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Introduction

 


The story you’re about to read began life as an
attempt to write a serial. For those unfamiliar, a serial is the
literary equivalent of a television show; a story told in short,
manageable chunks and released gradually over a period of a few
months. After releasing the first chapter as a part of the story
collection Experiments & Enchantments, I set it aside in
favor of other projects to see if there would be any interest in
finishing it. Rather quickly I received a fair amount of praise for
the story and its potential, so I added it to my schedule and got
to work.

After a few weeks the story was coming along
well, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized I just
couldn’t justify splitting it up into separately sold chapters. It
felt terribly like I was nickel and diming my fans. Thus a serial
simply became another novel. While the difference is mainly a
matter of release schedule, there are a few lingering artifacts of
its serial roots. Mainly this can be seen in the opening paragraphs
of each chapter. Frequently a greater than average amount of
reestablishing context takes place, since initially at least a few
weeks would have passed since the last time the reader read the
last chapter.

In terms of the story itself, and where it
belongs in the Book of Deacon timeline, this is a tale that takes
place over the course of a few weeks in the period just after the
conclusion of The Battle of Verril. That places it after the
trilogy but before The D’Karon Apprentice. While it doesn’t
touch much at all on The D’Karon Apprentice, this whole
story can be considered spoiler material for The Book of Deacon
Trilogy. If you haven’t read The Book of Deacon, The
Great Convergence, and The Battle of Verril, read those
first! If you’ve finished those stories, then enjoy!


Chapter
1

 


In even the darkest times and the most unfortunate of
places, there are always endeavors that flourish. Life in the land
called the Northern Alliance had never been simple. Frigid
temperatures made life difficult for the locals in the best of
times, and these were anything but the best of times. The kingdom
was just beginning to claw its way out of a war that had spanned
the better part of two centuries. Decades of battle had left the
land weak and weary, and now its people had to learn to cope with a
changing world. In spite of this, or perhaps because of it,
Clennock’s Den existed as a lush and luxurious oasis in a sea of
misery. Even at the peak of the war, it was warm as toast and
well-lit with flickering oil lamps and tallow candles. The air
perpetually hung with the scent of roasting meats and burning
tobacco, and glasses brimmed with fine wine and expensive spirits.
The floors were clean, the bar was stocked, and a dozen ornate oak
tables surrounded with plush upholstered chairs awaited any with
coin enough in their pocket to afford a seat. It was a place immune
to the troubles of the world beyond its walls, and it achieved this
status primarily due to the unique level of service that its
waitstaff provided.

Ostensibly, Clennock’s was an inn and tavern,
though strangely none of the locals seemed to frequent it. Instead,
the icy courtyard—which was tucked discreetly behind the building
and away from prying eyes—was host to carriages and sleighs
belonging to some of the wealthiest land owners and nobles in the
region. Each of them was treated like a king, their every appetite
catered to and their every whim fulfilled. Most importantly, they
could enjoy this treatment and much more while safe in the
knowledge that the instant they stepped out the door, the whole of
the staff would mysteriously forget they had ever visited. An oddly
abundant staff of waitresses and servant girls poured wine and
served food. Often the servers outnumbered the patrons, and each
was as flawlessly beautiful as the local towns could provide. Their
table service was not particularly notable, but for the right price
their hospitality could be truly unforgettable.

Wind wailed outside and the first flakes of a
snowstorm began to fall as a stranger pushed open the door.
Considering the nature of the business conducted at Clennock’s, a
strange face was greeted with a bit more caution than at a more
traditional tavern. For reasons no one could fully articulate,
something about this particular stranger made the clientele just a
bit more uncomfortable than most.

It wasn’t that he was menacing. Anything but.
He stood tall and lean. When he pulled back his hood, he revealed
an almost boyish face. Otherwise white hair hinted at its past
blondness in whispers here and there. He wore a calm and collected
expression, oozing with the sort of ease and confidence that the
owner of the Den would have had difficulty displaying. The
looks of distrust and concern slid off him as effortlessly as he
shrugged off his coat.

A hostess collected the finely tailored hide
and fur overcoat as he approached the bar. The remainder of his
outfit set him apart from the rest of the patrons in many ways.
While most of the men were impeccably dressed, they all seemed to
have made their selections to impress the others with the sheer
expense of their wardrobe. The newcomer’s outfit looked no less
exquisite, but in his case the ostentatiousness balanced with
function. He wore a warm, sturdy vest with plenty of pockets. His
trousers were thick enough to ward off the chill of the northern
winds. And then, of course, there was the weaponry.

In a nation at war—particularly a place like
the Northern Alliance, where war had lasted so long it was
effectively an honored tradition—weapons were a common sight. Even
members of the gentry, who would never see a battlefield, made a
point of carrying a blade, if only to show solidarity with the
soldiers marching to the front lines. These blades tended to be
elegant and sparing, often hidden within a cane or tucked beneath a
coat. Not so for the man who tapped the snow from his boots. He
wore blades the way the servant girls wore makeup: proudly,
artistically, and with a shameless overabundance. No fewer than
five knives and daggers hung in exquisite sheaths from his belt.
Subtle bulges from beneath his vest suggested at least two more
tucked out of sight, and a short sword hung at his side. It would
have seemed almost barbaric if not for the stunning quality of each
weapon. They seemed more like purposeful fashion accessories than
something intended to spill blood.

The newcomer took a seat at the bar and
attempted to wring some feeling back into his hands, blowing into
them periodically.

“May I help you, sir?” asked the
bartender.

The fellow behind the bar was a fat, bearded
man who represented one of only two male staff members present. The
other was a hulking mountain of muscle clearly hired to intimidate
any would-be troublemakers into proper behavior. The brute hadn’t
let the stranger leave his sight since he arrived.

“I believe you are holding a few bottles of
wine for me,” said the new patron.

He reached into the breast pocket of his vest
to reveal a small leather folio and plucked from it an ancient slip
of vellum. The bartender accepted it and looked it over. Careful
writing covered the slip, and it concluded with a pair of
signatures. The first named the employee who oversaw the storage, a
man called Lemark Drasson. The second evidently listed the newcomer
himself, Desmeres Lumineblade.

“This… ah… this is rather old, Mister…
Lumineblade, is it?” said the bartender.

“Indeed. I’ll do you the kindness of not
making you guess at my first name. It is pronounced Dez-mer-ess.
Emphasis on the first syllable and do be sure to pronounce the
final S. It is strangely often left silent.”

“And you’re certain this is yours? It
is quite old.”

“Indeed. It has been a number of years since
my last visit.”

“But this is the signature of the previous
owner. That means this slip is over twenty years old,” the
bartender continued.

“Indeed. It has been a number of
years since my last visit,” he repeated, now somewhat less
patiently. “Would you fetch two bottles for me, please?”

The bartender looked from the slip to the
newcomer and back again a few times, then gave the doorman a
pointed glance before disappearing into the backroom behind the
bar. When he emerged again, he cradled a pair of bottles in his
arms. He walked with the sort of exaggerated care one might expect
of a father carrying his newborns for the first time.

“These are… sir, these are pre-war… I’m not
even precisely certain how to read the date. They’re nearly two
hundred years old.”

“I imagine they would be,” he said. “They
were quite old when I purchased them, and as I believe I’ve said,
it has been a number of years since my last visit.”

The bartender carefully set down the bottles.
They were made from thick, dark glass. A layer of deep blue wax
coated their ends and bore the proud seal of a vineyard that had
ceased to exist more than a hundred years prior. A single glance at
the bottle spoke of a craftsmanship lost from the Northern Alliance
long ago, a casualty of the war and the toll it had taken on its
people.

“The storage fee is six and one-half silvers,
sir. Will you require a room for the evening?” the bartender
asked.

“I shall. I believe a pair of glasses and
some companionship would not be out of order as well,” he said,
dropping a gold coin on the bar with his gloved hand. “Keep the
remainder.”

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir. If you’ll just
step through to the antechamber, our host will see to it
personally.”

Desmeres skillfully picked up both of his
priceless wine bottles with a single hand, and with the other hand
took the fine crystal stemware offered by the bartender. Thus
equipped, he followed the portly gentleman through a doorway in the
rear of the room.

On the other side of the thick curtain that
separated the antechamber from the main floor of the bar and dining
room, a positively opulent waiting room awaited him. A small velvet
couch with more stuffing than the typical bed sat in the center of
the room. Fine landscape and still life paintings hung on the wall
in gilded frames, and to each side of the seat stood an end table
set with silver trays. Desmeres had only just taken a seat and
placed his wine and glasses on one of the trays when a sharply
dressed older man stepped into the antechamber. He wore a neat and
proper outfit, designed not to show off his wealth but rather to
illustrate his professionalism, as one would expect from the chief
steward at a luxurious manor.

“Greetings, Mr. Lumineblade. My name is
Master Klye. I am so pleased to have the opportunity to provide you
with the very best hospitality that Clennock’s Den has to offer. I
am given to understand that you were seeking company this evening.
If you would be so kind as to share any particular tastes and
preferences you might have, we shall do our very best to cater to
your every whim.”

“Tell me, Master Klye. Have you got any elven
women in your employ?”

“Ah, regrettably no. Not an uncommon request,
but it has proved quite difficult to entice women of that
particular race into this line of work. If your taste is for
something exotic, with the recent reopening of the border we are
pleased to have secured the services of no fewer than three
women of Tresson origin. I’m told by our more frequent guests that
the dark-skinned maidens from the south are refreshingly distinct
from their northern counterparts.”

“No, thank you. Do you have anyone worldly?
Experienced?”

“Experienced, sir?”

“Yes. Someone intelligent, and more than
that, someone wise.”

“If you’ll pardon the observation, those are
not qualities that are typically sought.”

“I fancy myself somewhat atypical.”

“Most of our guests are more interested in
qualities associated with youth. Experience and wisdom are
qualities that come with age, sir.”

“Yes, I’m quite familiar with the means
through which experience is traditionally attained. Will my request
be a problem?”

“No, sir. Not at all. But surely someone with
your resources could easily afford the companionship of someone
more fully in bloom.”

“And surely someone in your line of work
ought to have learned that your task is to satisfy my tastes, not
critique them.”

“Of course, sir. A thousand apologies. If
you’ll just wait a moment, I’m certain we can find someone to suit
your needs.”

“Excellent,” Desmeres said, reclining into
the chair.

Klye stepped briskly through a doorway, and
in very short order returned with an assortment of women, seven in
total. They were all dressed similarly, just barely on the decent
side of scandalous. What wasn’t snug enough to reveal their curves
or short enough to reveal their skin was layered with lace and
satin ruffles. Each outfit likely cost more silver than the people
in neighboring towns would see in a year.

Desmeres looked over the women. All of them
were lovely, though judging from the amount youth on display, Klye
was hoping to entice Desmeres into paying for one of his most
expensive courtesans. Of the two who were notably more mature, one
had painted her face with enough makeup to attempt to make up for
the fifteen years that separated her from the younger girls. The
last woman had made no such effort.

She was forty years of age, perhaps more. Of
the group, she dressed the most practically, if not the most
conservatively. Her shoes were simple, comfortable slippers rather
than the more fashionable ones worn by the rest. She wore a full
length skirt and petticoat, as well as a long-sleeved blouse. Each
garment was finely crafted and enticing in its own way, but
combined they made for an outfit that was far more suitable for the
frequent icy breezes that swept across the room with each new
visitor than the usual uniform. The years had left her face with a
few more lines than the other women, but she’d not seen fit to hide
them beneath caked-on makeup. Instead she’d made sparing use of
rouge on her cheeks and lips, enhancing the natural beauty rather
than attempting to invent it from whole cloth. Perhaps most telling
of all, while the other women displayed expressions ranging from
nervous to seductive, this final woman appeared impatient, as
though she was being kept from more important tasks.

“I believe this young lady will suit my
purposes well enough,” he said, standing and taking the hand of the
final woman.

His selection produced a combination of
confusion and disappointment in all of the women, as well as Master
Klye, but it passed quickly.

“Very well, sir. If you’ll just follow me, I
shall show you and your companion for the evening to our finest
room,” remarked the host.

Desmeres’s chosen companion took the tray
from the end table and obediently fell into step behind him as Klye
took him through a curtain to a narrow staircase. It led to a
moodily lit hallway lined with paintings on one side and doors on
the other. Klye opened the third door, plucked the dim lantern from
the wall beside it, and led the others inside. One by one, he lit
the oil lamps within, revealing a room much in keeping with the
rest of the establishment. A large, neatly kept four post bed
dominated the floor. A small table with two chairs sat against the
wall opposite, and a larger armchair had its back to the tightly
shuttered and heavily draped windows. Beside the door a basin of
water had been placed with a polished copper mirror above it, and
through a door to one side of the bed was a private bath.

“I hope you enjoy your evening. If there is
anything you require to make your stay more pleasant, pull this
sash,” Klye said, indicating a braided rope beside the door, “and
someone will be along to help you. Fresh linens and fresh basin
water is available upon request, as is heated water for the bath.
Thank you again.”

“Send someone up with my coat. Much as you
and your staff seem the trustworthy types, I’d prefer to have it
with me,” Desmeres said. “I’ll be sure to share any other needs or
concerns as they arise.”

“As you wish, sir,” Klye said.

With a respectful bow, he slipped out the
door. Desmeres took a seat beside the table. His companion set down
the tray of wine before him.

“Shall I pour you a glass, sir?” she
asked.

She spoke with a distinctive tone of voice,
the sort of clipped efficiency that bespoke years of weary service
and more than a dash of resentment.

“That’s quite all right. Please, take a
seat,” he said, indicating the chair opposite while he uncorked the
bottle. “It needs a moment to breathe. When the time comes, I’ll do
the pouring.”

She sat demurely and folded her hands on her
lap. Desmeres unlaced his boots and pulled them from his feet. He
eased himself a bit lower in his chair and for a few moments seemed
content to bask in the warmth and comfort of the posh room. Before
long, the silence prompted a short, uncomfortable cough from his
guest.

Desmeres looked to her. “You didn’t seem
overly pleased with the prospect of spending the evening with me, I
notice.”

“I assure you, I was just surprised at being
picked. I thought my years of being a man’s first choice were
behind me.” Again, her voice said more than her words. She sounded
as though being passed over had been a welcome change, rather than
a disappointment.

“Before this night is through, I think you’ll
find that I’m not one inclined toward dishonesty, and I do hope
that you’ll adopt a similar policy. The last thing I wanted when I
selected a woman for the evening was someone who would kowtow and
stroke my ego.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Forgive me if I say I
doubt that statement. Like I said, it’s been a while, but I do
still remember that men who come to places like this do it
specifically to have their ego stroked. Among other
things.”

“Perhaps another time, but not today. I had
something different in mind for this evening.”

“Oh?” she said, tension in her voice. Her
eyes flicked to the knives on display across his chest and belt.
Clearly ‘something different’ did not translate to ‘something
better’ in her estimation. “What are you planning?”

He leaned forward and wafted some of the
wine’s bouquet to his nose, then began to carefully decant it. “It
begins with you and I enjoying some wine.”

Again her eyebrow rose. “This wine?”
she asked, watching as he tipped a generous portion into her glass.
“This is expensive stuff, isn’t it?”

“It is, and more importantly it is wine of
impeccable quality. Far too exquisite to be enjoyed alone. If you
are at all a wine drinker, I strongly suggest you take this
opportunity to sample it. You’re not likely to have another chance
to enjoy this particular vintage.”

She took the glass by the stem and imitated
as he sniffed at the delicate bouquet. Not until he had taken a sip
of his glass did she do the same for hers.

“There… that is how wine was meant to
taste.”

“It is good stuff…” she said
earnestly. “So what happens now?”

“Now? Now I will drink enough of this wine to
loosen my lips and muddle my thinking. Then I will blather
endlessly about myself and my problems, and you will interject with
observations and commentary when appropriate.”

“That’s it? You’re going to get drunk and
talk?” she said.

“Indeed.”

“And you want me to chime in now and
again?”

“If you’ve got something useful to add.”

“When should I start doing that?”

“Whenever the notion strikes.”

“In that case, if it’s loose lips, muddled
thinking, and blather you’re after, you could do it a lot cheaper
with a bottle of applejack or whiskey. Or a few tankards of ale.
Pretty much with anything but what you’ve got there. Drunk is
drunk, after all.”

“Hah! You see? It is precisely that sort of
insight and pragmatism that I was after when I selected you this
evening. You make an excellent point, but I am of the opinion that
if one wishes to reach someplace, even if it is a state of
inebriation, then one owes it to oneself to do so in as worthwhile
a manner as one can manage.”

“What’s it matter how you get
someplace, so long as you get there?”

“The journey is spectacularly important. The
journey is how you spend your life. The destination is
practically inconsequential compared to the journey. The
destination determines where a man arrives. The journey determines
what sort of man arrives. It shapes you, alters you.”

“I still say drunk is drunk,” she said. She
took another sip. “But this wine does go down lot smoother than
applejack.”

“Agreed.”

“So you mean to tell me that we’re not going
to be using that bed at all?”

“At some point I’ll sleep, and since you
presumably don’t get a full night’s pay unless you spend the night,
I imagine you’ll want to sleep there as well. But I don’t
anticipate anything recreational.” He sipped. “Not to offend you.
It just wasn’t the purpose for this visit.”

“An easy night’s pay is nothing to apologize
for. So long as you’re as honest as you say.”

“Honest to a fault,” he said with a nod.

“Care for any suggestions for how to spend
the time while you’re waiting for the wine to do its work?”

“Certainly.”

“The best thing on the menu is the shepherd’s
pie. I wouldn’t say no to one, and you shouldn’t either.”

“Well then, by all means, let us have a
meal.”

#

Desmeres refilled his glass, taking care to
leave the sediment in the bottle. Though his guest for the evening
was not shy about sharing the wine, she’d finished only two
glasses. The rest had been his. Now his thoughts were beginning to
swim in a pleasant haze.

“You know something? I’m quite
impressed that you’ve only glanced at my weapons and not made
mention of them,” he said.

“They are a subject I’d just as soon have
avoided,” she said, pushing her emptied supper dish aside and
wiping her mouth.

“Well, they are a subject that until recently
has almost exclusively occupied my thoughts, so I’m afraid you’ll
have to indulge me,” he said.

He leaned aside and pulled a weapon from his
belt. Apart from the gold inlay and the mirror polish to the blade,
it didn’t appear to be anything more than a simple dagger. The grip
was small enough to fit comfortably in his palm and the blade was
barely as long as his middle finger. Nevertheless, the woman leaned
back in her chair and tensed at its appearance. As decent as he’d
been thus far, she was not about to let her guard down with a drunk
and armed man across the table from her.

“Watch,” he said.

Desmeres placed the edge of the blade against
the neck of the wine bottle, just below the lip. With a swift,
sudden motion of his wrist the blade flicked through the thick
glass as though it wasn’t there, shearing the mouth of the bottle
away with an icy tinkle. The ring of glass fell away and left a
perfectly smooth cut behind.

“That’s…” She swallowed hard.
“Remarkable.”

“It is. More so than you might realize. It
took me sixteen years of study and trial to craft my first blade
that could cut glass so easily. And another dozen years to hone my
techniques until I could do it again and again without dulling.”
Twice more he swept his blade through the neck of the bottle,
slicing away two gradually larger rings. “How old do you suppose I
am?”

“Tough to say. To look at your face I
wouldn’t guess much more than thirty. But you’ve got a dash of elf
in your features…”

“And a great deal of it in my blood.”

“So you could be any age at all.”

“I’m over a hundred years old. From my
earliest years, my every thought has been devoted to honing this
craft,” he said, twisting the blade in the light. “My goal was
perfection, and I honestly believed it was task enough to fill my
years, however many there might be. I suppose it was the first of a
great many mistakes I’ve made…”

“Oh? You mean to say you regret devoting your
life to making weapons?”

“No, my dear. I regret thinking I would never
perfect them.”

She tipped her head forward and aside,
looking at him askance. “You actually believe you’ve
perfected making weapons?”

“My weapons ended the longest war in history.
I’ve made weapons that have killed demons. The gods themselves have
held my creations.”

“I think you’ve had a bit too much of that
wine. Ignoring the other silly claims, you mean to tell me that
your weapons had something to do with ending the Perpetual
War?”

“I don’t need you to believe me. I know the
truth. Maybe I haven’t done all there is to do. My armor has
never been as good as my weapons. And I’ve still got the puzzle of
how to arm a dragon or a shapeshifter… But the greatest challenges
are behind me.”

“Is that all?” she asked. “Is that what’s got
you out of sorts enough to drink yourself under the table and buy
yourself a shoulder to cry on?”

