he finally did, he rocked his head back and laughed, great, booming bouts of laughter that seemed to shake the very walls of the dungeon.  

“Stop it!”  Grinner screeched, but the man did not, and his entire body continued to shake with his mirth even as Grinner’s own shook with rage and hate.  

Suddenly, he could not be down in the dungeons any longer.  He snatched up his mask from where it had fallen on the dungeon’s dirt floor, not bothering to clean it before snapping it back on his face.  Without a word, he turned and fled for the exit, the big man’s booming laughter echoing around him, giving chase.  

 

 

 

Chapter 

Thirty-Eight 

 

He sat with his back propped against a tree with no idea of how he had come to be there.  Woods surrounded him in all directions.  The sun rose on the distant horizon, and early morning shed its first light on the world, yet here, beneath the boughs of the thick, ancient trees, he sat in shadow.  

“You are awake.”

“Yes.”  Aaron had not known that someone shared the early morning silence with him, yet he felt no surprise or fear.  It was as if he were caught fast in some dream, one in which no great emotion—fear or joy—could be felt, instead only an abiding melancholy.  His companion sat a short distance away, similarly propped against a tree.  He puffed on a pipe and the gray smoke billowed lazily in the air, seeming to hang there, and adding to Aaron’s growing certainty that he was dreaming.  

“It is good,” the man said.  “We feared that, perhaps, you would not awaken.  Much of the drug was used—much more than has ever been used before, but then, you proved particularly stubborn against its effects.”

“I’ve been called such before.”

“I know.”

Aaron frowned at that, not because the man’s familiarity bothered him, but because it did not.  Normally, such a thing would have set alarm bells ringing in his head, but he was filled with a strange, inexplicable peace.  “How do you know?” he said, his words floating into the silence.

“Does it matter?”

Aaron thought about that and finally shook his head.  “No, I don’t believe it does.  Why did you take me?”

“To save you.”

The sellsword nodded.  He did not know why he believed the stranger, but he found that he did, and he was comforted.  Comforted by another in a way that he had not been since his own mother and father had died.  Where normally the memory brought back sharp, emotional anguish, now it only brought forth a bittersweet melancholy, for to lose much, a man had to have first had it.  Another question occurred to him with enough force to create a small crack in the unnatural tranquility of the moment.  “What of the others?”

“Your friends are safe.”

Aaron nodded again, recalling the sight of the others staked down in the clearing, chained and awaiting their deaths.  He remembered, too, the rage, but it seemed a distant, half-forgotten memory, one that held little force in the dream-world in which he found himself.  “I do not know the woman who was with the others,” he said.

“No,” his companion said, and Aaron thought he detected a note of sadness in the man’s voice.  Only a hint of it, but one that spoke of great fathoms of despair and emotion.  “But I do.”  The stranger glanced down at his hand, and Aaron noted that it was badly scarred, as if it had been burned nearly beyond repair, yet the stranger moved it with a surprising dexterity, flexing the fingers.

“Where are they?”

“They are with those few that remain.”

“Few what?”

The man turned to him, and there was sadness in his dark-eyed gaze.  “Akalians.”

Remembering the battle in the clearing, Aaron thought he knew the answer to the question before he asked it, but he asked it anyway.  “Where are the others?”

“They are dying,” the man said.  “They do so to save you and your friends.”

“But why?”  

“Because I am the Speaker,” the man said as he gazed in the distance at the slowly rising sun, “and I asked them to.”

“Why?”  Aaron asked again.

The man let loose a slow breath and turned back to him.  “You carry one of the Virtues.  Compassion, do you not?”

In a normal time, a normal place, Aaron would have hesitated to tell the truth of that to a man he barely knew, yet here, in this dream place, he found he did not have the will to dissemble.  “Yes.”

“And, then, you know something of them and their use?”

“Yes.”

“As much as there is to know?”

Aaron frowned in thought then finally shrugged.  “I know enough.”

The man studied him silently, but the sellsword thought he saw laughter dancing in the stranger’s gaze.  “Seven men and women, the most powerful magi of the age, gathered to perform a ritual, one overseen by Boyce Kevlane himself.”

“Yes.”

“But the working of the Art failed, and what was created were seven separate entities, each a representation of that Virtue which the user of the Art sought, and carrying within it a remnant of that user’s personality.”

“I know as much.”

The man nodded.  “Seven practitioners and seven Virtues.  So you believe.”

“Yes, so I believe.  So everyone believes.”

“Yet,” the man said, leaning forward, his eyes never leaving Aaron’s gaze, “they are all wrong.  You are wrong.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you?”

It seemed then that Aaron almost had it, almost understood what the man meant, but as quickly as it had come, the feeling was gone, drifting away lazily on the cool breeze like the smoke from the Speaker’s pipe.  “No.”

Aaron saw a smile dance in the stranger’s eyes.  “Seven of the world’s best practitioners, but they were not alone in that room.”

Aaron frowned.  “You’re saying that, what? There is an eighth Virtue, based on Kevlane?  Maybe you haven’t met the man, Speaker, but I don’t think virtues are really his strong suit.  Anyway, how—”

“No,” the Speaker said, shaking his head, “for the mage, Kevlane, served only as a conduit, a bridge through which the shapings of the others might travel.  He was only the keeper of the path down which the Art would travel, not its origin, and not its destination.”

“I…I don’t understand.”

“Think, Aaron Envelar.”

And then, just like that, realization struck him like a hammer blow, clearing his muddy thoughts, making them pristine and sharp.  And as he knew so, too, did Co.  

“F-father?”  It was the Virtue’s voice, sounding weary beyond belief, yet with a childlike quality to it that Aaron had not heard before.  She appeared in front of him, her magenta light pulsing as if with agitation. 