“If you knew me, you’d know that losing my
zeal for weapon-craft is quite a bit,” he said, sheathing the
blade. “But no. Trying as it is to see my purpose fulfilled… Now
that I say the words… I don’t think that’s what’s wrong with me.
Not the whole of it.”

“Well, good. Because if I have to listen to a
rich man mope about achieving all of his goals for the rest of the
night, I’m not liable to have the patience for it.”

“I can appreciate that,” he said, pulling a
second blade from its sheath.

This new blade was shorter and narrower than
the first. It was more of a tool for carving than for killing. He
picked up the severed lip of the bottle and admired it for a
moment. Without a word of explanation he began idly rotating the
cut edge of the lip against the blade, peeling away the wax that
remained and effortlessly scraping away glass.

“So what real problems do you have?”
she asked, eyes firmly focused on the weapon and the apparent ease
with which it performed a task that would blunt a normal knife in
moments.

“I’m not certain… I have a weight on my
chest. My mind is thick as mud. I can’t think most days. I felt
certain it was that my purpose was gone… With no focus to my life,
I’d begun to lose my edge.”

“What sort of thoughts are troubling
you?”

“Memories mostly. Doubts. Mistakes. Things
that shouldn’t have been done…”

“Sounds to me like you feel guilty.”

“Mmm,” he murmured, returning to the shaping
of the ring as though he was whittling a piece of pine.

“No need to be coy about it. We’re paid to be
discreet.”

“I know. It’s the reason I chose a place like
this and a person like you.”

“So perhaps if you confess, it will lighten
your load.”

“One night won’t be time enough for
that.”

The tension in the woman’s face and posture
increased. Desmeres sensed it more than saw it. He smiled.

“Relax. There’s very little blood on these
hands. I’ve made weapons, and my weapons have committed some
heinous deeds, but I’ve not been the one holding them at the time…
Except…”

“Yes?”

He glanced at her. “The details would make
matters needlessly complicated. Suffice to say, I had a rather
lengthy business relationship that ended badly. We’d been quite
well-suited to one another’s needs. He was nearly unmatched when it
came to putting my creations to proper use, and I was able to show
my face and raise my voice in places where he could not. When he
chose to turn himself from the task that had served us both so
well, I had little recourse but to seek out one of the only
alternatives. This alternative was, by coincidence, in direct
conflict with my former partner.”

“So you betrayed him?”

“It wasn’t an act of spite or malice, but I
suppose it could rightly be called a betrayal. There are certainly
many who feel that way.” He stopped carving long enough to take a
sip of wine.

“Did anything unfortunate result?”

“A number of things. My former associate was
captured, as were the allies he’d been working with. The mother of
my child lost her life…”

She raised her eyebrows, as much at the
nonchalance with which he’d delivered the line as at the line
itself. “You lost your wife?”

“Not my wife, the mother of my child. We’d
never had anything as formal as a ceremony, but I believe we both
knew that there was no one else for us. She must have known,
as she named our son for my grandfather. The boy has my family
name, not hers. … I suppose it could have been out of shame
and a desire to distance herself from him. I choose to believe it
was out of reverence for tradition. She always was very
traditional. Elves tend toward tradition. Long lives and all that.
Most of us were alive when a given tradition was created…”

“Still. Losing a loved one is a fine reason
for a malaise. Plenty of men come to Clennock’s looking for comfort
after their wives pass on. Or when their wives lose interest. Or
when they lose interest in their wives. You’ve got a better reason
than most.” His blade squealed against the glass in his fingers,
drawing her attention to the weapon. An unasked question seemed to
hang in the air.

Desmeres grinned. “Curious how directly
involved I was with the loss of my woman, are you?”

“We are paid not to be curious, and
situations like this are precisely why.”

“Well, rest assured, I didn’t take her life.
If I had, I don’t think there would be any mystery about my sorry
state of mind. She was killed by poorly placed loyalties and poorly
timed epiphanies.”

“I see. Then perhaps you feel badly about
your associate being captured.”

“He escaped shortly after. There was a bit of
torture, but it was nothing he hasn’t had to endure in the
past.”

“And that doesn’t concern you? That a friend
you betrayed was tortured and has since escaped? Aren’t you worried
he could be looking for you, seeking revenge?”

“Why should I be?”

“Well…”

The woman was notably silent for a moment, a
look of concern flickering across her features once more.

Desmeres glanced at her, grinning slightly.
“Putting some pieces together, are you? About what sort of a
business my associate—and therefore I—might have been in?”

“Putting the pieces together is another thing
we’re paid not to do.”

“Yours is a more complex trade than I’d
realized.”

“You don’t know the half of it. But it seems
you’re paying a tidy sum to discuss you, not me.”

“Bah, speak!” he said, waving his hand
irritably. “I paid for you because I was interested in
insight.”

She paused, but finally decided to indulge
him. “You made weapons for this associate of yours, and said he was
suited to them. I would imagine that means he was either a soldier,
an assassin, or a mercenary. And you say you could show your face
in places he couldn’t. That says to me he was a criminal, and that
means assassin. And if someone as… mindful of his own skills as
yourself found him to be suitable, he must have been a very good
one.”

“Your reasoning is certainly sound, to a
point.”

“So, imagining that I’m right, explain to me
why you shouldn’t be afraid of reprisal.” She took a shaky
breath. “To be perfectly frank, I’m a bit worried about sharing a
room with you, if such a man is likely to be after you.”

“Ah, and there, your reasoning falls
apart.”

“Oh?”

“There may be reason for me to
fear, but none whatsoever for you.”

“Forgive me if I’m not convinced.”

“Allow me to explain. By your very sound
logic, you suppose I worked with an assassin who, at this moment,
is out to kill me. Now let us imagine as you’ve suggested that this
is a very skillful assassin. As with most professions, great skill
translates to great cost. As a peerless weapon crafter and
alleged betrayer, the chances are high that I’m worthy of that
class of ‘service,’ so to speak.

“While I’m certain that you are exceptional
at your profession, I very much doubt you’ve reached the level of
fame or infamy necessary to draw the attention of such a man.”

“That’s not to say he wouldn’t kill me along
with you.”

“Ah, but that is sloppy. One does not kill
more than one has been paid to kill. And we’ve presupposed
this man is skilled.”

She cast her eyes aside, considering his
words.

“That stands to reason, I suppose. But reason
alone won’t keep a knife out of my back. And certainly won’t keep
it out of yours. Even if I’m safe as a babe in her mother’s
arms, I’m not keen on waking beside a dead man.”

“Fair enough, but even so, I don’t think his
vengeance is likely. He’s dead now. Another victim of dedication to
a practically unachievable end.”

“If he’s dead, then I’d think that revenge
would be impossible.”

“You don’t know him. With all of the souls he
has delivered to their grave, the Grim Reaper might have given him
a pass out of professional courtesy.”

Another look of concern flicked across her
features.

“Perhaps we’ve strayed too much from the
topic at hand,” Desmeres suggested.

“Yes, quite… Perhaps it is the betrayal that
troubles you. Perhaps you should make amends.”

“I thought I’d done so. I violated my own
policy of arming only those worthy of my weapons in order to
put my arsenal into the hands of the group he’d chosen to ally
himself with. Their subsequent victory was largely my doing. I’d
thought that would be enough, though in the eyes of many it seems I
am still a turncoat and a scoundrel.”

“Depending on the nature of the betrayal, I
hardly feel that the gift of a few weapons, even weapons as
remarkable as yours seem to be, could make up for it.”

“It wasn’t a gift.”

“You mean you made them pay?”

“No. I’ve simply been taking them back now
that the fighting is through. I’m nearly finished with that
particular task. It has been a pleasant distraction, but it has
earned me a few enemies…”

#

Three weeks earlier…

In the Castle Verril, one of the most
northerly parts of the Northern Alliance, Queen Caya marched the
halls. She was a young queen in many ways. At thirty-four years of
age, she’d taken the throne far earlier than her predecessor, the
deposed King Erdrick III. She was also quite fresh to her reign,
having only taken power in the weeks following the conclusion of
the so-called Perpetual War. After more than one hundred-fifty
years of hostilities, one of the conditions of the current
armistice was that the rulers responsible for the last few decades
of war be ousted and replaced by individuals more amenable to
peace. As Caya had been pivotal in freeing the capital city from
iron fist of the corrupt generals who had held it since the
earliest years of the war, she was quickly swept into power.

Since her coronation, the sheer scope of the
task ahead of her had become quite clear. For as long as most of
her subjects could remember, the whole of her kingdom had been
driven by the single-minded desire to overcome the enemy. Now she
had to find a way to keep her people united and to attempt to heal
the rift between the Alliance and Tressor, its former enemy to the
south. Ages of battle had weakened her people and weakened her
land, and in overcoming the threats that were eating away at her
homeland from within, she’d all but crippled her own military. If
the war were to reignite, there was little doubt that the Northern
Alliance would be crushed by the comparatively healthy military of
Tressor.

It was a heavy burden for even an experienced
leader, but despite the fact she’d until now only been tasked with
leading a small rebel force, she faced the trials ahead with iron
resolve and defiant confidence.

“Tus! Tus, you get out here!” the queen
called, strutting out into a vaulted and ornate hallway still under
repair after the assault on Castle Verril.

Among the many lessons she’d yet to learn was
what her chief steward called “regal decorum.” This covered such
things as wardrobe and conduct. The fine gowns expected of the
queen were unquestionably beautiful, but they weighed her down
terribly. Caya had long been active, always certain to keep herself
fighting fit in the event she would be called to duty. As such,
she’d swiftly commissioned the royal seamstress to prepare
something suitably royal, but that didn’t require a team of
handmaidens to dress her. The result was an assortment of silken
masterpieces in the three shades of Alliance Blue. Each were
extravagant by her own standards and positively austere by courtly
standard, but they were simple enough that the young queen no
longer felt stifled by them.

She’d also been slow to warm to the concept
of deploying a herald to announce her presence or a messenger to
deliver her orders. Frequently she chose to bellow out her commands
until she could find her way to the individual they were intended
for, and had made a terrible habit of entering rooms and buildings
completely unannounced. It complicated matters for the palace
staff, but they were slowly learning to adjust.

“Coming, Your Majesty,” replied a thundering
voice.

The head of her honor guard, and thus her
personal bodyguard, thundered out of a side hall and fell into step
beside her. He was a mountain of a man, thick of build and tall of
stature. Unlike the queen, he had quickly embraced the uniform of
his position, mostly because it was composed chiefly of fine
leather and steel. The armor, save for the extreme quality, wasn’t
so different from the equipment he’d worn in his prior role as her
second-in-command in the rebellious Undermine.

“Has my father sent the cider or the wine
yet?” she asked.

“No,” he replied.

“That’s two days late. I knew we should have
kept a larger stock. If I’m going to be meeting with barons from up
and down the coasts, I want to make sure we fill their goblets with
something that’ll put hair on their chests.”

She glanced to him, eying up a small, simple
ax hanging from the man’s belt.

“Is that another new ax?” she
asked.

He nodded.

“What happened to your good one?” she
asked.

“Missing.”

“Missing,” she hissed. “For how
long?”

“A while. A few weeks.”

“So since not long after the coronation?”

He nodded.

“And we are talking about the one from
the battle of Verril.”

Again he nodded.

“Well… that’s just about all of them,
isn’t it?” she fumed. “My sword is the only weapon left from that
scoundrel’s ‘donation.’ The man said he’d take them back, but I
didn’t think he could manage it. This is the palace, for
heaven’s sake. How am I supposed to protect my people if I can’t
even keep my armory intact? And where does he get off stealing from
the crown?”

“They were his,” Tus remarked, accepting this
as he accepted most things: with a dull stoicism.

“I know they were his, but they were in the
possession of the queen. Stealing them, even stealing them
back, is treason unless I say otherwise.”

“You want him dead?” Tus asked. He tended to
be swift to the simple and permanent solutions.

“No, I don’t want him dead, but I think it is
about time he learned he can’t do as he pleases without regard for
the throne. How am I going to keep the respect of my people if they
find out that I’ve let someone steal from me unanswered? And how am
I going to hold this alliance together without the respect of my
people? He needs to be held accountable.” She lowered her voice.
“And, for that matter, someone with his skill should be in the
direct employ of the crown.”

Her hand absentmindedly dropped to her side,
where she’d worn her satchel in her rebellion days.

“Blast it. Give me my flask,” she muttered,
holding a hand out.

Tus passed her a small pewter tin with a
corked top. She plucked the cork and took a swig.

“What do you want to do?” Tus asked, taking
the flask back when she was through.

“I’d say get the Elite after him, but the
Elite are in a shambles. Still… They’d been after the Red Shadow
for ages, and I’d much rather have them active and in the field
than letting them sit idle, or worse. The longer the Elite rests
without a task, the more apt people are to suggest they be deployed
against the Tressons again. I’ll tell you what. Round up some of
the other honor guard. The ones who fought good and hard back in
the Undermine. Heaven knows as far north as I am I don’t need the
whole castle guard and the whole honor guard looking after
my well-being. Assign them to the Elite and get the Elite after
Desmeres. We want him apprehended, not executed.”

“They need a new leader,” Tus said.

“Ah, yes, I suppose they would… Blast it, I
can’t very well just appoint one my honor guard to lead the
Elite. It is supposed to be a war veteran.”

“Promote one.”

“No, no. I’ve met them. They’re good
soldiers. Fine soldiers. The best. Well-deserving of their
place of honor. But a good soldier doesn’t always mean a good
leader, and besides, I don’t want to give up an able hand so that
he or she can stay behind and deliver the orders. We need someone
they’ll respect and follow, but who won’t be missed on the field.
Who was the captain that we met at the coronation? The one with the
bad leg?”

“Captains are captains,” he said with a
shrug.

“Captain Anrack! That was his name. As I
recall, the fellow has been chomping at the bit to get back into
action in some way or another.”

“Wants a fight. Misses the war.” Tus
said.

“You teach a dog to hunt and then keep him on
a rope and he’s bound to pull. We’ll put him to good use. Just keep
me apprised of his actions. If he can’t handle things, I want to
know immediately. Go. Prep the Elite and send the scribe to draft a
proclamation.”

Tus nodded and quickened his pace.

“Ho there,” she called to him. “Leave the
flask…”

#

Several hours and most of the second bottle
of wine later, Desmeres was still scratching at the bit of glass.
His guest for the evening had consumed enough to loosen her tongue
as well. The result was a far more candid and pointed conversation.
It had woven through a number of topics, but she seemed fixated on
one in particular, and kept circling back to it.

“You honestly mean to tell me that you’ve
been stealing from the Alliance Army?” she said.

“Not stealing. I’m merely recovering
items which I had loaned to them. They were quite aware of the
terms of the loan. They shouldn’t have been surprised.”

“But they’re after you now. You’re being
hunted by the Alliance Army.”

“Such is my understanding. Normally it
wouldn’t be an issue. I’m quite accustomed to slipping through
their fingers. It was—to a degree—part of my professional role
until recently. But as we’ve established, I’ve been rather out of
sorts. It’s been difficult to work up the… oh, what’s the word I’m
looking for… the motivation to wipe away the trail.”

“Maybe that’s for the best. Maybe that’s your
heart telling you it’s time to pay for what you’ve done,” she said.
Her words had begun to become a bit sloppy.

“I’d like to think my heart has a greater
sense of self-preservation than that…”

She took a long sip from her glass.
“Listening to you, I don’t hear a man who’s interested in
self-preservation. What’ve we learned? You worked with a man who
was a killer, and you double-crossed him. Then you loaned some
top-quality weapons to the Alliance only to steal them back. That’s
not self-preservation. That’s a death wish. And if you ask me, and
you are asking me, then I say it’s because you feel bad
about what happened to your woman. You blame yourself for it.”

“But it was her fault, not mine,” he
countered.

“You don’t like my ideas, come up with better
ones.”

He grinned and blew some dust from the ring
of glass before going back to his etching. “You seem a little
agitated.”

“A man hires me for the night. He’s loaded
down with knives and he won’t stop toying with them. He admits to
working with what I can only assume is a mercenary or an assassin,
and then he comes clean about being a fugitive! It’s not the sort
of guest that’s liable to set me at ease! And if you’re an enemy of
the throne, I hope you realize that any promises of secrecy just
went out the window. We keep secrets from jealous wives. We don’t
protect traitors.”

“I’d suspected as much.”

“And if that’s giving you any ideas about how
you might silence me with those knives of yours, remember that
you’re a hell of a lot drunker than I am. I’ll be out the door
before you can do anything.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I’ll be keeping my eye on you just the
same.” She sipped again. “Now, as I was saying, one way or another
this is about your woman. The heart does crazy things when it’s
lonesome. Maybe that’s your problem. Maybe you need someone to
spend your days with, as opposed to just your nights.”

“In a place like this, that’s a rather
expensive proposition.”

“You know what I mean. You lost someone you
clearly cared about. From the way you talk, she might have been the
only person aside from yourself you respected.”

“That’s entirely untrue. There are at least a
half-dozen people I respect.” He tipped his head. “Well… fewer now,
I suppose.”

“Regardless. You lost her and then you
plunged yourself headlong into all of this madness. There’s a piece
of you missing. You’re either going to have to replace it or throw
away the rest. And it is pretty clear what you’ve been working
toward.”

“Mmm…” He twisted the knife before his eyes.
“There may be the kernel of truth to that… I’d put little thought
into such things, spending my days with someone, but when I did it
was always with the assumption that Trigorah and I would find our
way to one another again. Still, even if losing her is the
source of my malaise, it doesn’t do me much good to know it, does
it? A soul mate isn’t something that one simply trots out and finds
a replacement for. Either the wound heals or a new love kindles,
correct?”

“Such is the way of things.”

“Then I’m left with the same issue I started
with. How to muddle through the days until then? How do I fill my
time in a worthwhile way?”

“Well, contrary to what you seem to think,
based on how you’ve been filling your time until now, I’d say you
ought to consider spending some time making amends.”

“I really don’t think you understand.”

“And I don’t think you understand. You
must feel the need to make amends for something, or I doubt
you’d be here seeking forgiveness from a stranger.”

“I’m not seeking forgiveness, I’m seeking
counsel. My worst crime was aligning myself against a group I knew
to be working on the side of good, but even that sin should
have been wiped clean. I offered my own weapons—weapons I swore to
myself I would never allow to be used by any but the very best
warriors—to a horde of untrained, talentless ruffians in order to
liberate Verril and end the war once and for all. I violated my
most sacred personal principles in order to be certain that those I
had wronged had the equipment to face their final challenge. Surely
that was an adequate redemption.”

“Obviously not.”

“Obviously…” he muttered.

“Look, you picked me because you thought I
might have some wisdom to share with you, right?”

“Indeed.”

“Listening to you, it seems to me you’ve got
two problems. With your hobby more or less complete, you’ve got
nothing to do, and your conscience is twisting and turning
over whatever it is you used to do. My advice to you is to
make a right out of those two wrongs. From here on, you set
yourself to doing right. Fix the things you broke. Help the people
you hurt.”

Desmeres rolled his eyes. “A quest for
redemption? Life is not a storybook. The solutions aren’t so
simple.”

“If you want something deep and profound, a
brothel was the wrong place to search for it.”

“A fair observation… Let us consider that
solution for a moment. What evils have I done that can be undone? I
facilitated the murder of hundreds of men and women, but my role
was little more than setting the price and providing the equipment.
In each case, the one seeking the assassination had the money or
the influence to finance the transaction. Had it not been my
associate to do the deed, it would have been some lesser agent. And
my betrayal may have slowed the wheels of justice, but it did not
halt them. The forces of good vanquished the forces of evil in
spite of, or perhaps even because of my treachery. I can
think of no simple stain that remains to be blotted up.”

“Then maybe it isn’t something you’ve done.
Maybe it’s something you haven’t done. Maybe your spirit
aches because others have done so much and you’ve done so little,
or because something someone else started will now never be
finished.”

Desmeres sat silently for a time, turning the
bit of glass in his fingers and scratching at it with his
impossibly sharp blade. Despite being scraped across the dense
crystal of the wine bottle for all of this time, there was no
evidence that it had in any way dulled. His guest peered at the
circle of dark blue, trying to make what exactly he was working at,
but his fingers and blade moved too swiftly. Even the abundance of
drink had not lessened their skill and precision.

After a minute or two he let the glass slip
into his palm and sheathed the blade again. He poured out two
generous glasses of wine. The woman took hers and he took his own,
swirling it and gazing introspectively into the rich, dark
ripples.

“Something left undone…” he mused aloud. “It
seems what we’ve come to dwell on is the concept of debt. What is
owed, how best to repay it… It may seem odd to you, but debt is a
rather recent concept for me.”

“Really…” she said, doubtfully.

“Indeed. Where I was raised, we didn’t have
any use for money. What we needed was provided for us, and what we
wanted we made ourselves, or sought out someone who could make it.
It was simply assumed that if someone asked, you would oblige.”

“Sounds like quite a place.”

“It is nothing short of idyllic, but all
things considered, it can be a bit stifling. Once I came here, I
found myself suddenly in the need of gold and silver, but I had
skills enough to earn it in abundance.”

“Must be nice. Around here, you’re born with
debt, and if you’re lucky, you die with it.”

“Why might that be lucky?”

“It means the person holding your debt won’t
be getting his money.”

“I would have thought the debt would simply
pass on to your offspring. That’s how…”

His voice trailed off and his eyes drifted
vaguely to the wall. Slowly he lowered the glass.

“Something strike a chord?”

“I had a thought… Perhaps not a solution to
my problem, but a worthy distraction at least.”

“Seems like that’s all you were really
after.”

“Indeed.” He raised his glass. “I thank you
for your help, your company, and your wisdom.”

She raised hers. “And I thank you for the
meal, the wine, and the night off my feet and my back.”

They each drank to their unusual toast.

“Well, with that you’ve fulfilled your
obligation to me. I believe I shall finish this glass and call it a
night. If you wish, you may join me. And in any case…” He flipped
the loop of glass from his palm to his fingers. “… for you.”

She took it from him and turned it in the
light of the nearest lamp. What once had been the lip of a very
expensive bottle of wine now was a truly exquisite glass ring. He’d
managed to smooth and shape it into something that wouldn’t have
been out of place in a jeweler’s window, except for the fact that
no jeweler outside of the wealthiest cities could ever hope to find
a buyer for such a piece. Near the edges the sweeping curve was
thin enough to let the light dance through, and across the rim
there were simple but fascinating designs and shapes. The angular
and oddly familiar pattern of the ring caught the light of the
lamps gloriously.

“You make weapons and jewelry?”

He jingled the chains on his neck. “I dabble.
I’d remove these to show you, but that would defeat their purpose.
And the removal of some of them would be… exciting. At any rate,
past a certain point, crafting with this material or that is all
the same. Metal is metal. Crystal is crystal.”

“But… I thought one worked crystal with files
and chisels and wheels.”

“Typically one does, but typically one
doesn’t have one of my blades at their disposal. It could stand a
polish. Perhaps a few moments in a strong flame.”

“But it’s gorgeous… Where have I seen this
design before?”

“Presumably the same place I did, but at
present I cannot seem to recall.”

His guest watched him for a moment, for the
first time distrust and tension easing from her expression. It was
replaced with a measuring look. Behind her eyes, calculations were
running, and from the look of her, his value had suddenly and
sharply risen. She sipped her wine.

“You know… you haven’t asked my name,” she
said.

“It didn’t seem necessary for such a brief
association.”

She slipped on the ring and admired it
against her pale flesh. “My name is Genara. And this needn’t be a
brief association. Many of our clients request the same girl upon
each visit. And it isn’t unheard of that a man might take a—”

“Genara, I appreciate that you see in me
something you’d like to lay a claim to, but I’m afraid it isn’t to
be,” he said.

She shrugged. “So be it,” she said, not
terribly surprised. She sipped again and held her hand out to gaze
at the gift. “But if you ever need a bit more insight, remember
where you found it.”

“That I certainly will.”

#

Some hours later, Desmeres fought his eyes
open. The room was mercifully dark. A few bottles of fine wine may
have formed a luxurious road to inebriation, but an expensive
aftermath is an aftermath nonetheless. His head pounded, the room
pitched slowly side to side, and his mouth was wretchedly dry. As
he unwillingly allowed the reality of morning to seep into his
ailing mind, he became aware of a soft, warm breath on the back of
his neck and a delicate arm draped across his chest.

As gently as he could manage in his impaired
state, he shifted the blankets aside and removed himself from the
embrace of his hired companionship. Sitting up was a challenge that
hardly seemed worth attempting, but he did so regardless. Behind
him, he heard half-coherent complaints about the cold before she
wrapped herself once more in the blankets.

It took a few long and uncomfortable moments,
but he finally managed to dredge the woman’s name from the blurred
memories of the night before.

“Genara?” he uttered, the sound of his own
voice conjuring a few throbbing pulses in his temples.

“Mmm?” she murmured, still teetering on the
brink of sleep.

“I seem to still be in my underclothes. May I
ask, how fully did you earn your fee last night?”

“We didn’t do anything expensive, if that’s
what you mean. I simply convinced you that a bed for two is warmer
than a bed for one,” she said muzzily. “Though I say now as I said
then, it seems a shame for you not to get your money’s worth.”

He rubbed his head.

“Fine wine goes down easier, but leaves
footprints that are just as deep, eh?” she said with a lazy
grin.

“Artfully phrased, madam. Still, if you are
going to do something wrong, you may as well do it right.”

Desmeres stumbled his way through the
darkness to the basin of cool water. After a moment to prepare
himself, he splashed it across his face. The brisk sensation
brought him sharply to his senses, though being fully aware of the
depths of his suffering scarcely seemed to be an improvement.

“Remind me, madam. I did come to a
conclusion about the best course of action for the days ahead, did
I not?”

“You did, though you did not share it.”

“It may have been a miscalculation to finish
the second bottle of wine then.”

“I’m sure a few more drinks and another night
will see us clear to the answer again.”

“Though I must admire your opportunistic
spirit, I believe a moment’s thought is all it will take.”

Beside the basin was a pitcher of water to
refill it. He poured some into his wine glass and nursed it as he
thought aloud.

“You’d spoken of my need to make amends, that
there was a debt to be paid. I’d ruminated a bit on the subject of
debts unpaid… Ah. That’s it. The books.”

“The books?”

“My former associate had a task of his own
that he’d worked tirelessly toward. It was really a rather
charitable end, but he did not allow the beneficiaries of his
generosity to escape without a promise of repayment. The details of
those debts are recorded. He kept countless books filled with
countless names, each a person with a profound debt hanging over
his or her head.”

“You speak quite eloquently for a man who’s
just slept off more than a bottle of wine.”

He nodded his head in deference. “One learns
to speak with care where I come from.”

“What sort of debt are we talking about?”

“That would depend on our needs and whims at
the time. It was a simple favor, but a favor which must not be
refused regardless of what it would eventually be, and one that
would pass from father to son and mother to daughter for as long as
it would take to be repaid. You say I need to give back to the
world in exchange for the wrongs that I’ve committed. I’d say
freeing these people of their lingering obligation to a mysterious
figure of their past is a noble end, don’t you?”

“That depends. How do you intend to relieve
them of their debt?”

“It remains to be seen.”

“If you’re cashing in on the debts of a dead
business partner, I’d consider that more an act of greed than
redemption.”

“Mmm,” he muttered with a nod, taking another
restorative sip of water. “As a lady of the night, yours might not
be the final word on moral virtue.”

“Knowing right and doing right are two
different things.”

“A fair point well stated. However, as I’m
more interested in the distraction than the redemption, I think
I’ll do so regardless.”

Desmeres found his way to his clothes and
carefully pulled them on while Genara watched from the warmth of
the bed. When he was dressed, he permitted himself a moment seated
on the edge of the bed to let the pounding in his head subside.
Behind him, he could hear the soft swish of fabric against fabric
for a time. Then her hand touched him on his arm as she slid to his
side, fully dressed.

“You’re a hundred years old and you still
haven’t learned your limit when it comes to wine.”

“The purpose of this little exercise was to
pass my limit, madam.”

She smirked. “You gave me the ring, I may as
well give you a gift as well. Will you wait here for a moment?”

“I think I can be persuaded to remain in the
darkness for a bit longer.”

She slipped from the room, shutting the door
with the exaggerated care of someone who was no stranger to dealing
with a victim of overindulgence. When she returned not long after,
she carried a tray. She set it down on the table.

“There. The cure for your ills,” she stated
confidently.

He looked over the contents of the tray.
“Poached eggs, toast with honey, and…” He leaned forward to sniff
the contents of the smaller of two glasses. “Pickle brine?”

“You can turn your nose up at it if you like,
but if you eat and drink this, within the hour you’ll feel worlds
better.”

“And if I’m sick between then and now?”

“Anything that comes up is something that you
were better off without.”

He looked at her doubtfully.

“Again, sir. You came to me seeking wisdom.
I’ve met men who would kill for this secret. And, may I suggest,
begin with the brine. It is the most unpleasant part of the cure,
and it would be a shame to waste the rest.”

Desmeres took a breath and eyed the tray
before him again. The thought that she might be playing a trick on
him, or worse, flitted across his addled mind. At the moment the
suggestion that something might speed his recovery was enough to
push aside most other concerns. He decided to take the risk.
Desmeres braced himself and gulped down the salty, sour liquid and
twisted his face aside in disgust. It took every ounce of willpower
he had to keep the previous night’s meal from rising.

“I’m not convinced that was an improvement,”
he said breathlessly when the moment passed.

“Oh, hush. The worst is over,” she said,
pouring him a glass of water. “Now eat up.”

He guzzled the glass of water and a refill,
then retreated to the honeyed bread to wash the lingering flavor
from his mouth. Like everything else in this place, it was clear
that every attempt at luxury had been made. Honey was worth nearly
its weight in gold in many parts of the Northern Alliance, and
fresh bread so early in the morning meant that the brothel actually
kept a full-time baker on its staff. One had to admire the
commitment to quality.

Desmeres was nearly finished with his eggs
when a distant tinkling sound caught his attention. Genara fixated
on the sound, twisting her head toward the door to better hear
it.

“That’ll be… Alliance officers,” Genara
said.

Desmeres stopped eating and raised his eyes.
“You’re certain?”

“As a special service to our patrons, we try
to ensure that our staff is made aware of the arrival of anyone who
might frown upon their presence here.” Outside the door, the
thumping of panicked footsteps rushed by. “There. That’ll be a foot
soldier celebrating the end of the war, or maybe a lesser officer
drowning his sorrows at no longer having a regiment to command.
They can slip away without their superiors ever being any the wiser
about their visit.”

He swallowed. “A very clever and very
thoughtful policy.”

“Any chance these are the ones hunting for
you?”

“I’d be very surprised if they weren’t. As I
said, I’ve not been as dedicated to stealth lately as I might be. A
part of me, I think, might have been looking forward to the
eventual clash. If only to break the monotony.”

“How’s that part feeling now?”

“It is of the considered opinion that one
should not face some of the world’s finest soldiers while suffering
the wrath of a night of drinking.”

“We can slip you out the back.”

“I thought you wouldn’t help hide the crimes
of a traitor.”

“I’ve decided you’re more of an idiot than a
traitor.”

“Lovely. Unfortunately, puerile ruses
probably won’t be sufficient to slip this noose from my neck. If
this visit is for me, they will have someone covering all
exits.”

“Simple enough to check. We have a view of
the rear exit from this room,” she said.

Genara stood and made her way to the window,
pulling aside the drapes and easing open the shutters a crack. The
sharp lance of stark white light stabbed into Desmeres’s brain like
a spear, causing him to wince and look away.

“Good heavens. There is someone there.
He’s sternly talking to the young fellow we just heard run by. And
that’s… That’s Elite armor.” She turned to him, carefully
closing the shutter. “You didn’t tell me it was Elites who
were after you!”

“In my inebriated state, it didn’t strike me
as a relevant detail,” he said, hastily shoveling the last of the
eggs into his mouth.

“Didn’t strike you as… They’re the
Elite! These are the people who were hunting the Red Shadow…
Oh, heavens… You weren’t working with the Red Shadow, were
you?”

“Again, I fail to see how that is relevant.”
He was pulling on his coat now.

“The Red Shadow is the most fearsome assassin
to have ever lived! Gods above, you told me you betrayed him! I
shared a bed with someone who betrayed the Red Shadow!”

She was still rubbing her throat, astonished
to be alive, when Desmeres finished straightening his coat.

“Relax. He’s dead, remember?”

“That claim has been made before.”

“Tell me, your superiors wouldn’t tell them
what room I’m staying in, would they?”

“They don’t know you’re a traitor yet, so no,
not immediately. Not even for the Elite. We wouldn’t be able to
stay in business if people were frightened about being revealed.
But the Elite have the authority to search room by room regardless,
and the moment they utter the word traitor you are as good as
turned over.”

“Naturally.” He glanced up. “Normally I would
take to the roof or the window to slip away, but an icy rooftop and
an addled mind are a recipe for a nasty fall. Given the choice
between the two, I’ll take the soldiers.” He reached into his
pocket and threw down a gold coin. “You’ve been an enormous help,
Genara. Your fee and much more has been well earned. For my sake, I
hope that wretched remedy of yours is effective, because I don’t
think I’ll get very far with my brains trying to beat their way out
of my head. Wish me luck.”

“I’m not sure you deserve it,” she
muttered.

“Now really, that stings,” he said, pulling
the door open.

#

The hallway was dark, the many lamps and
candles not yet lit by the morning staff. Without the thick door to
muffle them, he could easily hear the raised voices of a vigorous
discussion below. One voice belonged to Klye, either still awake or
awake once more. The other gruff voice made it clear from the first
syllable that a soldier was speaking. This second voice had a
familiarity to it, but Desmeres’s reluctantly clearing mind wasn’t
yet up to the task of recalling where precisely he’d last heard
it.

Desmeres weighed his options. He could
certainly make a run for the rear exit. There was likely only one
soldier waiting for him there, and it would bring him closer to
where he’d left his horse… No. By now they’d likely already secured
his steed. They’d never seen it before, but if they knew anything
about him, they knew just what sort of things would likely be found
among his equipment, and thus they’d have identified the creature
in minutes. This was an occasion where the best solution wasn’t the
most obvious one. He would take the direct approach. The voices
were coming from the bar area. With any luck there would be staff
and patrons present. That meant confusion, and confusion always
favored the target.

With as confident a stride as he could
muster, he paced his way out of the hallway to the top of the
stairs.

“Ah. Yes, of course,” he muttered.

Two heavily armed soldiers, both caked with
snow and with weapons drawn, waited at the bottom of the stairs.
Even a stranger to this land would have known at a glance that
these were no simple troops. They wore armor of fine make, colored
with blue enamel. Gold inlay decorated their helmets, and each one
bore a white horsehair plume. As soon as he’d stepped into view,
the larger of the two bellowed.

“You there. Stay where you are! No one leaves
until we find—”

“You’ve found him,” Desmeres said, swiftly
drawing his short sword.

Desmeres had created dozens of weapons for
his former partner that were dull and matte, simple and unassuming.
Weapons that wouldn’t betray their position when drawn were of
enormous use for an assassin, after all. For those weapons he’d
kept for himself, he’d been a bit more ostentatious. In truth,
while he was more than capable with a blade, he wasn’t by any
stretch of the imagination a world-class master. He could outfight
the average soldier, and fight rings around thugs and ruffians, but
the Elite and their ilk were more than his match on his best day.
This was not his best day. Thus he felt any amount of
intimidation he could muster was in his favor.

His weapon gleamed even in the dim light
filtering up from below. The blade was emblazoned with a web of
interlocking sigils and arcane runes. Set in the blade, flush with
its surface, was a faintly glowing gem. In size, the weapon wasn’t
intimidating, a one-handed sword half the length of his arm, but
the narrow blade looked sharp enough to split a hair. For good
measure, Desmeres pulled a smaller defensive dagger for his off
hand, the stouter blade every bit the match for its larger brother
in quality and beauty.

“We have him, Commander,” called one soldier
as the other began to advance up the steps.

Desmeres brandished his weapons. “I know
there’s been a great deal of turnover in the Elite of late. I
wonder if either of you had the good fortune to clash swords with
the Red Shadow himself in the final days.” They continued to
advance. “If you did, you’re familiar with my work. If not, what
comes next will be an unpleasant surprise for you.”

He hefted the sword forward slightly in his
hand, revealing a small etched ring just below the cross guard. A
flick of his thumb twisted the ring, aligning a rune with a
sequence of similar ones etched into the grip itself. When it
completed the sequence, the lines in the blade smoldered with a
deep amber glow.

“I urge you to back away and let me pass,” he
said, angling the weapon toward the nearest of the soldiers. “I had
a rather rough night and you’ll find me lacking my usual
precision.”

His foes stopped, but refused to retreat.

“So be it,” Desmeres said.

He raised his weapon and brought it down in a
sharp downward arc. A ribbon of the golden energy streamed off the
cutting edge. The energy curled forward and splashed against the
nearest of the Elites. It hissed like water thrown on a frying pan
wherever it struck the foremost soldier, blackening his armor and
searing his skin. He stumbled backward, startled and hurt, and
quickly lost his footing, tumbling toward his partner.

Desmeres rushed after him as quickly as his
sluggish coordination would allow, driving his heel into the chest
of the second soldier while he tried to catch his falling friend.
It was enough to knock the second man back, but in his flailing he
had the presence of mind to grasp Desmeres’s ankle, pulling him
forward and off balance.

The three of them fell in a heap to the
bottom landing. Desmeres was fortunate enough to end up on the top
of the mound, and more fortunate to have avoided being completely
skewered. The heavily armored soldiers, once off their feet, were
like overturned turtles. Without similar weight to encumber him,
Desmeres was able to disentangle himself and stumble to his feet in
just a few clumsy moments.

He looked himself over. In the scuffle, one
of the soldiers’ swords had sliced through two layers of cloth on
one of his sleeves but seemed to have just barely missed his flesh.
His head pounded viciously from the exertion. He tried to push the
pain aside for the moment and staggered through the curtain to the
dining room and bar.

As should have been obvious in retrospect,
the room was hardly the bustling hive of activity and confusion
that would have helped him slip out without much confrontation.
Early as it was, the room had exactly seven people in it: Master
Klye, the doorman, and five Elites. Having responded to the alert
of the two men who were still attempting to climb to their feet,
all but one of the soldiers were in place to confront Desmeres when
he entered the room. All four raised their swords to the ready, but
one faltered slightly at the sight of his target, or more
specifically the blade that he held.

“That isn’t one of those—” he began, the
flickering look of panic in his features.

Desmeres didn’t delay, lurching toward this
man in his moment of distraction. He hooked his dagger arm around
the Elite’s neck and shifted his weight, drunkenly pivoting around
the soldier to place the man between Desmeres and the other
soldiers. He slid his arm aside until the blade of his weapon just
barely touched the flesh of the man’s neck. In the blink of an eye,
though it wasn’t as graceful as it might have been, Desmeres found
himself with a hostage.

“Don’t anyone move any closer,” he growled,
squinting at the painfully bright light that poured in through the
open doorway. Another soldier, probably the one formerly covering
the back door, had entered, but at the sight of his brother in arms
at the mercy of what was presumably their target, he held his
ground.

“I’ve seen weapons like that,” groaned his
hostage, “It’s got magic. There’s no telling what it can do!”

“Those boys at the bottom of the stairs can
tell you what it can do. Assuming at least one of them is
conscious,” Desmeres said. He leaned his head close over the
shoulder of his hostage. “Though I’m curious how you seem to have
such knowledge of my goods.”

He hauled the man backward until he had his
back against a wall, then switched to threatening the man’s throat
with the sword blade rather than the dagger. In a deft motion that
suggested the rush of battle had chased away a bit of his
bleariness, he sheathed the dagger and used the freed hand to
remove the man’s helmet. The unobscured face was anything but a
match for the ornate and respectable armor. He looked positively
shabby, cheeks striped with scars and reddened with gin blossoms.
The face, in fact, was familiar. Realization quickly dawned.

“You’re one of the old Undermine fighters,
and one of the new honor guard. Not one of the better ones,
either. No wonder you knew the blade. I just got through
repossessing them from the lot of you. I wouldn’t have thought
you would end up in an Elite uniform.”

“It was quite against my wishes, I assure
you,” stated one of the other soldiers.

The man who had spoken wore a familiar
uniform. In most ways, he dressed just as his fellow soldiers did.
The differences were subtle, but many. The detailing of his
enameled armor was a degree more complex. He had a grander plume on
his helmet, and the helmet itself contained as much gold as steel.
In one hand, he held a sword that fell well short of the standard
set by the rest of his equipment. The flat was notched with the
remnants of a hundred battles, though the edge had a pristine and
well-maintained gleam. It was a veteran’s sword, one that had seen
its owner through too many battles to be set aside in favor of
something more fitting of his new role. His other hand clutched a
stout wooden cane. Judging by the weight the man put on it, he
wouldn’t be standing if not for its aid. His helmet largely
obscured his face, though enough of it was visible to make it clear
the man was the oldest of the elites in attendance. He was still of
fighting age, perhaps, but in a perfect world he’d be near
to retirement from active duty. He continued, voice steady and
calm.