The Speaker rose, and Aaron stood as well, his body going through the motion seemingly of its own accord.  “Nine in total inside of that room, so long ago,” the Speaker said, his warm, friendly voice now filled with power, seeming to echo around the forest as if his words came from the gods themselves, all of them speaking in unison.  “The Origin, seven in all, men and women of exceptional skill, the Path, a man of unparalleled ability with the Art, a man who even then knew it and had begun to see himself as a god…and one other.  The Vessel, the destination to which all those others led.  It was he who led the others, he who brought about the ritual by the force of his will alone.  And it is he who sacrificed everything for his people.”

“But…if what you’re saying is true,” Aaron said, “then what difference does it make?  Aaron Caltriss didn’t practice the Art, did he?  None of the stories claim that he knew any magic.”

The Speaker pulled away the black cloth that hid his face and stared at Aaron with a small, knowing smile.  “Once, there were men and women who, with their knowledge and strength in the Art, could reshape the world to their liking.  Their potential was limited only by their own understanding.  But that is not real magic, Aaron Envelar.  It never was.  Only parlor tricks.  A man who has never seen it might think the artificial light of lanterns to be magic, until he understands that there is a chemical that may, when burned, provide illumination for several hours at a time.  A woman who does not understand the science of medicine might think the potions the healer offers her to be magic, invested with the power of the gods themselves.  Until, that is, she is shown the herbs that created it.  So, too, it was with the working of the Art.  They are none of them magic.  Not true magic.  

“The world’s true magic is found elsewhere: in the laughter of a babe, innocent and without artifice, in the joy in the face of a new mother when she sees her child for the first time, or the determination of a soldier that returns him through toil and danger and hardship, to his wife and his family.  And it is in the will of a man, a king, prepared to sacrifice everything, to risk everything, to save those who could not save themselves.”  A white light began to coalesce beside the Speaker as he spoke, forming the vague shape of a man.  “Will, Aaron Envelar,” the Speaker said.  “It is the greatest of humanity’s gifts, the thing that drives them to wondrous goodness and terrible evil, the one virtue—and vice—to which all the others stand enslaved.”

“F-father?”  

The vague, misty apparition shifted, and in its countenance formed a face that Aaron did not know, yet felt familiar just the same.  “It is I, daughter,” the long-dead king said, smiling.  “And I am so very proud of you.”

The two begin to speak then, Co rambling of a thousand different things all at once, and the stranger beckoned to Aaron to come away.  He did not remember walking, but the next thing he knew, the sellsword stood a short distance away from the father and daughter.  The Speaker stared at the reunion as they spoke, his eyes misting, and he turned back to Aaron.  “You believe that you go to war, Aaron Envelar, but what you do not know is that this battle has been being fought for millennia, and you are the one who has been chosen, I believe, to see it to its end.”

Aaron watched Co, his friend, as she talked with the father she had not seen or heard in thousands of years.  “I don’t know what to do with this,” Aaron said finally.  “I don’t know what I am meant to do.”

“No,” the Speaker said, putting a hand on Aaron’s shoulder.  “But you will.”
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Thank you for reading A Sellsword’s Will.  If you enjoyed reading it half as much as I enjoyed writing it, I’ll count myself lucky.

The next Seven Virtues book will be out soon.  In the meantime, why don’t you check out The Son of the Morning: Book One of the Nightfall Wars?
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Note from the Author

 

We are nearing the end now, dear reader.  Though whether that end will be for good or ill, I cannot say.  But though the road we walk is flanked in shadow, all is not darkness.  Do you not see the light in the distance?  Just around the bend up ahead, only just visible past the oaken sentinels that loom around us.  It is right there…or maybe not.  Perhaps it was only a trick of my mind.  Forgive me, for though I may be your guide, the end of our journey is unclear even to me.

 

Still, let us not be afraid.  It is the way of things, after all.  When a man steps out into the darkness and leaves the light behind, he cannot know what the shadows hold in store.  I am sorry I cannot promise you a happy ending or a kind one, but I can, at least, promise an ending, and let us find some comfort in that.  For the weary path we travel nears its destination.  Yes, I’ll admit, some of those who traveled with us have been lost along the way, but let us remain sure-footed, taking only one step after the other.

 

And should our path lead not just to an end, but to our own, well then, all will still not be lost.  After all, the dead get plenty of rest—in truth, it seems, they get little else.

 

As always, I would like to take this moment to thank those worthy adventurers, those beta readers  who have come before us—what markers we have found to guide us through this wilderness are due to their commitment and courage.  Without them, the world through which we journey would be naught but ill-defined shadow, mysterious and unclear.

 

I would also like to take a moment to thank my wife and family for their constant and unwavering support as I explore these new worlds.  Without them, each step would lack confidence and, in many ways, purpose.

 

Finally, thank you, dear reader, fellow adventurer.  You have remained steadfast over this long journey, braving its perils, and let none doubt your commitment or your resolve.  I ask only that you travel a little further with me—it won’t be long now.  Let us, together, see what becomes of Aaron, Adina, and their companions and, perhaps, offer what help we may.

 

Jacob Peppers

 

About the Author

[image:  ]

 

Jacob Peppers lives in Georgia with his wife, his son, Gabriel, and three dogs.  He is an avid reader and writer and when he’s not exploring the worlds of others, he’s creating his own.  His short fiction has been published in various markets, and his short story, “The Lies of Autumn,” was a finalist for the 2013 Eric Hoffer Award for Short Prose.
cover1.jpeg
»
- ;g}@: ] %\ € —;q%;‘; S—

SELLSWORD &
WILL

JACGHE EEPPERS - -





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
YOUR NEXT EPIC FANTASY JOURNEY

AWAITS . . .

amazonk il nook kobo @ iBooks
& i