“I insisted that filling the vacant positions
in the Elite with her cronies was foolish, but our new queen
fancies herself something of a tactician. She takes a more active
role in our activities than her predecessor ever did.”

“Forgive me, sir. Your voice and face seem
familiar, but I’m still somewhat at the mercy of some very fine
wine,” Desmeres said, inching sideways along the wall toward the
bar. “Would you care to introduce yourself?”

“Anrack,” he said.

“Ah, yes. Captain Anrack. I thought the
Shadow had killed you ages ago.”

“No, though not for lack of trying. He came
closer than any foe yet, but he managed only to take my livelihood,
not my life,” Anrack said, thumping his cane. “And my proper title
is now Elite Commander Anrack.”

“How delightful to see you back on the Elite
then. And having been promoted in the time honored military
fashion; you’ve replaced a more capable soldier who died in
duty.”

Anrack’s face hardened. “I’m familiar with
your tactics, Lumineblade. Your words will not unbalance me.”

“From the looks of it, a good stiff breeze is
all it would take to unbalance you. Now, I know you aren’t eager to
see one of your brother Elites die on your very first mission as
commander, so why don’t you step aside and let me through. I
promise to lead you on a merry chase that will slake the years-long
thirst for the hunt that has no doubt left you parched.”

“I would sorely hate to see one of my brother
Elites fall. Which is why it pleases me that you’ve taken as a
hostage a man unfit for the armor he wears. Elites…”

“If you unleash them on me, I assure you I’ll
give you some very fine reminders of the poor decision.”

“Apprehend him,” Anrack said.

Desmeres acted quickly, planting a boot in
the back of the now useless hostage and heaving him toward the
charging soldiers. In the precious moments of confusion the
maneuver bought him, he scrambled behind the bar and drew his
dagger, slashing it across the top of a stout brown bottle. Once
the dagger was sheathed again he snatched the bottle up and dashed
into the open. An underhand lob sent the bottle twirling in the
Commander’s direction, spilling strong-smelling liquor along the
way. Anrack raised his weapon to deflect, but the bottle shattered
against his blade, dousing him.

“You wretched, deceitful, unscrupulous—”
Anrack spat viciously.

“I did warn you, Captain,”
Desmeres said, pulling down a tallow candle from a wall sconce and
tossing it to the ground.

The spilled liquor took to flame in a wave of
dancing blue light. Fire traced its way along the drops scattered
across the floor, then wound its way up Anrack’s body. The expertly
trained soldiers leaped to the aid of their commander, leaving only
the man holding his position at the door to stand in Desmeres’s
way. Desmeres slashed his sword with enough force to knock the
final soldier’s weapon out of position, then lowered his shoulder
and drove it hard into the chest plate of his foe.

A fully armored soldier was very nearly
impossible to move when he didn’t want to be moved, but the
running start, startling blow, and chaos caused by the spreading
flames were just barely enough to put the young man off balance.
Desmeres rolled aside, slipping through the opening he’d created,
and stumbled out into the freezing wind and blinding snow
beyond.

The dawn had turned the constant cloud cover
a brilliant rose color. Light glared off the fresh blanket of snow
that had fallen during the night. Desmeres cursed the light as it
stung mercilessly at his booze-addled vision. A breeze kicked up
the last icy flakes of the night’s snow, pelting his cheeks and
forcing him to squint. If he’d had to find his horse in these
conditions, his little diversion would have easily run its course
by the time he was ready to make his escape.

Fortune, it seemed, did indeed shine upon
drunkards and scoundrels on occasion. The soldiers had found his
steed and tied it to the rear of a large, black carriage. He knew
the vehicle well. In the days of the war, the army used it to
transport prisoners of the Alliance. He was quite sure this one was
eagerly waiting to serve that purpose for him. Not today,
however.

He slashed his weapon through the rope that
secured his horse and pulled himself onto the steed’s back. For
good measure, he slashed the ropes restraining the nearby Alliance
Army horses and gave one a firm blow to the flank with the flat of
his sword. It released a startled whinny and bolted, causing the
others to scatter as well. The recovering soldier from the doorway
had to dive aside to avoid being trampled. Satisfied he’d done
enough to keep them off his trail for at least a few minutes,
Desmeres spurred his horse to a gallop through the snowy streets
toward freedom.

“All things considered,” he muttered
breathlessly to himself as he looked over his shoulder, “that could
have gone much worse… And I do believe my headache is beginning to
ease. Genara may have been onto something with that remedy of
hers…”

#

Inside the brothel, the Elite had been swift
to act. Three men stomped out the flames on the floor while others
doused tablecloths and threw them over their commander. They
extinguished the fire with minimal damage to both personnel and
property, but the brief delay let Desmeres escape. When the flames
died away, the others had pulled Anrack from the ground where he’d
been tackled by those seeking to rescue him. Now he sat in a chair
at the center of a huddle of Elite soldiers, helmet in hand.

“Enough,” Anrack muttered, pushing away a
soldier who ministered to him.

“Commander, the flames reached your face. You
need proper bandaging or the scars will be severe,” warned the
soldier, a damp rag in hand.

“I said enough. Scars are reminders of
our shortcomings,” he said.

He raised his sword, using its well-kept edge
as a mirror. Sure enough, he was badly blistered along the right
cheek. Another few moments and the flames could have cost him the
vision in his right eye.

“And these will serve me well in that regard.
Each day I shall look myself in the mirror and see the cost of
underestimating my foe. Give me my cane.”

“I would recommend you take a moment to
recover before—” his attending soldier began.

“Give me my cane, soldier. And
I will not permit any further disobedience or I shall have you
removed from the Elite. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Commander,” the soldier said, scurrying
to obey.

With his cane in hand, Anrack hauled himself
to his feet, waving off attempts to aid him. “Where is the owner of
this den of sin?”

Klye stepped up, bowing his head in
deference. “The owner is not present at this time, Commander. He
makes his home in Verril. I take full responsibility for all that
has occurred. If it had been clear to us upon Mr. Lumineblade’s
arrival that he was an enemy of the queen, we certainly would have
turned him away. And it goes without saying that we never would
have attempted to keep secret the room in which he was
staying.”

“Quiet. Did he sample your wares? Was one of
your women in his bed?”

“Yes, Commander.”

The master scurried off and returned not a
minute later with Genara. Anrack looked her up and down critically,
then motioned to the chair he’d recently relinquished.

“Sit,” he grunted.

“Yes Commander,” she said, tipping her head
and demurely taking a seat.

“I would have expected someone such as
Lumineblade to have a taste for a higher class of trollop,” spat
Anrack scornfully.

“With all due respect, Commander, Desmeres’s
tastes are exquisite. In wine and in women.”

Anrack sneered, limping a step closer but
keeping his distance as though he feared he might catch some
wretched disease if he was foolish enough to touch the woman. “You
recently sold yourself to a traitor to the throne. Your opinion
matters little to me.”

“I did not, Commander,” she said simply.

“It will do you no good to deny the
truth.”

“I speak the truth, Commander. He
bought a shoulder to cry on. The rest went unused.”

“I know what goes on in this place…”
Anrack rumbled.

“As do I, and I’m sure it was going on in
every other room, but in the one I shared with Desmeres there was
only wine and words.”

“And what of those words.”

“I don’t know that they will be of much help
to you. He said he was out of sorts, confessed his association with
the Red Shadow, and resolved to fill his days for the foreseeable
future by repaying debts the Red Shadow held.”

“That is all he told you?”

“That is all.”

He looked her savagely in the eye. She looked
back, uncowed despite his attempts to the contrary.

“Very well. I’m through with you now. But if
I find you have kept something from me, you will share his
punishment when the traitor is captured.”

“I understand,” she said.

“Get her out of my sight,” he growled.

Without waiting for the soldiers to manhandle
her out of the seat, Genara stood and paced through the curtain
beside the bar.

“What shall we do now, Commander?” asked the
soldier who still held the bloodied rag from treating his
superior.

Commander Anrack stood, eyes distant, mind
buried in thought. When he spoke, it was with firm resolve.

“Your name is Stocklin, correct?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“You were serving the Elite under General
Teloran, were you not?”

“I was, Commander.”

“For how many years?”

“Five, commander.”

“Long enough to have been part of her
constant search for the Red Shadow then.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“I hear tell that in her last battle,
Desmeres and Trigorah fought beside one another. Is that so?”

“It is, Commander.”

“Were you present during that battle?”

“Sadly, I was not. I’d been badly injured
some months before while under the temporary command of a man
called Arden. I’d not yet recovered.”

Anrack raised his voice. “Were any of
you present at Trigorah’s final battle?”

“No, Commander,” came the chorus of
replies.

“The rest of you, when the horses are
recovered, get after him and stay on his trail. Regularly deploy
messengers with news of your progress and plans. Use the code I’ve
distributed for the messages.” He pointed to the soldier who had
been treating him. “You and I shall return to Verril. As I
understand it, the secret files of the Generals are still being
gathered and deciphered. I want to see them myself. I want to know
the details of what Desmeres was doing during his brief service to
the Alliance Army. Additionally, I want all of the information on
the search for the Red Shadow. If the words of the harlot are true,
then Lumineblade’s plans involve the past dealings of the Red
Shadow. If we target his legacy, it will bring us closer to our
current target as well. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Commander!” barked his soldiers.

“Then carry out my orders! When next we cross
paths with Lumineblade, we shall be prepared for his
treachery.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter
2

 


Commander Anrack sat stiffly upon a bench in the
entry hall of Castle Verril. Perhaps six weeks ago it saw its new
queen’s coronation. Since then, there had been a whirlwind of
activity. Verril had been Anrack’s home since his injury had forced
his retirement from the Elite. During the days of the Perpetual
War, it had been a place of much talk but little action. Decisions
were made here, that much was certain, but few representatives of
the military ever seemed to come or go. The exceptions of course
were the five Generals—who, for as long as he could remember, had
held the reins of the Alliance Army and commanded entirely from
within these walls.

He shifted uncomfortably, enduring a sharp
pain from his bad leg and wincing at the still throbbing burn to
his face. Across from him, separated by a single door from the
grand entry hall, was the personal quarters of General Bagu. As
recently as two months prior, the movements of every last soldier
in the nation’s military had been coordinated from behind that
door. Now stout boards barricaded it.

Anrack didn’t have all of the answers about
the Generals. Perhaps no one did. Prior to the Battle of Verril,
most of the north truly believed they were the faithful protectors
of the land, using their wit, guile, and will to keep the Tresson
forces from overrunning the north generation after generation.
Many, Anrack included, still believed that was so. The new story,
one aggressively spread by Queen Caya and those who had helped her
rise to power, claimed they were villains, monsters from another
plane who sought to weaken the world through endless war before
claiming what remained for themselves. It was madness, of course,
but he did not begrudge the queen for dreaming up such absurdities.
The last man standing earned the honor of telling the tale of the
battle. Whether it was a revolution or a liberation that brought
her to power, it was well within Caya’s right to sculpt history as
she saw fit.

As if conjured by his less-than-charitable
thoughts of the new leader, Queen Caya appeared from a side hall at
the center of an entourage that clambered to keep up. He jabbed his
cane between two of the stones that made up the well-worn floor of
the entry hall and hoisted himself from his seat, muttering to
himself.

“There was a time when a monarch could not
sneak up on a man,” he grumbled. “At least Erdrick was decent
enough to arrive with the proper fanfare.”

“Elite Commander Anrack!” Caya called from
across the hall.

She quickened her pace toward him, separating
from the pack of advisers and attendants to reveal herself fully.
This, too, separated her from what he’d come to expect from
nobility. The king was old, and heavily heaped with garments of the
finest cloth the Northern Alliance could provide. Caya was dressed
far more practically. The tailoring was still exquisite, but no
more than the temperature called for: a short, fur-lined jacket;
fine leather gloves; sturdy, warm trousers. Trousers. The
queen didn’t even have the decency to wear a gown. This was why a
youthful woman had no place on the throne. Someone with age and
experience would know that such a position was one to be treated
with reverence and pomp.

The members of her entourage separated into
three groups as she quickened her pace. Three armed guards,
including one who was tall and stout enough to count for two by
himself, kept a step or two behind. An assortment of servants and
attendants, weighed down by gowns and vestments appropriate to
their positions, followed a few steps farther behind. Last
among them was a portly and red-faced older man who had the refined
but frazzled look of one who had not yet adapted to the challenge
of being an adviser to this new queen.

“I trust you’ve been seeing to the Elite
properly under your new appointment,” she said, stepping up to
offer her hand.

“Your Royal and Imperial Majesty,” he said,
struggling to bend a knee.

“Up, up,” she said, pushing his shoulder
before he could finish the gesture. “You’ve taken more than your
share of injuries in the defense of our great land. I won’t have
you struggling to offer up some silly genuflection. And speaking of
injuries, that burn on your face is a fresh one.”

“Yes, Your Majesty—”

“Uh-uh,” she said, raising her hand to stop
him. “If we’re in the middle of a ceremony, then by all means we’ll
adhere to the rules of style. I’m not going to spit in the eye of
tradition. But if we’re to get anything done around here, we can’t
be wasting so much breath on ‘majesty’ this and ‘imperial’ that.
Caya will do. Queen Caya if you must. I’m not even wearing
the crown. Our long-departed Queen, rest her soul, must have had a
rather impressive head of hair. I don’t know how she kept the thing
in place!”

Anrack blinked. The encounter with the queen
had already diverged from what his well-regimented brain had been
expecting, he no longer knew how precisely to proceed.

“We were talking about the fresh burn,
Commander,” Caya helpfully prompted, clearly no stranger to the
destabilizing effect she had on the more traditional members of her
court.

“Ah, yes, my Queen. Fortune initially smiled
upon us. Lumineblade’s trail was quite clear, leading from the east
and ending in an unsavory place called Clennock’s Den not two days
south of here.”

Caya smirked. “I know Clennock’s. A few of
the boys in the Honor Guard seem to think it’s a bank, the way they
so faithfully deposit their silver there. I’ve got half a mind to
have the Den relocated to Verril just to save my boys the travel
time.”

“Err… Yes, my Queen. Unfortunately, upon our
initial clash with Lumineblade, I underestimated his capacity for
dishonorable tactics. He doused me with spirits and lit them
aflame, escaping in the confusion that followed.”

Caya crossed her arms.

“That man is digging his grave deeper and
deeper. It’s one thing to rob me. Now he’s assaulting my officers,”
she rumbled.

“I have dispatched a small contingent of the
Elites to track him, but I suspect they shall have difficulty. He
seemed to show considerable care in his retreat to move with
greater stealth than he had in his journey to
Clennock’s.”

“Stands to reason. Now the man knows who he’s
dealing with,” Caya said, slapping Anrack on the shoulder. “The
kind of man who doesn’t waste time on a bandage before
getting back to work. Anything else to report?”

“Nothing more to report, but I have a
request.”

“Let’s hear it. The Elites are not without
privilege.”

“As I understand it, Desmeres was, however
briefly, in the direct employ of the five Generals.”

“That he was. Just another sign of poor
judgment on his part,” Caya fumed.

“I wonder if you would allow me access to
their records and resources. Perhaps they have information which
will permit me a glimpse into their no-doubt considerable
surveillance over him during that time.”

“Of course.” She turned to the hulking,
well-armored member of her honor guard who had been lurking like a
silent threat beside the queen. “Tus, have your boys pull the
braces from Bagu’s quarters.”

Tus nodded and motioned to the other
guards.

“Your Majesty! No, please! I must remind you
of the danger!” puffed the portly gentleman has he finally
closed the gap between them.

“Hold it, Tus,” Caya said. She turned to
Anrack. “Commander, this is Khryss. Forgive him if he’s not
terribly wordy at the moment. He’s my new handler, and I’m a bit
difficult to handle. Now what’s this about?”

Khryss gasped a bit. “The danger. We have
determined that Bagu’s personal quarters are not to be opened until
the Duke and Duchess of Kenvard are able to discover how best to
strip away the potential hazards.”

Caya snapped her fingers. “That’s right,
that’s right. General Bagu, I’ll tell you, you’ve got to give him
credit. Dead for over a month and still causing mischief. You see,
Commander, we assigned a record-keeper to sift through his things
and catalog them. Figure out what they do, dig through his books,
and other things of the sort. More or less what you’re
looking to do. Poor guy. Triggered something, some magical booby
trap or similar. Nearly killed him. Actually, I don’t quite
understand the specifics, but evidently killing him would have been
the least of what it did. That sent these boys and the rest
of the castle into a tizzy. A working of dark magic performed so
close to the throne. So they barred the door and moved all of the
other D’Karon goods to…” She snapped her fingers again. “What is
it, Khryss?”

“Fort Greenworth, Your Majesty,” he said.

“Right, right. Fort Greenworth. Not too far
away, to the west,” Caya said.

“I am familiar with it, my Queen.”

“Good, good. Of course you would be. You’re
an old hand in the Alliance Army. Well, you’ve got full access to
whatever we’ve moved out there, so long as the record-keeper clears
it. I understand there’s quite a bit. The record-keeper will help
you sort it out. He’s recovered from his mishap in Bagu’s office…
more or less… The man’s got his good days and his bad, but to his
credit, he refused to be removed from the job. Anything else?”

“I wonder if I might have a word with your
consort, Captain Lumineblade. As the target is his father I
believe—”

“He’s about. You can certainly discuss the
matter with him, but don’t expect any insight. I don’t believe
Croyden has even met his father. That’s an apple that must
have rolled down a hill when it fell from the tree.”

“Your Majesty, not to rush you, but—” Khryss
said anxiously.

“No, no. Perish the thought you would ever
rush me, Khryss,” Caya said wearily. “What my handler here is so
delicately prodding me about is my more pressing appointment. It
seems our friends to the south have made some rather significant
shifts in their diplomatic policies since we last had a formal
discussion with them. … A century and a half is liable to do that…
Now I’ve got to learn how to speak the language of peace
again.”

“If you were to ask for my advice, my Queen,
I would suggest that the proper way to secure a lasting peace is to
bolster our ranks in preparation for the inevitable. When our
‘friends to the south’ grow weary of this farce and take up arms
again, our present military would be woefully ill-equipped to turn
them away.”

Caya raised an eyebrow. “Elite Commander
Anrack, let me begin by saying my reign has thus far known only
peace, and I am not keen on bringing that remarkable achievement to
an end. And let me continue by saying that I did not, nor would I,
ask you for your advice on how to run my military. A substantial
proportion of the staff of this palace exists precisely to fill the
role of adviser for any and all matters that might weigh upon the
royal mind. Your role is to fetch Desmeres and bring him to
face justice and to perhaps be pressed into service of the throne.
I believe we would all be best served if we were to know our roles
and keep to them.”

“Of course, my Queen…”

“Fine! Keep up the good work, Anrack. Three
weeks and already you’ve clashed once with the elusive devil.
That’s better than the Elite ever did when it was after the Red
Shadow,” she said, slapping him on the shoulder.

She strutted off, her entourage in tow.

“And go see a healer about those burns and
that leg. You’re the Elite Commander, you deserve the best!”
she called over her shoulder.

Anrack watched, his face even but his eyes
severe, as Caya continued out of the hall and through the great
doors of the palace.

“That woman is headstrong enough to lead… But
I worry for her instincts…”
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Desmeres shook off a dusting of snow as he
climbed down from his horse. He’d traveled more or less constantly
since his visit to Clennock’s Den, stopping only when the horse
needed rest and tending. As he traveled, he felt something return
to him that had been missing for weeks: clarity. The dull fog of
malaise and listlessness was lifting, and with it the slipshod
sense of self-preservation that had led the Elite to him.

Stealth, like most things in Desmeres’s
observation, was not as complicated as many chose to make it. He
knew better than anyone that tracking by scent or through magic was
difficult—though not impossible—to overcome, but few used those
methods. The bulk of the task of staying ahead of one’s enemies
wasn’t remaining hidden, but remaining undetected. It was a subtle
but crucial distinction. If Desmeres wished to remain hidden, he
would have traveled as Lain had. His horse would be slogging
through the deep forests and the remote fields. And since he would
necessarily be the only traveler through such places, further care
would need to be taken to cover tracks and clear camps. To remain
undetected, he need only be unremarkable. Traveling well-trafficked
roads hid his trail more thoroughly than he could have ever hoped
in a field, because it buried his trail under those of a thousand
others. He could stay and eat in taverns, do business, have
conversations, and the trail was only as warm as the memory of a
shopkeeper who’d seen a dozen faces like his that morning.

Of course, Desmeres was seldom one to blend
into a crowd. When others wore a cloak, he wore a jacket. When
others paid in copper, he paid in gold. He’d made it almost a point
of diverging from the norm, and of being memorable. His reputation
was larger than life, a costume in a way. But costumes have their
value. Show the world your character writ large and drawn with
broad strokes and when the time comes to describe you, those broad
strokes are all that remains. Shrug them off like an oversize coat
and suddenly the description no longer applies. As he paced from
the hitching post at the edge of a small stable, Desmeres bore no
resemblance to the man who had made his daring exit from a den of
iniquity two days prior. A well-worn gray cloak—practically the
national uniform—hung about his shoulders. He’d hidden his mane of
white-blond hair beneath a yarn cap, and his immaculately shaved
face now wore a two-day stubble. This last bit was less of a
disguise than most. His elven ancestry made growing facial hair a
slow and sparse affair, but every little bit helped. He was shabby
and common to the untrained eye. Just another Northerner going
about his business. It wasn’t foolproof, and eventually they would
hone their descriptions and begin to catch his scent, but for now
he was confident he wouldn’t be easily found.

A sturdy fence with tight slats wrapped
around the property he’d been seeking. The air was a cacophony of
barking and baying. Within the fence, tiny structures formed a
large grid. A long cord tethered a dog to each. At his sight and
scent, the hounds strained at their leashes and howled after
Desmeres. Bundled up workers walked among them, shoveling chopped
scraps into the dishes and dosing out fresh water for each. A
building, what had probably begun life as a stable for livestock,
stood at one corner of the fence. As he drew near, a
frost-encrusted sign carved with rough lettering labeled the place
Bremmick Hunting and Tracking Breedery.

Desmeres tromped up onto the covered porch of
the place and stomped a few times, knocking the snow from his boots
and bringing a fresh round of howls from the dogs. The door ahead
of him opened before he could knock.

“Inside, sir. Quick, before those dogs make
us all deaf,” jokingly urged a voice from within.

He stepped inside and shut the door behind
him. It took a moment or two for his eyes to adjust to the dim
candle light after enduring the glare of the snow. A powerful mix
of past-its-prime meat, a crackling fire, and the overall
atmosphere that unavoidably resulted from keeping dogs hung heavily
in the air. Animal pelts served every purpose from rugs to wall
hangings to upholstery. Simple stout bows hung in racks beside the
door. A large stone fireplace made up almost the entire north wall.
The stuffed head of an elk peered down from above it, antlers
scraping the tall ceiling.

“Sit, sir. Melt some of the snow off you,”
said his host.

“Much obliged, sir,” Desmeres said, easing
himself onto the deer-hide cushion of the chair. “I never grow
weary of visiting a hunting lodge. You good people never seem to
let something go to waste.”

The man took a seat opposite him and opened
his hands to the fire. “That’s the nice bit about raising dogs.
Butcher down a nice bit of wild stock, and sell all but the gristle
and bone, and the dogs’ll be glad to get rid of the rest.”

His host was the sort of man who one could
tell from half a field away was a hunter by trade. He was built of
coarse, thick stuff, rough-sewn fur clothing hinting at a slab of
work-hardened muscle beneath. He had a round face, almost entirely
hidden by wiry black and gray hair. The little flesh that peeked
out was creased by smile-lines, baked brown by the sun, and tinted
red by too much drink.

“So what brings you here?” he asked.

“I’m in the market for a dog,” he said.

“Dogs I’ve got, so you’ll need to be more
specific than that. What’s your reason?”

“I’m thinking of getting into the bounty
game,” Desmeres said.

“Scent hound then. Came to the right place.
We’re the birthplace of bloodlines when it comes to hunting dogs
and tracking dogs. We’re not the breeders to the throne, mind you,
but when they come looking for quality sires, they come to us.”

Desmeres nodded. “Sounds like I’m not getting
out of here without dropping quite a few coins then.”

“You want quality, you pay for it. But we’re
simple hunters. You tell me what you’re after, and we’ll try not to
lighten your purse too much.”

“I’m not much of an expert. Maybe you could
tell me what I’m after.”

The man stretched and yawned, then fetched a
large knife and a much abused stick from beneath the chair to start
whittling.

“Bounty, eh? You working alone?”

“I haven’t decided yet. Is that
important?”

“Could be. See, a man wants a dog for
hunting, man or beast, he’s got to decide what state the quarry’s
going to be in when the dog gets to it. You going on your own,
you’ll want a dog that can help take your target down for you. You
got a partner, maybe you just need the dog to find the target.”

“I don’t imagine my targets will be putting
up much of a fight, but I wouldn’t mind a dog who could… dissuade a
robber or two while I’m on the road.”

He carved a long shaving from his stick.
“You’re after a Vulbaka then. Peerless scent hound, but big enough
to give a brigand second thoughts. Not the cheapest dog we’ve got,
mind you. Trained, I couldn’t part with one for less than…” He
shrugged. “Ten silvers on the low end, fifteen on the high. We’ve
got three just about ready to be sent on their way.”

Desmeres leaned back and pulled a breath
through his teeth. “That is steep.”

“That’s the price. No room to come down on
that one. You wanted a wolfhound, we could talk. Wide range in
those. But Vulbaka? You’d have to go clear to Kenvard to find
another breeder worth talking to for one of them. And we train them
for two years.”

“Two years? You’re selling me a dog
that’s half dead!”

The man chuckled and waved him off. “No.
Vulbaka’s a hardy breed. You’ll get ten years of tracking out of
one, easy. So long as you take proper care, naturally.”

“Still… that seems like an awful lot of
training.”

He chuckled again. “You never dealt with a
Vulbaka, or you’d be asking me how we got it done so quick. A
Vulbaka isn’t what you’d call a bright dog. Following a scent is
just about the only thing that brain’s got room enough to do. We’ve
got to turn those lessons edgewise just to fit them in. Getting
them trained is half the cost.”

Desmeres dug his gloved hand into his coin
purse, skillfully pulling out six silver coins while leaving the
handful of gold behind. He poked around at the stack with his
finger.

“You say half of the cost is training? Have
you got any puppies?”

Again the man waved him off. “You don’t want
a puppy. Ungainly bundle of ears and feet. Won’t be any good to you
for six months, and if you’ve never trained one, it won’t be any
good to you at all.”

“If it comes to getting a puppy that might
not be any good, or getting nothing, I’ll take my chances. Right
now I’ve got more patience than silver.”

“I couldn’t do that to you, friend. I wasn’t
lying when I said we provided sires to the royal breeder. He was
here not a month ago, took the cream of the crop from the recent
litters. We’ve still got some quality pups, but all of the best
dogs are the trained ones.”

“I can’t be sure I’ll have the silver for it
come next puppy season,” Desmeres said.

He closed his fist around the silver and
stood.

“I suppose this was a waste of a trip.”

The breeder held up a hand. “Now, now, now.
You just sit yourself back down and listen for a bit. How much
silver you got clinking around in your hand there?”

“Six coins.”

“Six silver… That’ll get you a puppy, but you
need to be aware of a few things. You aren’t buying yourself a
tracker. You’re buying yourself a middle-of-the-breed ball of fur
that’s about as sharp as a river stone. For eight weeks, it won’t
be much good for anything but sticking its nose in everything and
eating you out of house and home. After that, it’ll be a few weeks
of pulling your hair out trying to get it to understand that of all
the smells around it, there’s only one you’re interested in.
And then, after all that, you might have yourself the
beginnings of a tracker. If you think that’s worth six silver, then
six silver’s the price.”

“When you put it that way, I’d say maybe
five silver is closer to fair.”

“Tell you what. For six silver, you get your
pick of the puppies. For five, you get my pick of the
puppies.”

“That sounds like a deal to me,” Desmeres
said.

“Let’s get you your puppy, then,” he said,
heaving himself out of the seat.

The breeder led Desmeres to the back of the
room and shoved hard at a rough-hewn door until it shoved aside the
snow that had mounded in front of it. Bright light, swirling
flakes, and the baying of several dozen hounds struck him hard as
they moved out into the grid of doghouses. Desmeres tried to keep a
smirk from his face as he watched every dog in scent range turn to
him and sprint to the limits of its leash. There was something
strangely nostalgic about the sight and sound of a ravening horde
of dogs desperate to get at him. Spend a few years helping keep an
assassin a step ahead of those who would bring him to justice and a
team of dogs howling for blood becomes just another part of the
job. Hearing it now felt good, in a way. It was as though he’d
finally gotten back to work after a break that had gone on far too
long.

He had to follow the breeder past the full
gamut of his animals, eventually working his way to a row of pens
against the back fence. The Vulbaka pen was in the far corner. They
stepped up to the short fence and gazed upon the creatures within.
Desmeres crossed his arms and finally let the smirk find its way to
his face. A ‘pile of feet and ears’ was an apt description. Only a
few weeks old, each of the puppies was the size of a large cat, yet
it looked like it had been born with all the skin, ears, and paws
of an adult and expected to grow into them. Each had a long snout
perpetually snuffling about. Shaggy fur flopped over their faces,
hiding their eyes. Long ears dragged the ground with enough slack
for the little animals to literally trip over them as they bounded
to the edge of the pen to investigate the newcomers. The body was
plump and fluffy, a mop of long reddish-brown fur with black
markings. They had short tails that were almost lost in the fluff
and folds of the rest of their hides. Big, ungainly paws seemed to
emerge directly from the bottom of their bodies, the entirety of
their short legs hidden in the hair that hung down.

He raised his eyes as a much larger hound
lumbered forward, the mother of the pups and a glimpse into what he
had to look forward to. The mother, full grown, had much the same
body shape, but at a size that made the length of its fur seem a
bit less comical. It stood at waist height—far larger than seemed
natural for a scent-hound to him—and had a broader stance than he
would have expected. Powerful legs supported its thick body and the
wide paws barely sunk into the snow. He knew better than to reach
out to give the mother a pat, but the breeder stepped over the
fence and did so for him. He slapped a mitt on the mother’s side,
sending a plume of snow up from its fur and rewarding him with a
meaty thump of rock-hard muscle lurking beneath that fluff.

“This is Meskie here’s third litter. By now
I’d say half the royal hounds can trace their way back to her,” the
breeder said proudly, giving her good hard rub. “Like I said. They
just cleaned us out. All we’ve got left are these three. The big
one’s Grusk. He’d be the best of what’s left and the one that’d
cost you six. This one here is Beal. And… The one that suits
your budget is that one there. Dowser.”

Beal was at the fence, pawing at it and
sniffing at the air, trying to get a good whiff of Desmeres. Grusk
was at the breeder’s feet, nipping at his cuffs. Dowser had somehow
managed to end up on his back and clearly lacked the coordination
to right himself. The inverted puppy bayed squeakily and flapped
his stubby legs, then gave up on regaining his feet and tried
desperately to sniff at Desmeres from his current position.

“So what will it be?” the breeder asked.

Desmeres watched Dowser struggle
periodically, waiting for the pup to figure out how to stand. When
nearly a minute passed without any success, he sighed.

“You run a hard bargain,” Desmeres said.

He jingled the coins in his hand and watched
Dowser finally haul himself to his feet, step on his own ear, and
tumble to his back again.

“One silver coin is a small price to pay for
a dog that knows which way is up,” said the breeder.

Desmeres sighed and held out the five coins.
“Like I said, I’ve got more patience than silver.”

“Nothing to apologize for. The worse of our
pups is still better than any others you’ll find in these
parts.”

He accepted the silver. Once it was safely in
his pocket he reached down and rolled Dowser over, then grabbed him
by the scruff of his neck and handed him over. Desmeres tried to
hold onto the puppy, but the loose skin slipped easily through his
grip and the pup landed, predictably, on his back.

“Grab by the scruff or these wiggle worms
will get away from you every time. You’ll want a harness to keep
him from wandering off. I can throw one in for cheap.”

Dowser wiggled his legs uselessly in the
air.

“I’m not convinced that will be necessary
with this one.”

“You may be right at that,” the breeder said.
“Come on then. I’ll show you out.”

Desmeres pulled Dowser from the ground. After
a few moments of wiggling, the pup simply hung under his arm like a
fuzzy sack of potatoes.

“You shouldn’t have trouble feeding him. The
nice thing about a Vulbaka is they’ll eat just about anything. But
make sure to keep him fed. You skimp on the food when he’s a puppy,
you get a lousy adult.”

They paced back through the breedery and out
the front door, where the breeder gave Desmeres a hearty handshake
and shut the door behind him. As Desmeres continued back to the
horse, he held the pup up before him.

“Dowser… We’ll see about that name,” Desmeres
said.

The pup stretched his neck out in a dedicated
attempt to lick Desmeres’s face. That he wasn’t nearly close enough
to do so didn’t discourage him in the slightest.

“If you live as long as I have, Dowser, it
pays to keep your eyes and ears open. You should always be
learning. Everyone has an area of expertise, and thus everyone has
something to teach. This is a tremendous gift, because it means
there is always something to learn. Some have more to teach than
others. A woman by the name of Trigorah had more to teach than
anyone I’ve met before or since. If you knew where I came from,
you’d know just how high that praise is.

“She had an interest in tracking. That’s what
caused our paths to cross, in fact. Tracking through the field, she
taught me, was simple. Tracking through a city, that was
difficult.”

He pulled a blanket from one of the packs
strapped to his horse and folded it in front of the saddle. An
awkward bit of hefting delivered Dowser onto the makeshift bed, and
a steady hand kept him there while Desmeres mounted.

“It isn’t that a good, sensitive nose like
yours can’t follow a trail through a crowd of others. The problem
is keeping focused through the hustle and bustle of a city. All
that talk. All that activity. There’s nothing like that in a
forest.”

Dowser dislodged himself, but Desmeres caught
him and pulled him back into place as he coaxed back along the road
that brought him here.

“There’s no easy way to get them used to it
without immersing them in such a place. That, of course,
isn’t an option for you. But you can go a long way by getting the
dog used to the human voice. And since between us, the nearest
thing we’ve got to a human is me, I’m afraid I’ll have to talk
those floppy ears of yours off for at least the first few
weeks.”

The puppy buried his nose in the horse’s mane
and sampled the scent, then threw his head back in a lackluster
attempt at a howl.

“Of late I’ve found prolonged companionship
to be rather rare, so dredging up sufficient subject matter may
become something of an issue in short order. Trigorah’s personal
policy was to sing to her dogs.” He shut his eyes for a
moment. “Those animals didn’t know the gift they had in that.
Trigorah had the voice of an angel… I, on the other hand, shall not
be singing. As I say, we all have matters of expertise, and that is
not among mine. Instead, let discuss what just transpired here,
which happens to be a fine example of my expertise.”

Dowser nearly slipped off his blanket
again.

“To an untrained eye, it might seem
that I purchased a sub-standard dog, and haggled rather stiffly to
do so. To one more familiar with my tactics, it was another matter
entirely. As we speak, a man called Anrack and a combination of our
kingdom’s finest soldiers and a few slovenly former-rebels are
attempting to find the traitorous and deceitful Desmeres
Lumineblade. What they know of this Desmeres character is that he
is rather wealthy, rather savvy, and running for his freedom. That
conjures to mind a certain sort of man. If they were to follow my
trail as far as this breeder, what would they hear? A tale of a
shabby man looking to buy a scent-hound. That man was hardly in a
hurry, and he barely had the silver to scrape together for the
worst of his wares.

“Not much of a ruse, I realize. The actual
Elite is familiar enough with my tactics to know that could very
well be the man they were after, but there aren’t very many true
Elites left, and the Undermine men they filled the gaps with? They
lack similar insight.

“A question you might ask, were this a
two-sided conversation, would if it was worth it to come away with
the least of his litter. And to that I say, the least of his
litter is more than I need. Your purpose, Dowser, is to replace the
sense of smell of my former partner. I cannot say for certain if it
was his nose alone or the mind that paired with it, but he could
manage a feat I’ve never known a hound of any sort, even a Vulbaka,
to duplicate. He could pick up a weeks-old scent in the center of a
well-trafficked road. More impressively than that, he could tell by
scent alone not just identity, but lineage. You give him a
drop of a man’s blood, he could sniff that man’s grandson
out from a field away. I very much doubt even the cream of the
cream, hand-picked for the Queen’s kennel, could duplicate that. So
what good is there spending the money for a hound trained to use an
inadequate sense of smell, mmm?”

He tousled the pup’s hair.

“Better instead to give a dog the tools I
need, then train the pup how to use them. And those, Dowser, are
skills firmly within my expertise. One doesn’t spend as much time
as I have with trackers at my heels without taking a moment learn
how they got there, and thus how to get them there. Always be
learning, Dowser. Always be learning.”
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A dingy carriage rattled to a stop just
beyond the gates of Verril, the city wrapped about the queen’s
castle. Here and there, scars of the battle that raged there in the
closing days of the war were still visible. The very stones of the
street were fractured as the driver hopped down atop them,
crunching over to the carriage door. He opened the door and offered
a hand to his sole passenger. A smartly and warmly dressed woman
accepted his hand and stepped free. She offered a friendly smile
and dropped a half-silver in the driver’s other hand.

“The smoothest ride yet, Henry,” she said.
“Though perhaps you could see clear to replacing the cushions?”

“Surely, Genara,” he said, oozing the sort of
manners and charm that only an elegant woman who tipped well could
ever hope to experience. “If it will make for a more pleasant ride,
I shall do so at once.”

“Would you help me with my bags?” she
asked.

“I wouldn’t think of allowing you to carry
them, ma’am.”

Genara and the driver walked a short distance
along the street that ran just inside the wall. The city was
designed as a series of concentric rings with the palace at the
center. As one traveled toward the queen, the scope and grandeur of
the lodgings grew. Here at the outskirts one could find the
simplest and cheapest of the homes, but even they were mansions by
the standards of most of the kingdom.

They stopped at the steps of a two-story
home. It was fully intact, far enough from the main streets to have
been spared during the battle that liberated the city. A warm glow
peeked from behind thick drapes drawn against the cold and the
setting sun.

Genara dropped a few more coppers into the
driver’s hand and sent him on his way, then rapped at the door.
After a few moments, it opened to reveal a man of middle age who,
at a single glance, had more than a passing resemblance to Genara.
His hair was a shade darker brown, and hadn’t yet earned its first
gray, but his eyes and smile had the same piercing life to them. At
the sight of her, his face lit up and he threw his arms around
her.

“Sister!” he said, giving her a peck on the
cheek. “Come in, come in. I wasn’t expecting you until next
month!”

He picked up her bag and held the door for
her.

“Wonderful to see you, Lem. I didn’t think I
would be here until then. But something unseemly happened
down at the Den.”

He shut the door.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but ‘unseemly’ is
the bread and butter of the Den, isn’t it?”

“Not this sort of unseemly. Soldiers, blood.”
She shook her head. “This was something I thought I was done with
once I moved up to the Den. Anyway, long story short, Klye told me
I ought to spend a few days in Verril until things cool down.”

“I thought you were through with that sort of
door-to-door service,” he said.

She slapped him on the back of the head.

“Don’t think I’m not the same sister who gave
you a fat lip for that sort of talk twenty years ago. Now how’s
Father?”

He shrugged. “Father is Father. Sometimes he
knows it’s today, some days he thinks it is thirty years ago and
Mother is still alive. But he’s healthy enough. I was just about to
give him his dinner.”

The house was well-furnished and cozy, a
wealthy home by no means but not wanting for anything. A fire
crackled in the hearth, and the air had the rich scent of bubbling
stew.

Lem set down her and continued to the
fireplace, where a pot simmered merrily in front of the flame. He
tipped back the lid and dipped a wooden spoon inside for a
sample.

“Not quite ready,” he said, “A few more
boils.”

He returned the lid and settled down into a
horsehair chair to one side of the hearth. Genara sat in a matching
one to the other side. For a time they were silent.

“Nothing particularly interesting on the
job?” she asked.

He shook his head. “More of the same. Always
more of the same.”

She sighed. “Does that ever disturb you? That
each day is a copy of the last?”

“I’ll take drudgery over tragedy.”

“Well certainly, but… heavens, Lem. When did
I visit last? And what did we talk about? Cutting slabs and
entertaining guests… Nothing between then and now is worthy
of note but my brush with this idiot in the Den? Say what you will
about him, at least he’s leading an interesting life.”

“I haven’t got the energy for an interesting
life.”

“You feel that way now, but wait until you’re
looking back on as much as you’re looking forward to…”

“You suppose I’ll have more energy
then.”

“I suppose you’ll have more regrets
then. Don’t tell me you’d never thought about what you’d be
remembered for when you were gone… Or if you’d even be
remembered.”

“If you wanted to be remembered, you should
have had a child or two. That’s what Father did.”

She gave him a withering look.

“Just a suggestion.”

“At least you’re leaving behind something of
a legacy. In the future, people will look upon the streets and
buildings you’ve rebuilt and even if they don’t know it, they’ll be
looking upon the good you did. What can I look back on? A
few girls who know how to handle themselves and a Den keeper who’s
had a smoother go of it than he might have?”

Genara glanced in his direction. His eyes
were sagging and his head had the telltale angle of someone on the
verge of dosing off.

“You look exhausted, Lem.”

“Rebuilding a city is good work, Genny, but
it doesn’t leave much left of a man late in the day. Been cutting
and lugging stone. I’d still be at it if we didn’t run short of raw
slabs.”

“I tell you what. You go take a nap. Close
your eyes for a while. I’ll finish up the stew and see to Father.
I’ll keep the rest warm for you.”

He smirked and crossed his arms. “Since when
did you know how to make a decent stew?”

She looked at him sternly. “I may not know
how to start a pot, but I can tell you when one is finished. Now
get.”

“You are the eldest. I suppose I ought
to mind your wishes.” He yawned. “Don’t burn the house down.”

Lem stood wearily and shuffled out of the
room. The stairs creaked as he climbed to one of two bedrooms
clinging to either side of the chimney on the second floor. The
thumping of heavy footsteps came to an end and very shortly after
they were replaced by loud snoring. Genara shook her head.

“I do not miss sharing a room with
that…” she muttered.

She stood and checked the pot, tipping back
the lid to breathe in the complex aroma. It was a crime that Lem
was a laborer, even if the pay met his needs and the work was
steady. His true calling was in the kitchen. Even in their earliest
days, when he was too young to do any real work and the family was
barely able to feed itself, he found a way to make the
barrel-scrapings that served as dinner into something to look
forward to. Now that he had two coins to rub together and the lack
of war had loosened up restrictions on the scarcer ingredients, he
was churning out dishes worthy of a royal banquet.

“Maybe I can get him a job in the kitchen
down at the Den…” she mused.

When the tip of a knife sunk easily into one
of the floating bits of potato, Genara declared the pot finished
and swung it aside from the fire. She ladled out a bowl, fetched a
small loaf of bread from a cloth-covered basket near the fire, and
set them on a tray with two glasses of wine. As she carried the
food up the steps, she glanced at the wine and smiled. Even as she
climbed the steps, barely a ripple disturbed the surface.

“If I can’t cook, at least I can serve,” she
muttered to herself.

It was a product of her elevation to service
within Clennock’s Den. Other such places catered to rather low
clientele who had similarly low expectations and requirements of
the staff. Clennock’s fancied itself as something more, and
selected and trained its staff accordingly. Each girl was trained
for poise, and time each day was spent attempting to expand their
minds and build their sophistication. Though it was true that even
the most wealthy and cultured of clients might have a few of the
baser expectations from the girls at Clennock’s, a great many were
just as eager to have the chance to have a deep and nuanced
discussion on their topic of choice, and a girl who could provide
it could earn a very high fee for a much less distasteful evening
that might otherwise be possible. Very few of the younger girls
took advantage of the library Clennock’s Den maintained, but even
the least intellectual of them seemed to dedicate at least some
time to brushing up on their posture and balance, Genara
included.

She turned and pushed open the door to her
father’s room to find him awake and reclined in a large, well-worn
chair beside his bed. A plank, as always, rested on the arms of the
chair to form a work surface. Two large wooden clamps held it in
place, and a third attached a small anvil near the center. Assorted
jewelers tools sat in holes drilled in the plank. He held a copper
ring with a pair of tongs and a small hammer in the other hand,
tapping at the ring gently and holding it up to an oil lamp on the
top of a dresser beside him.

Genara’s father appeared truly ancient. His
hair was sparse and downy white. The fingers that clutched the
tools were gnarled and twisted. His face, cut deep with wrinkles
and checked with scars, had been shaped by the years into a jowly
frown. He was very thin, and though heaped with blankets and
clothing to keep him warm, his legs were plainly thinner still than
they ought to be. Despite his frail appearance, there was something
about his hunched stature and saggy skin that suggested he’d once
been a much stouter man. Time had merely worn him down, and done so
far more thoroughly than it had for many. Though he’d had Genara
and Lem late in life, and thus was well into his eighties, one
could be excused for suggesting he’d seen his hundredth birthday
come and go. A difficult life had aged him far beyond his
years.

“Father, dinner,” Genara said, placing down
the tray on the top of the dresser.

“Hrm?” he muttered, glancing vaguely at
her.

A second or two of confused staring passed
and finally his expression changed to one of recognition. His eyes
lit up and his mouth rose into a smile.

“Genara! When did you get here, child?”

“Just a few minutes ago. I’d expected you to
be sleeping or I would have said hello. You should be
resting.”

“Bah,” he said, waving his hands. “Plenty of
time for rest when I’m underground. These two hands can still earn
their keep, even if my legs have given up the ghost.”

Genara unfastened the anvil and took it away,
then took the hammer and tongs to place them back where they
belonged. In doing so, she dislodged the ring and turned it about
in her hand.

“Father, are you supposed to be doing this?”
she asked, holding up the offending piece of jewelry.

It was a curious shape, the outside perfectly
smooth but the inside bearing an odd and distinctive design. If one
were to scrutinize that design, one might eventually recognize bits
of the Northern Alliance seal.

“Making rings out of copper coins seems like
the sort of thing you could get in trouble for.”

“Bah,” he repeated, with another hand wave.
“If a man can take one coin and make it into something he can sell
for two, he’d be stupid not to. Besides. The king is an idiot and
could stand to have his face hammered into a more useful
shape.”

“We don’t have a king anymore,” Genara said.
“We have a queen.”

“Bah. I live in the capital. I’d know if that
sort of thing happened.”

“At least you remember where you live,” she
said beneath her breath. “That’s more than some days.”

She set the bowl before him and slid a small
stool up to sit and help him with the spoon. It was a bit of a
puzzle. Holding a hammer and tongs didn’t seem to be a problem for
him, but maneuvering a spoon to his mouth was another matter. The
very moment the tools of the jeweler’s trade were out of his grip,
his hands began to visibly shake and any attempt to feed himself
delivered more food to his shirt than his mouth. Genara supposed it
was a matter of desire. For as long as she could remember, the man
would sooner work than eat. Perhaps eating just didn’t matter as
much to him as the last lingering bit of skilled labor he could
manage.

“Where is Lem?” he asked, opening his mouth
to accept the first spoonful.

“Sleeping, like you should have been.”

“He should be sleeping. He works for a
living,” he said sloppily. “Come to think if it, you work
for a living. Why are you here?”

“A rich idiot got himself involved with the
Elite and they showed up while he was in bed with me.”

“In bed with you? I thought you didn’t get
that sort of work anymore. Too old.”

“Yes, Father. That you remember. To be
honest, if I’d expected him to actually pick me I wouldn’t have
agreed to be in Klye’s little sampling. I’ve got better things to
do these days. I organize all of the staff now. Keep the girls
happy, healthy.”

“So what happened with this one?”

“Guilty conscience looking for forgiveness.
Too much of a past to get it from a man of god, so he went search
for a lady of the night instead. You should have heard the stories
this one told.”

She spooned out some more, then wiped his
mouth when he’d accepted it.

“Well?” he said.

“Well what?”

“What sort of stories did he tell? I’m an old
man who hasn’t seen much beyond these four walls in years. Lem’s
only got stories about cutting stone and shoveling snow. You’re the
one with some spice to your stories.”

“Really, Father. Spice in my stories.” She
shook her head. “For your information, there’s nothing spicy to
tell. It was just nonsense, I’m sure. Oh! But he did give me this
ring.”

She held out her hand and twisted the blue
ring in the light.

“Gave you a ring? He hoping to make an honest
woman out of you?” he asked, taking her hand in his trembling grip
to turn the ring in the light.

“I don’t think that’s what he had in mind,
Father.”

“This is glass.”

“Yes. Made from an old wine bottle.”

“You see him again, you don’t let him leave.
A jeweler who can work glass like this is going to be wealthy, if
he isn’t already.”

“Don’t think that didn’t cross my mind. But I
don’t think I’ll see him again. As I said, the Elite are after
him.”

“I was just telling Julia that earlier, glass
jewelry. If I had the tools for that, we wouldn’t have to worry
about money ever again.”

She nodded and took a breath. “Julia. That
would be your wife?”

“Yes, yes. Haven’t I introduced you?” he
said. “She’d probably like you.”

Genara served up a few more spoonfuls. She
wasn’t quite sure who her father thought she was right now, but
he’d wandered off from the state of mind that recognized her as his
daughter, that was certain. Julia was her mother, and had passed
away twenty years prior. Since his mind had begun to go,
conversation with him had become something of an art. He could
lapse a decade between sentences, and if one were to say or do
something that challenged his understanding, flawed though it was,
he became terribly upset and confused. The trick was to figure out
which pieces of the conversation hadn’t slipped away from his mind
and rely upon those until he came back to a more suitable era.

“So this man, he was telling some strange
stories,” she reiterated.

“Right, right. What was he saying?”

“Apparently he’s holding these debts. He says
he has great big books filled with the names of people who owe him
a favor. No, no, it was his friend who they owe. The less
said about that friend, the better… Anyway, he says these debts are
the sort that pass from parent to child until he eventually
collects, and… Is something wrong?”

His eyes were wide, and gleaming with a
sharpness and clarity she’d not seen in years.

“You spoke to this man? The man with the
books?”

“Yes, that’s what I was saying.”

“He was… he was young. But with old eyes.
Looked human but had something else mixed in. You don’t get eyes
that old without living a lifetime…”

She watched him as his hands folded on the
edge of his makeshift table. “Yes… Do you know him?”

“Did he say… Did he say what favor he wanted?
Did he have the books with him?”

“No. No, he was going to get them afterward.
But I believe his plan was to relieve the indebted. His partner is
dead, you see, so he’ll never come to collect. This fellow believes
he can redeem himself, wash his conscience clean if he can save
these people from generations of owing a debt that will never be
claimed I suppose.”

“So… So the debts are done?”

“That’s the message he was off to
deliver.”

He looked to her. “Genara… wake Lem. I had a
letter. He was keeping a letter for me.”

“After you’ve eaten, Father.”

“No!” he cried, smacking his bowl away. “Now!
Genara, I need this done in front of me.”

“All right, all right,” she said, brushing
away some of the gravy that had splashed upon her.

“It’s in the… I don’t remember where. It is a
sealed letter. It’s the letter. The one I told him not to
lose.”

Genara stood and hurried to the next room
pushing the door open and stepping to the side of her brother’s
bed. She knew better than to waste her breath trying to wake him by
calling his name. The man was dead to the world from the moment his
head hit the pillow. Instead, she gave him a hard shove, jerking
him awake.

“Lem, it’s Father,” she said. “I don’t know
what it is, but I touched a nerve. He’s shouting about some letter
he said he gave you to keep. Is this a real thing, or is this from
before we were born?”

He rubbed his eyes muzzily. “A letter. No,
no. He did give me a letter. It was last year, when he was
sick.”

Lem pulled himself out of bed and stumbled to
a chest of drawers beside the door.

“He wrote it out himself. Sealed it with
candle wax. He told me I was to give it to you if he died.”

“Did you read it?”

“I thought I was just humoring him. He was
even less in his right mind at the time than usual,” he said,
rummaging through the top drawer. “Here, I’ve got it here.”

Genara took it from him. “I think you should
come with me. The way he was worked up, it might take the both of
us to settle him down again.”

“Okay, yeah.” He wiped his eyes. “Let’s
go.”

The siblings returned to the room to find
their father attempting to get the glass bulb off the end of his
lamp.

“Father, stop that,” Lem said, taking the
lamp away from him.

“Good, good, you’re both here. You have the
letter? Burn it.”

“Burn it?” Genara said. “Without opening
it?”

“This man of yours. The one with the old
eyes. He said the debts were off? They were through?”

“Yes.”

“Then the letter doesn’t matter anymore. Read
it if you like, but burn it after. I want to see that blasted thing
turn to ash.”

Genara ran a long nail under the crumbling
wax of the folded page and flipped it open. Inside, a few lines of
text were written in an unsteady hand. The letters were large and
jagged, barely legible.

“‘My Dear Genara. It hurts me to leave this
to you. My freedom and your life did not come freely. They have a
price. All of my life I have waited for a voice in my ear to tell
me that price and to ask for it to be paid. I am dead now, so if
the voice comes, it will come in your ear, or Lem’s. Do as it says,
and if you near the end and the debt remains, pass it to your
children.’ … Father, I don’t understand.”

“Burn it. It doesn’t matter,” he said.

“What’s this all about, Genara?” Lem
asked.

“I was telling him about the fool who ran
afoul of the Elite and sent me here a few days early. Father seemed
to know him.”

“Just burn the letter!” their father
demanded.

Genara stuffed the letter down into the bulb
of the lamp and watched it take to flame.

“There, it’s burning. Now explain yourself,”
she said.

He answered, slowly and steadily, but did not
for a moment take his eyes from the burning letter.

“You two… you remember what your father did.
Before Julia. Before either of you. You remember what your father
said he did?”

“You were a miner. Up in the Daggergale
Mountains. You mined copper, right?” Lem said.

“You were a slave,” Genara said.

He pointed a gnarled at her. “That’s what I
was. Didn’t matter what I was doing, I was doing it because I
didn’t have a choice. I don’t know how far back it went, but my
father was a slave, and I was born into it. I would have died in
it, too. Except this man of yours. The man with the old eyes. He
showed up, and he had crates of gold. Never seen so much gold.
Took… maybe a week, but he had the owner out of there and then it
was just him and us. And he walked us all up, one at a time, and
made us an offer. We could have our freedom, and we could have what
it took to make a life of our own. All it would take is a favor and
a drop of blood to seal the deal. Didn’t even have to write our
names if we didn’t want to. Just as well. I couldn’t write mine. I
took the offer. We all did.

“Then I started to hear the stories. Other
men I’d worked with… the favors they had to give. One man, Barkin,
he had to leave the door unlocked in his new boss’s manor. That’s
all. Boss turned up dead. Folks had to give away secrets, or give
up precious goods… And it always led to bad things. And someday I
could expect the same. Or you could. Or your children…”

The last of the letter burned away and the
old man leaned back into his chair. He looked as though a great
weight had been lifted from him.

“But no longer…”

Genara watched her father, for the first time
that she could remember, find a moment of peace. He shut his eyes
and sighed.

“I’m tired now. Help me to bed.”

They unfastened his work surface and helped
him to bed. When he was sleeping soundly, Lem set about cleaning up
the spilled stew. Genara pulled the ring from her finger in order
to lend a hand.

“When this is through,” he grunted. “You are
going to have to tell me what started all of this.”

Genara held the ring to the light, gazing at
the shapes carved into its surface.

“It’s a long story… And suddenly it seems I
don’t know the half of it…”

#

Fort Greenworth was a small cluster of stone
buildings in the shadow of a mountain. It dated back to the
earliest days of Vulcrest, a kingdom that ceased to exist when it
joined with its neighbors to form the Northern Alliance. Once it no
longer had to defend its capital, the fort had fallen into disuse,
but skillfully built as it was from massive stones, the years had
taken little toll on the place. It required little effort to
restore it sufficiently to serve as storage for dangerous artifacts
and lodging for the man unlucky enough to be their caretaker and
cataloger.

Commander Anrack and two workers arrived at
midday. They rode a cargo sledge escorted by two of the former
Undermine members. The sledge was loaded with a variety of food and
supplies, as well as three large wooden crates reinforced with iron
and scrawled with strange symbols. Out of a justifiable
skittishness and superstition, the escorts took great care keep
their distance from the more worrisome bits of cargo.

They approached the one building with smoke
rising, the former barracks, and began to unload. Anrack pulled
himself from his seat beside the driver and limped toward the door
of the building. His cane was less than ideal for traversing the
barely packed snow that had accumulated on the disused road passing
through the fort, which meant each step was a struggle, but a
combination of stubbornness and pride kept him from requesting aid
along the way.

“Open up!” Anrack barked when he reached the
door.

“What? Who? One, err, one moment,” cried a
frazzled voice from within.

A few thumps and crashes rang out from behind
the door, then the slide of a brace. When the inner brace was
clear, the weight of the accumulated snow pushed it open and
knocked back the man within the dim surroundings. Anrack stepped
down from the snow and entered the barracks.

The place was in utter disarray, but showed
early signs of organization in small patches here and there. Though
it was a large place—one hundred paces long and fifty paces
deep—the interior had been stripped of most of the cots and other
amenities previously used to house soldiers. Now crate after crate
was stacked to the low ceiling. Several such crates were open,
their contents scattered about them in the exact state of disorder
they had been in when the record-keeper had finished rummaging
through them. Anrack would have expected the storage area to be
dark—such a large place would have been costly and pointless to
light for a single resident—but instead a violet glow penetrated
the place to its farthest corner. The illumination came from
fragments of crystal stuffed into jars, cages, goblets, and
anything else that could hold one. It was an effective, though
decidedly makeshift, solution to the lighting issue. The only
natural light came from a single oil lamp in the far corner beside
the first of a row of shelves that lined the back wall. This first
shelf was the only one with any contents. The rest lay bare and
awaited the contents of the crates to be sorted onto them.

“You, and you. Get the shovels and clear the
doorway.” He turned to the keeper of the fort. “Is there a cargo
entrance?”

“Ah… Erm…” was the only reply.

Anrack looked over his host. The
record-keeper was not what one might call an imposing presence. He
was short, barely coming to the commander’s shoulder, and
exceedingly frail. Like so many residents of the north, he was
heaped with layers of heavy clothing to ward out the cold. Heating
the large, empty barracks for just one man was as wasteful as
lighting it, and unfortunately the crystals gave little in the way
of warmth. Poking up from his official robes was a thin, aging head
with drawn features and peculiar scars. Instead of the usual fading
gash or feathery burn, the man’s scars had complex whorls and
jagged corners. Such designs marred his right cheek and forehead,
and a white eye patch suggested whatever had caused them had cost
him his eye as well. His remaining eye was wide and shifting,
jerking back and forth as if frightened of what might lurk just out
of view and twitching every few moments. The man shivered like a
wet puppy, wringing his hands and adjusting his fingerless
gloves.

“A cargo door. We have food and additional
artifacts,” Anrack said.

“Artifacts? Oh, yes, yes! I’ll, err, I’ll
just open the cargo door then. Around the back. Northwest
corner.”

Anrack turned to the door. “Cargo to the
northwest corner!”

“That armor looks familiar, sir!” the keeper
called as he shuffled with surprising speed off to the door to open
it.

“I am an Elite. Elite Commander Anrack,” he
called back, thumping his way among the scattered artifacts toward
the only habitable portion of the barracks.

“Elite Commander Anrack? No, no, no. The
Elite Commander is Trigorah Teloran!” came the keeper’s echoing
voice. “Met the woman personally. She was, err, an elf. Yes, quite
unmistakable race. The ears give it away. And the complexion.”

“Elite Commander Teloran was killed weeks
ago. Before the end of the war. I am her replacement.”

When the record-keeper replied, he was
bellowing from the far end of the barracks. “Killed? I would think
I would have remembered that. But then, err, I’ve not remembered
much lately. Mind has been in other places. To what do I owe this
visit?”

“I am visiting because—”

A loud thump and piecing screech of hinges
cut the reply short.

“Say again?” cried the record-keeper.

“You finish what you must and return here.
Then we shall discuss the purpose of my visit!” Anrack called back
in irritation.

“I’m sorry. Can’t hear you. Let me finish up
here and we’ll talk about why you came!”

Anrack tightened his grip around the head of
his cane and wrestled with an immediate and growing distaste for
the addle-brained fool he’d been sent to meet. He reached the rear
of the barracks and surveyed the record-keeper’s living
arrangement. It was sparse by any measure. This section of the
building had formerly been where the meals were prepared. A short
wooden wall separated it from the rest. Unlike the stone, the wood
of the wall had deteriorated markedly in the years of disuse. The
keeper had seen fit to put the dry rot to use, breaking the wall
away bit by bit and throwing it into one of three large hearths to
burn for light and warmth. A bubbling pot stuffed with a seemingly
random assortment of rations filled the area with a strong and
unpleasant scent, and a bed roll had been set on the ground just
far enough from the fireplace to keep from catching flame. He had
strategically stacked a few of the larger crates to serve as a
table, and smaller ones had been called into service as seats.
Anrack kicked one into position at the table and sat heavily to
await his host.

He didn’t have to wait long, the spry keeper
approaching from behind and rubbing his hands anxiously as he took
a seat opposite the commander.

“Your, uh, your men will close the doors when
they are through, yes?”

“Of course they will.”

“It’s only that this place barely gets below
freezing on the best days, and—”

“They will finish unloading and shut the
doors, now if you please, I have come here for a reason!”
Anrack shouted.

“Oh, yes. Yes, yes. Your reason, please,
sir.”

“As I have stated, I am the new commander of
the Elite. At present my mission is to apprehend a rather
resourceful traitor to the throne, a man named Desmeres
Lumineblade.”

“I know no one by that name. M-my name is
Ruprecht Scriben.”

“I am not here to interview you or
interrogate you on the man’s whereabouts, Scriben. I happen to know
that the man was briefly in the direct employ of the five Generals.
They must have some manner of records on him. As you are the
cataloger of those records, I require that you make available to me
the complete personal effects of the late General Bagu.”

“No! You don’t want that, Commander. Err, not
at all.”

“You are not in any position to tell me what
I do and do not want,” Anrack said. He reached into his jacket and
revealed an official document with the royal seal. “I have been
given written permission from the throne. Any and all records are
mine to study.”

Scriben took the document and looked it over
for a moment, then handed it back.

“I didn’t say you couldn’t have them.
I said you don’t want them.” Ruprecht’s eye darted away,
looking vaguely at the mounds of unsorted goods beside the
makeshift table. “Not Bagu’s records. No, not his…”

“You will do as I—”

“I have two good reasons for you to avoid
Bagu’s records. Very good reasons. Uh. The first is that he was
very protective of his privacy. Very protective, yes. Didn’t even
trust the other Generals. There are traps. I’m not sure how to
disarm them all. My knowledge of magic is limited. Growing, but
limited.”

“Listen to me—”

“Have you ever been struck by a D’Karon
spell? Hmm? No. No, err, I can see you haven’t.” He gestured
stiffly at his face. “Leaves a mark, see? And I was loaded with the
strongest defense charms the palace could produce. Not enough. It
doesn’t just strike your body, Commander. That’s the least of what
it does. Hits the soul. You’ve never felt pain like that.
Searing. Withering. I can’t manage a single spell anymore. Weakened
my spirit almost beyond the breaking point. Can you imagine it,
Commander? I wouldn’t have merely been killed. My soul itself would
have been shattered. I would have been utterly undone. Worse than
death. And this was a spell meant for other D’Karon. I’m
sure of that. The wording surrounding was explicit. Yes, uh, yes,
it is certain that no sane man would want to go through
Bagu’s records until they can be rendered safe by a more skilled
hand than mine. Duke Deacon of Kenvard. They say he is due to give
it a try. Better man than I, that one.”

Anrack crossed his arms.

“And?”

“And what?”

“You twice interrupted me, and you claimed
there were two reasons. You’ve given me only one.”

“Oh, yes, err. Yes, the second reason. The
second reason is that you want information, yes? As much as you can
get. And Bagu, he got information, certainly he did. But not all of
it. Not by a long shot. It was filtered through his subordinate. A
lesser General called Epidime. Yes. If you want information, you
want Epidime’s records, not Bagu’s. I have some of them here. Yes.
Just some. He wasn’t as, um, focused as Bagu. Worked
every corner of our Alliance. We’re still trying to pull them
together.”

“You will give me any information I
request.”

“Of course, of course. Epidime’s records
first. I’ve spent the most time going through them as they are the
most voluminous.” He cleared his throat and stood, fetching a small
black wand from a case at the edge of the table. “Keep your eyes
open. I don’t always know precisely where things will maneuver
themselves when I do this.”

“What are you going to do.”

“Um… You asked me to fetch you the records. I
shall do so.”

He took a step back, then gave a skittish
look at the wall of crates nearest to his little den and took
another cautious step. Satisfied, he shut his eyes and clutched the
wand, muttering something under his breath. The result was
immediate. A thunderous rumble rolled through the facility, crates
and stacks skidding and shifting as though a team of men had
snapped to attention and set about sorting them. Loud metallic
clangs echoed sharply as lids tore free, launching their nails with
terrifying force. Bits of debris and dislodged frost clattered
across the ground and bounced to rest. One by one, items began to
drift from the violet glow of the storage stacks. Sheaves of pages,
thick leather tomes, and wax-sealed scrolls emerged and set
themselves down. Large leather folios with engraved insignias
formed orderly piles beside a more chaotic mound of assorted
writings.

Anrack watched invisible forces do the work
that would have taken a dozen men several hours to achieve, then
turned to the anxiety-stricken record-keeper as he clutched tight
to the wand. The shifting and settling noises dropped away, and
Ruprecht took a shaky breath and brushed aside the pages that had
stacked atop the wand’s case so that he could replace it.

“I thought you’d told me you couldn’t cast
the slightest spell,” Anrack said.

“Oh, I cannot. Not any longer, and likely
never again. The D’Karon curse was quite thorough,” he said.

“Then how do you explain what I just saw? How
did you conjure great heaps of very specific items if not through
magic?”

“It, uh, it was magic, commander. It
simply was not my magic.” He tapped the box. “The D’Karon
can give as well as take. The spell is contained in the wand, and
the power supplied by these gems all around us. As long as I don’t
perform acts like that more than, err, once or twice a week, the
gems barely even dim.”

Anrack’s gaze became distant as he sunk
deeply into consideration. He pushed open the box and plucked the
wand.

“Can anyone conjure such effects from
this device?” he asked.

“Not without a bit of training, but just a
bit. It is no more difficult to use than any other weapon of war.
Err. I imagine. I’ve not been properly trained in any specific
weapon of war, to be perfectly honest.”

“How many such wands are available?” Anrack
asked.

“Hundreds. For now.”

“For now?”

“The Duke and Duchess of Kenvard are working
out how to dispose of them.”

“What? That is absurd. These are precisely
the sort of weapons that could restore our capacity to defend our
borders should the Tresson military disregard this ill-conceived
attempt at peace.”

“As I understand it, these are the weapons
that were responsible for forestalling this attempt at peace to
begin with. This magic is not without cost. It leeches away
strength from the land and its people. If I had any more to give,
I’d be wary about remaining in this place, but Bagu’s curse has
made that at best a secondary concern.”

“Regardless, in addition to all of this
information, I want however many pieces of such equipment you are
able to collect and identify.”

“No, Commander.”

“You will not deny me, Scriben. I have a
proclamation from the queen—”

“That entitles you to written materials and
other records. No artifacts. Specifically no artifacts. I read it
when you showed it to me, Commander. I’m a record-keeper, reading
is central to my role.”

Anrack pulled the proclamation from his
pocket and looked it over.

“That woman must delight in tying my
hands…” he rumbled.

Ruprecht cleared his throat and sorted
through the summoned documents.

“This book and this book are the cleared
records from Bagu. These three are not yet cleared. Um. If you
intend to review them, I’ll ask you do so far from here. It was one
of those books that earned me my scars and I very much doubt I
could survive even a glancing blow from a similar enchantment.”

“And what of the rest?”

“The rest are raw reports from Epidime.
Again, what we’ve found. None of them were encoded beyond being
written in the native tongue of the D’Karon, and Duke Deacon has
been kind enough to provide materials for translation based upon
his current understanding.”

“Then I will require your aid in deciphering
them?”

“Or any other able translator. Err. I can
recommend some colleagues. I shall be rather distracted by more
primary duties.” He glanced down the length of the building at the
dim glow of day from the cargo door. “Those fellows have two new
crates for me already. New loads of artifacts arrive every
day.”

Anrack looked to the wand, then to the rows
of crates, many yet to be opened.

“No, Record-Keeper Scriben. I believe my
place is here with you. We both have much to learn from what the
D’Karon have left behind.”

#

A few days passed, and Genara returned to
Clennock’s Den, but had difficulty keeping her mind on her work.
With the exception of the odd and specific request, Genara’s place
was as something of a mediator between Klye and his staff and the
girls. Presently she was in a large, comfortable room just off the
main dining room of the Den. A schedule of sorts had formed over
the years Genara had been present, with girls quietly marking off
what days and times they expected their higher value visits. Anyone
with a regular visit would be kept from the dining room so that she
could be certain she would be prepared and available.

“All right, girls. The soup is on and the sun
is setting. It won’t be much more than an hour before the tables
start filling. On your feet and in a line,” she said.

A murmur of dissatisfaction fluttered from
the assembled women as they pulled themselves to order.

“Now, now. Enough muttering. You plan things
properly and it’s more coin in your pocket and an easier night for
everyone. If memory serves, Merna and Dulsi each have regulars
tonight. What’ve you done to get ready? Merna? The Ambassador?”

“I was talking to Fesmaa, one of the Tresson
girls. She taught me some phrases in Tresson,” said Merna, a petite
young woman lady with dark brown hair and deep red lips.

“Not a bad angle, Mern. Don’t lay it on too
heavy, though. You bring in too much of a man’s work and he’s
liable to get sick of it. They come here to get away from that.
Dulsi, what about you?”

“I couldn’t think of anything, Genny,” said
the somewhat taller blonde.

“Really, Dulsi. You’ve got… oh, who is it…”
Genara furrowing her brow.

“The big fat fellow with the robes,” Merna
said.

“I know it is the big fat fellow with
the robes, Mern. I was trying to think of his name. Oh,
blast it, the name doesn’t matter. He’s the royal playwright. Go
upstairs to the library and get yourself a book of poetry and
memorize something. Pick one that doesn’t make any sense. The
artists always like the ones that don’t make any sense.”

“Okay, Genny.”

“That just leaves you, Louisa. I don’t
remember you being in here this time last week.”

“There’s been this hairy fellow. He does a
really lousy job of hiding some blue and gold enameled armor.”

“A member of the Elite? Congratulations. I
don’t think we’ve had one of those in here with any regularity. Too
dedicated.”

“Not this batch of Elites. We must
have three or four of them lately.”

Genara tapped her foot. “I suppose the queen
has lowered the bar a bit on that. But then, you end a war,
you’re bound to cut down on the supply of veterans. What have you
done to prepare?”

“He’s… kind of a simple guy. Hasn’t shown any
interest in anything… beyond the obvious.”

“Then the answer is food, Louisa. With the
simple ones it’s always food or booze. And booze should be a last
resort. You pay attention to what he orders and come back to me
after. I’ll let you know what to recommend to him next time.”

“Good thinking, Genny,” she said.

“The benefit of years, Louisa. Anyone else?
No? Okay, then. Keep your eyes open, remember to keep their
secrets, but don’t keep anything from me that I ought to know. I’ll
see you all tomorrow morning.”

The girls stood to scurry off to their
assignments, but against her better judgment, Genara caught
Louisa’s arm.

“Just a moment,” she said. “I want a word
with you.”

“Something wrong?” Louisa asked as the others
filed out, leaving them alone.

“Nothing you did wrong, Lou. It’s something
I’m about to ask you.”

“What is it?”

“This Elite fellow. Is he the bragging
type?”

“All the soldiers are.”

“Okay… Okay, Lou. Now, this stays between you
and me. I don’t want you to press him. But if he runs his mouth
about his current mission, and it’s that he’s after a man… I want
you to tell me what he says.”

“Genny, that’s—”

“I know what it is, Lou. You keep it between
us, and if it gets out I’ll take responsibility.”

“What’s this about, Genny?”

“You remember a few mornings ago, when the
Elites stormed in and had a word with me?”

“Sure. It woke me up.”

“My guest for the night was the man they’re
after. I’d like to know how that search is going, if only to be
prepared for when they come knocking again.”

“Sure thing, Genny. I’ll let you know what he
says.”

“Again, don’t press him. I don’t need him
getting suspicious or you getting in trouble.”

“Don’t worry about it. See you tomorrow.”

Louisa stepped into the dining room, and for
a moment, Genara was alone with her thoughts. That was something
she’d been hoping to avoid. Lately her thoughts had not been kind
to her, tying her head in knots and generally keeping her up at
night. It was a relief, then, when Klye knocked at the door.

“Genara. Are you decent?” he asked.

“As decent as anyone gets in the Den,” she
replied, tugging her sleeves and straightening her skirt.

He opened the door and stepped inside.

“I’m pleased to have you back. You’d be
surprised how quickly the frayed ends begin to show when you aren’t
about. I trust the family was well?”

“Brother has plenty of work. It will be years
before they’ve replaced the last brick. Funny how peace did more
damage to our capital than war ever did.”

“Mmm. No doubt we’ll be back to war soon
enough. On that point, I wanted to have a word with you. Have you
much insight into Tresson culture and behavior?”

“Not yet. The new girls from down south keep
to themselves. We’ll have to break them of that habit if they hope
to earn as well as the rest of us. I understand we treat our women
a bit better up here than they do down there.”

“That is precisely the sort of thing I wish
to know. There will be another farcical diplomatic delegation in a
few weeks. I understand word of our superior service has reached
them, so I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if we were to attract some
of the mysterious devils. I don’t mind taking their money after how
long they’ve been spilling our blood, but if they are liable to
cause trouble or act in an ungentlemanly manner, I would just as
soon turn them away.”

Genara nodded. “I’ll make a point of
discussing it with them.”

“Good, good.” He turned to leave, but paused.
“Oh. You’d mentioned your brother, but not your father. Is he
well?”

“Well enough. He had a moment. When I was
telling him about what had sent me north, he seemed certain he knew
the man responsible.”

“In your father’s state, I don’t imagine this
is the first tale he’s told of similar dubiousness.”

“You didn’t see his eyes, Klye. This was
something from the old days. The days he’s always said were better
off forgotten. It’s got my head full of questions. The sort Father
can’t or won’t answer. And that just leaves the one man left to
ask.”

“Best to make yourself comfortable with the
mystery then. Only one person, if the word can rightly be applied,
has ever entirely slipped the grasp of the Elite. So unless this
man of yours is as skilled as the Red Shadow, it won’t be much
longer before you’ll need to track down an unlabeled cell in the
dungeon or an unmarked grave to ask your questions.”

“I know, Klye. I’ll try to put it out of my
mind.”

“That would be wisest,” he said.

He held the door for her and the pair stepped
out into the dining room. The busiest part of the night kept her
mercifully occupied. When there were clients about, there was
always a job to be done, though an untrained eye might have missed
what she was up to. Dedicated as she was to maintaining civility,
she kept a complex mental tally of drinks served, meals eaten,
comments passed, and a thousand other little indicators of whether
her customers or her girls were heading in a direction that might
end poorly. If she noticed something of concern, she would gently
steer matters into a more civil direction. She technically didn’t
have the authority to deny service to a patron or throw him out,
but she had the ear of both Klye and the doorman of the evening.
For all intents and purposes, she was as much in command of the
operation as Klye.

Late into the evening, just as most of the
clientele were heading on their way or retiring to their rooms,
Louisa appeared, looking a bit weary and tipsy.

“Psst,” Louisa hissed, gesturing to the side
room.

Genara nodded. “Won’t be a moment.”

Louisa slipped away. After signaling one of
the servers to water down the next refill, Genara joined her.

“That was quick,” Genara said.

“He says he was just visiting.” She
hiccupped. “Turns out booze is his thing. Brought some hard cider
he says the queen special orders. Wanted to share it.”

“Lovely…”

“Really loosened up his lips though. He
couldn’t keep his mouth shut about what he and his were up to. He
says he doesn’t figure on getting to be an Elite for too long,
because they are set to get their man awful quick. The last Elite,
I guess, were sort of halfway after him to begin with. He didn’t
really explain that part. But he said they have a lot of maps and
notes and things about where they might find him. And they say the
Generals have notes on him, too. The Commander is off checking up
on them now. To hear him tell it, it’s all over but the finding.
They’ve got some men on his trail and they’ve got a list of places
he’s likely to turn up. They’re checking buried storage rooms,
filled with gold and books and swords and things. The only trick is
figuring out which one he’ll turn up at.”

“Mmm… Do you suppose that was just the cider
talking?”

She shrugged. “Could be. But one thing that
wasn’t the cider. Turns out Anrack does not like the queen.
She wants the target alive, but Anrack seems like he’s eager to use
lethal measures.”

“More about glory than honor and revenge than
justice. He seemed the type. Is that all, Lou?”

“That’s all he said, Genny.”

“All right. Forget he said it, and forget you
told me.”

“Already forgotten,” Louisa said.

The look on Genara’s face must have been
notable, because it made it through the haze of alcohol hanging
over Louisa.

“You know… so long as I’m forgetting things.
Maybe you want to let me know what’s troubling you? So I can forget
that, too?”

“Lou, this fellow… It seems my family may
have had… What you’ve said supports something I heard about him,
that’s all. That he may have done some good, even if it wasn’t his
aim.”

“Shame the Elites are liable to have him
before too much longer then.”

The half-pickled young woman tottered out of
the room and off to her quarters, leaving Genara with two
unfortunate realizations: he may have played an important role in
her life, and what she knew now might be the difference between
life and death for him.

#

Desmeres approached the edge of an unassuming
little snowy grove as the sun drifted beneath the horizon. He was
atop a fresh horse, having traded his own steed to a man heading in
the opposite direction to further confuse those who might be on his
trail. If there was anything special about this patch of the
landscape that might have inspired his visit, it certainly wasn’t
apparent to the average observer. That, of course, was by design.
Finding the proper place for a safe house was difficult enough when
one was hoping to protect someone who could blend into a city.
Desmeres’s task had been to do the same for a creature who at a
single glance could earn the fear and hatred of any who saw him.
That called for something in the wilderness, something that not
even an errant hunter might stumble upon.

He stepped down from his horse, which had
been growing increasingly reluctant to move forward. Now it rigidly
refused to continue. He guided it around the edge of the field
until they came to a frigid little stream for the horse to drink.
The mount still seemed anxious as he pulled some feed from the
saddle bag. He then strapped a heavy pack to his back.

“Sometimes I forget how well that scent
works,” Desmeres muttered to himself. “When the time comes to
re-apply, I’ll have to dilute it a bit more. I don’t relish the
thought of trudging this far through a stream.”

Desmeres nudged a small bundle of cloth that
was laying across the horse’s back just ahead of the saddle. “Up.
Just about time to get to work.”

The bundle stirred and a small black nose
poked out, snuffling at the air. The nose lifted up and some of the
soft wool swaddling dropped away to reveal his long-eared hound
pup’s shaggy head. He looked groggily about after sleeping through
most of the ride. Desmeres didn’t wait for the pup to get his wits
about him. Instead he scooped the cat-sized puppy up, swaddling and
all, to stow inside his cloak. If the scent he used to keep horses
away worked half as well on hounds, the little creature
would be a chore to coax inside. The hound was far from loyal or
obedient enough to be trusted. That would be sorted out later.

He splashed his way out into the babbling
stream, listening intently and keeping his eyes wide despite the
glare of golden sunset on the downy white blanket of snow. It was a
curious thing. Those who lived amid the hustle and bustle of a
crowded city would often speak enviously of the peace and quiet of
the wilderness. Those who actually lived amid the wilderness knew
that there was no such thing. Most times one could expect a subtle
but constant serenade of birds, insects, and foraging creatures
filling the air. Not so in this field. For the first dozen steps,
he heard nothing but the slosh of water beneath his boots, the
soulful wail of the wind in the trees, and his own breathing.

“A good pair of boots, Dowser. That is the
first thing one needs if one hopes to last long on the run.
In these parts, most creeks, rivers, and streams are bottomed with
smooth stones. They don’t show a footprint, and thus make a trail
fiendishly difficult to follow. But without a good pair of boots to
keep the water out, you’ll sooner die from the cold than from
whoever is after you. An important lesson.”

Dowser replied with an irritable moan and
tried to wriggle free from his blanket wrapping.

“Don’t like that scent, do you? I haven’t met
a creature who does. Just one of the many uses for dragon scale.
Soak it in raw alcohol and distill the result, and you get a liquid
that, in my observation, it is enough to convince any curious
creature with more than two legs to seek their meals elsewhere.
Humans, elves, and similar ilk are stubborn enough to overrule
their instincts if they are particularly motivated, but for the
casual explorer with no specific interest it will coax their horse
into a circuitous route so subtly he or she wouldn’t even
notice.”

Desmeres looked casually around him to ensure
that he was not being observed. He was far from any town, far from
any road, and wading through a narrow stream amid a patch of trees
that thanks to his scent marking didn’t even offer up much in the
way of hunting, but still it paid to take a good hard look now and
again. A visit such as this would likely have been a wiser decision
under the cover of night, but there was more to be lost in waiting
around for the sun to set than in risking the journey a few hours
early. When he was satisfied he was thoroughly alone, he turned
toward a small group of trees a few dozen paces from the bank of
the stream. Judging from the increased complaints of his puppy,
these trees were the epicenter of the troublesome smell. He stepped
up to the northmost tree and knelt beside one of the roots to brush
it free of snow. There was nothing to indicate that it was in any
way different than the dozen other roots that ran atop the soil or
curled over it, but when he grasped this one and pulled, little
faults began to appear in a rough square around it. He heaved and
tugged until a very well-disguised hatch hinged open, revealing a
wood-lined shaft leading downward.

“I’ve had to build three of these hatches,
Dowser. The difficult part, if you are curious, isn’t getting them
to blend in. The difficult is getting them to remain blended in
after a few seasons or a few years. And finding a place where they
won’t be hidden beneath a mound of snow."

He propped the door and reached down inside
the shaft. His questing fingers came to a small lip not far down,
and beneath it he found a subtle wooden lever. When he gave the
lever a tug, a breath of wind erupted from the mouth of the shaft.
Thick blades hidden between the slats just below his fingers sliced
through the air and slipped back out of sight. Had the release been
triggered at the bottom of the shaft rather than the top, the
person responsible for triggering it would have been missing a
great deal of blood, and likely some limbs as well. Now that he’d
disabled the trap, Desmeres lowered himself inside.

Beyond the square of light that reached the
bottom of the shaft, the chamber around him was black as pitch. He
stepped blindly forward, hands held in front of him, until he
reached a wall composed of the same hearty wooden slates that lined
the shaft itself. From there he felt along until he found a
recessed shelf bearing a small lantern. Sitting in the cold and
remaining disused for many months rendered the device rather
difficult to light, but once it did, it bathed the entryway in warm
yellow light. There wasn’t much to see in this part of the
underground chamber. The slats were simple timber, holding up quite
well to the endless ravages of the frozen ground, though some
particularly enterprising roots had broken through near the middle
of the far wall. Stouter lengths of the same strong wood formed
struts to support the roof. The wall beside the lantern’s shelf had
a door, as did the two adjoining walls. He navigated the space with
practiced familiarity, grasping a thick rope hanging down beside
the opening of the shaft in the ceiling. A good hard tug pulled the
door back into place and reset the trap.

“Best not to waste time,” he muttered, pacing
up to one of the doors to push it open.

As the light of the lantern poured into the
room ahead, the reason for the security precautions became
abundantly clear. A small fortune of gold and silver lay within.
Clearly labeled sacks of wealth, indicating count and type of coin,
hung in neat rows above shelves of casks and chests along each
wall. This may as well have been the strongroom of a powerful lord,
or even a member of the nobility. Desmeres walked past the riches
without a second look.

“Gold… A great many people would gladly kill
for this much wealth. A great many people have been killed
for this much wealth. Honestly, gold has never been of much
interest for me. Too soft to hold an edge, though the lack of
tarnish is not without its use I suppose. Business and negotiation
are both worthy ways to spend one’s time, though.” He tapped a bag.
“To me, these are the pieces used to play an elaborate game. Win
and you earn the pieces to play the next game.”

Dowser had been shifting about inside his
cloak with steadily increasing effort, and after a final bit of
struggling, the puppy tumbled out from inside, squeaking irritably.
He spent the better part of a minute untangling itself from the
wool swaddling, then a bit more time organizing his ears and legs.
Once he was free and on his feet, he padded up to the base of one
of the shelves and sniffed eagerly one particular chest.

“Smell something that interests you? That’s
good. I bought you for tracking, and you’ve got very large boots to
fill in that regard. If your breeder told the truth, somewhere in
your bloodline are champion trackers kept by the queen. Which means
a cousin or uncle of yours is more than likely snuffling along with
his nose to the ground, hoping to follow my scent.” He
tugged a chain around his neck, revealing an arcane charm.
“This has proved itself quite capable of wiping out the
scent. Fortunately for you, this is a D’Karon invention and thus in
short supply, since we’ve eliminated the suppliers. But even with
the Vulbaka’s mythic sense of smell, something tells me you won’t
be able to rise to the task I’ve got in mind for you without some
help. Come. Let’s get you fed, and see if we can’t finish what your
breeders started.”

Desmeres opened the chest, which was filled
with books, and grabbed one. The puppy tromped along after him as
he walked back to the base of the shaft. He opened one of the other
doors to reveal a well-stocked workshop. A few half-finished
weapons hung on the walls, polished blades etched with arcane
markings. A workbench tucked in the corner displayed assorted tools
of the trade, including a comprehensive collection of etching tools
and sharpening jigs. Some bowls and bottles even gave the
suggestion of a kitchen or pantry.

He threw the book onto the workbench and set
the lantern beside it, then knelt to rummage through a pair of
small chests on the floor. Dowser joined him, standing to set his
front paws on the edge of the chest and dangle his ears and nose
inside.

“No, no. Nose out. There are some nasty
things in there. I don’t want you sniffing up something to hurt
that sense of smell,” he said, pulling the puppy clear and snagging
a few pouches and vials, along with a small roll of pages.

Desmeres shut the chests to keep the dog out
of mischief. He made a quick visit to the final room to secure a
cask of water and some dried meats.

“There,” he said, hand-feeding some of the
meat to the dog and giving it a pat on the head. “Eat hearty.”

The pup happily gnawed at the treat while
Desmeres absentmindedly chewed on his share, looking over the pages
he’d pulled from the chest. One by one, he portioned out
strong-smelling powders and murky fluids. Three thick clay bowls
hissed and sputtered with their contents.

“Enhancement of traits…” he muttered, running
his finger down one of the pages. “What remains to be added… A
shaving of dragon scale. You see? Marvelously useful stuff, dragon
scale. A shame I’ve had a falling out with Myranda and Myn. A
steady supply would be a handy thing.” He pulled out his knife and
sliced off a piece of a thin green scale. “What next… Powdered
lapis… That should be enough. And now the blood of the donor
creature. I hope what I’ve got is still viable.”

He raised a vial to the light. His own
handwriting labeled it Blood: Olo. A thump with the blunt
end of his knife cracked the mouth open and he let a few drops fall
into the bowl. This final ingredient made the thick mire within the
bowl shimmer briefly with a blue-white light.

One concoction completed, he portioned out
exotic ingredients into the remaining two bowls, concluding one
with a drop of his own blood, and gently pricking the puppy to
provide the final ingredient for the last. When the alchemical
processes were through, he poured the second two mixtures into thin
vials. When they were properly stored, he took a small wooden spoon
and began slowly stirring the first concoction.

“Debt…” he murmured to himself. “This is all
about debt.”

At the foot of the table, Dowser finished his
meal and sniffed curiously at everything he could find. Desmeres
scooped him up and held him in his lap.

“It has been some time since I’ve had to
train a dog. Haven’t put much thought into it since Trigorah and I
finally went our separate ways… That was one of her hobbies in
those days, you’ll recall. Tracking dogs. I suppose it stands to
reason. The woman was a born hunter. If only she’d chosen different
prey, things might have gone differently. The same could be made
for me…” He shook his head and gave the puppy a scratch. “Debts
come in many kinds, Dowser. But that is my concern, not yours.
Tracking, that is your concern. And thus you can benefit from
Trigorah’s training expertise, or at least what little of it has
been passed on to me. The dog must be social. Plenty of physical
contact from a very young age. Make yourself part of its pack, and
more importantly, make it part of your pack.” He scratched its head
and wrangled it to keep it from hopping free. “The woman knew her
work. She produced some of the finest hounds I’ve seen. And for
what I have in mind, I’ll need a fine one. So you’ll need to heed
my voice. And I suppose then that we shall need to address your
name. Dowser…”

He thought for a moment.

“You know, Trigorah always named her hounds
for great tacticians or for great hunters. Creatures of history and
mythology. I suppose in her mind it gave them something aspire to.
I don’t imagine it would be sensible to name you Teloran, though.
And certainly not Trigorah. Dowser… Dowser. Bah. What’s in a name?”
He looked to the puppy in his lap. “You are Dowser.” He picked up
the puppy and placed it on the workbench, then retrieved thick book
from among his things. “And this is your task.”

He turned through page after page as he
spoke.

“There are many stories told about the Red
Shadow, Dowser. People speak of his honor, how he always seemed to
take the lives of the wicked and never seemed to harm the weak and
the poor. Of course, seldom is it observed that an assassin does
not chose his own targets. The poor were safe from his blade
because they were utterly beneath the notice of those with the gold
and gall to consider themselves entitled to choose who lives and
who dies. One thing that no one asked was why he took his
contracts. They never asked what he spent his money on. And it is
just as well, because I highly doubt they would believe the truth.
But here is the answer to that unasked question. Slaves… every drop
of blood he spilled was for gold, and every ounce of gold he kept
was spent on buying back lives. Hundreds of lives. Thousands of
them. And from each, he only asked for two things: a single favor,
and a single drop of blood. I’m sure most of them understood the
value of the favor. I wonder if any understood the purpose of the
blood. You understand, don’t you.”

Dowser sniffed at the page, his little nose
hovering briefly over each dark stain.

“With a strong enough nose, or the right kind
of magic, a drop of blood is all it will ever take to find someone.
I’ve only got this one book, the one Myranda had seen fit to
separate from the rest. But in this and those kept elsewhere the
Red Shadow stored the names of those who owed him and the means to
find them. And for each drop of blood there is a soul burdened by
the knowledge that at any time he or she might be tapped by an
unseen benefactor and asked to make good on the life that was given
back to them. He holds the debts of a thousand rescued slaves. And
now that he has fallen, those thousands and their children and
their children's children must live on, carrying the burden of a
debt that they don’t know they will never be asked to repay. If
this feeling, this weight on my chest, is truly the feeling of a
debt unpaid, then I would not wish that fate on the worst of my
enemies. And if the only way to relieve myself of this burden is to
offset my past evils with virtue, then I can think of no greater
kindness than to settle their own debts once and for all.”

He fanned through the pages.

“Perhaps it is folly. Perhaps it is all an
empty gesture. But at the very least it will occupy my mind and my
time for a great many years, and that is reason enough to do it.
But to do it, I’ll need to find them. And to find them, I’ll need a
nose like yours… or more accurately,” he thumped the book, “a nose
like his. To manage that, you’ll need some help.”

Desmeres grasped the handle of the spoon and
scooped up a dollop of the dark brown concoction.

“I apologize for this. It isn’t likely to be
pleasant. I’m not the most skilled alchemist, and that usually
makes for a harsh reaction.”

Dowser recoiled as Desmeres smeared the muck
into place. The dog shook vigorously and tried to paw the stuff
away, but it had already sunk into the creature’s skin, staining
the brown fur black where it touched. Whatever unpleasant sensation
the little creature felt must have been short-lived, because within
a few seconds he was through shaking and had begun sniffing at the
various items on the table with renewed interest. He seemed
particularly intrigued by Desmeres’s hands, the alchemy chest, and
the book.

“There. Not so terrible. If I did things
properly, your own prodigious nose should have its sensitivity
compounded with that of an olo, and I do believe there isn’t
another creature in the world with a sense of smell so acute as an
olo. Hopefully that will be enough. As we work our way further
back, we’ll be coping with people separated by as many as three
generations from the ancient little sample we have of their
liberated ancestor. I still don’t know how, but the Red Shadow was
able follow the trail along bloodlines. Outside of stories
of dragons that could do the same, he is the only creature I’ve
known who could do such a thing. With this enhancement, we can only
hope you will have the same talent.” He closed the book. “But for
now we have the luxury of fresher trails to follow. Our first stop,
once I’ve cleared my things from my temporary lodging, will be
Grossmer’s Mine. Unless the workers have scattered in the last few
months, I may not need your nose at all.”

He found a bowl to pour out some water into,
then set it on the ground and plopped Dowser down beside it. The
puppy drank gratefully.

“That means I’ve got some time to train you
well enough to use that nose properly,” he took the two other
potions he’d prepared and held them to the light. “You may or may
not require a bit more help, but we’ll give Trigorah’s methods a
try first. She’d always had good luck with them.” He patted the
puppy. “So training begins tomorrow.”

#

The night had rolled on without mishap, and
now Genara was making a final round of Clennock’s Den before
retiring for the evening. The dining room was clear. All rooms were
either vacant or silent. Her final check was the Den’s small but
well-stocked private library.

She stepped inside with her lantern held
high. Genara had always liked the library. It was large enough for
two comfortable chairs, a small side table for each, and shelves
along each wall. The finest tomes Clennock and his successors had
been able to find filled every last space on a shelf. In the early
days, this room had been largely for show, and thus the books had
been little more than props. As the years rolled on and they
discovered that refinement had a way of justifying higher fees,
more care was made in the selections. They traded duplicates and
replaced ragged copies, made special requests for glaring gaps in
their collection, and even commissioned books to be written.
Despite this, many of the girls avoided the room like the plague,
as though learning to read was some terrible punishment that could
be avoided by keeping clear of the written word.

Genara smirked at that thought. Reading had
come to her late in life as well, but she’d still made it a point
to linger in the library as often as possible. The simple fact was,
with all of the books on the walls, this room kept the cold out
better than most of the bedrooms. The chairs were more comfortable
too. Her smile faded as that line of thinking led her to another
one. It wasn’t an unhappy thought on its own, but it forced her
back to the subject she’d been trying to avoid.

She’d first ‘graduated’ to Clennock’s Den
from less palatable establishments shortly after her twentieth
birthday. In those days, they were still under the direction of
Klye’s predecessor, a man named Ventur. He was a voracious reader
and had made curating the library one of his pet projects once its
value had become clear. The man was no fool. He figured out quite
quickly that Genara’s interest in the reading room was primarily
motivated by the desire for a few moments of warmth and privacy.
Rather than scold her, he instead taught her to read, reasoning
that at least then she would have a reason to linger
in the library. Genara was slow to pick up the skill, but once
she’d acquired it she’d made great use of it, primarily in the
pursuit of fiction and poetry and similar escapes. Ventur even let
her take some of the less valuable books in their collection home
with her when her rare time off sent her north to Verril. That was
when her father discovered she could read. He demanded she teach
him, and her brother as well… and thus her mind came to settle upon
her family again.

It was a vicious, burning circle in her mind.
Maddening in that she felt deep conflict but for the life of her
she couldn’t explain to herself just what was the source of
her conflict. Her stomach was a knot of anxiety, and every last
scrap of her mind seemed to cling to thoughts of her father, her
life so far, and the blasted half-elf who had turned things on
their head. It was as though a part of her had chosen to take stock
of every passing moment of her life so far, and the lives of her
family, and weigh them for quality against the life of the lunatic
who had earned the ire of the queen and her elite.

Genara chewed her lip and looked out into the
darkened hallway, then shut the door and set down the lantern.

“This won’t do, Genara,” she muttered to
herself, pacing along one of the shelves. “You can’t afford to have
sleepless nights for no reason. Straighten out that mind of yours
before you start to slip…”

She pulled a thin volume from one of the
shelves and took a seat to read for a bit. The book was a
collection of short stories, meant to be read to children. They
were primarily focused on explaining in simple terms why the
Tresson people were monsters and must be defeated. A wry smile came
to her face as she skimmed line after line that even her short
association with the girls they’d hired after the fighting had
ceased disproved. How many things that she took for granted were
fictions concocted by someone ignorant of the truth. Or worse,
someone willfully concealing the truth. What sort of heroes of her
youth were scoundrels? And what sort of monsters of her nightmares
were heroes? Perhaps the Red Shadow…

Genara snapped the book shut and put her
fingers to her forehead. “Just stop it, Genara. Just keep
your foolish mind off that man and his stories. None of it makes
any difference anyway. Either the Elite will have him and
that’s how his story ends, or he’ll keep running for the
rest of his days and that’s how his story ends. Either way,
there’s no place in it for you. You’ve got a good life here.
More money than you ever thought you’d earn. A warm place to live.
Respect, responsibilities. You’ve done very well for yourself! His
role in it doesn’t have any bearing on that, if it is even
true.”

She tugged the ring from her finger.

“I shouldn’t even be wearing this. What do I
tell the girls? It’s fine to take gifts, but you make sure not to
wear them unless you’re expecting to see him again. The last thing
a patron wants to see is a gift of someone else dangling from your
neck or twinkling on your finger.”

Genara raised her hand to slam the ring down,
but stopped herself. Even in her present state of tizzy she
couldn’t bring herself to risk breaking the exquisite piece.
Instead, she placed it gently on the desk.

“Get your mind straight and don’t risk all of
this by even thinking of the fool and the men who are after
him.”

She crossed her arms and turned her back on
the ring.

“It isn’t as though you…” Her eyes drifted up
and her posture drooped. “…owe him… You owe him. Damn it. That’s
what this was all about. Debt. That man and his partner gave your
father his freedom. You were born because of that. And your
brother, too. The happiest days of your father’s life and every
last moment of yours are due to that idiot and the games he
plays.”

She clenched her teeth and turned, snatching
the ring up again and addressing it directly.

“So what? So what if I owe you? Or rather, so
what if I did? Right? Because you’ve decided to relieve the
debts, haven’t you? I convinced you to do it. I watched my
father’s letter of debt burn. It’s over. Debt repaid! Or… or
erased at least.” She tightened her grip. “It isn’t the same
thing, but it’s the same in the end. My father can sleep easy
knowing no voice would ever whisper in his ear, and his debt never
passes on to me. Simple. End of story.”

Genara glared at the ring.

“But it isn’t that easy, is it? Because if
you die, a thousand men and women across the Northern Alliance
don’t get to have that moment of relief I saw in my father’s
eyes. … And no one pays Genara Copperwright’s debts but Genara
Copperwright.”

She let the ring drop to her palm and
clutched it tight. Her eyes gleamed with purpose now. She returned
the thin book to its place, then picked up the lantern and stalked
along the shelves.

“I’ll find you, I’ll warn you. And
that will be that. Scales balanced and debt repaid. Doesn’t
matter what happens next. You’ll finish your games or you’ll be
finished. But my conscience will be clear. But first,
I have to find you. And this—” She held up the ring. “—is
how I’ll do it.”

Her eyes darted across the spines of the
books.

“I know I’ve seen this design you carved. I
know it. And since I’m not what you would call well-traveled, if I
saw it, I saw it in one of these books…”

One by one, she plucked the books she knew
had illustrations and pored through the pages. Hours passed, but
driven by the promise of something that might finally quiet the
stirring in her mind, she searched on. Twice she had to refill the
lamp to continue her search. The first rays of morning were falling
upon the Den by the time she finally flipped to the right page.

“Yes…” she breathed, holding the ring up and
turning it in the light.

It was a sweeping, complex pattern, like an
attempt by a sculptor to capture a single moment in the burning of
a row of candles. The design was unmistakable, and rendered with
stunning detail in the glass of the ring.

“Krestok Banquet Hall… It isn’t much to go
on, but I can’t imagine, soused as you were, that you would have
been able to carve the design so perfectly if you hadn’t spent an
awful lot of time staring at it. With a good, fast carriage, I can
be there in three days. And then one way or another, I’m putting
this all behind me.”

 



Chapter
3

 


The city of Krestok was as charming a place as one
was likely to find in the icy Northern Alliance. It stood at the
meeting point of two major roads on the northern edge of the
Lowlands, a massive stretch of frozen fields flanked by Ravenwood
to the West and Melorn Forest to the East. As far north as it was,
and situated firmly within the heart of what had once been the
Kingdom of Vulcrest, it remained untouched by battle despite the
century of war. Even Verril, the well-defended capital and very
farthest city from the front, couldn’t say the same thanks to the
damage sustained in its liberation battle.

Some cities grow large enough to earn a road
of their own. Krestok was the opposite, a place that existed
because of the roads. Even its name was drawn from an old
Crich word that meant Crossroad. In its earliest days, it became
quite wealthy through trade, with great caravans of carriages and
sledges bringing goods from all around the kingdom. The war shifted
that, stifling trade as it stifled virtually all other things in
the Alliance, but instead it became something of a refuge for the
forgotten things in the wake of the war: art and history. It was
one of the few places in north that had continued to build with an
eye for beauty as well as sturdiness. With the end of the war,
traffic began to return, and the long-fallow shelves of the markets
swelled with fresh goods from all over the continent. It was nearly
as bustling and active as the capital, and twice as crowded.

A rather large carriage rolled to a stop in
front of largest inn in Krestok. Genara, dressed smartly and
warmly, stepped from within and lingered long enough to tip the
driver. He set her bags inside the inn and found her a seat. Once
she was safely tucked into a corner booth with her bags between
herself and the wall to dissuade sticky fingers, she set her mind
to the ill-conceived task that had brought her this far.

“Krestok… Three days out of my way, too many
favors called in for extra time off…” Genara slumped into her seat.
“I swear, a tattered mind and a confused conscience are worse than
booze when it comes down to the decisions they can churn up…”

The elderly keeper of the inn stepped up to
her table and gave her a measuring look.

“You’re new in town,” he said.

“Yes, sir. This being an inn, and that being
a carriage outside, I imagine that’s not out of the ordinary,”
Genara said.

“You alone?”

“At the moment.”

“Expecting someone?”

“I am, though I’m not confident he will turn
up.”

“A man who would leave a woman such as you
waiting is hardly a man at all, if you ask me.”

She smiled. “Thank you kindly. Though, in his
defense, he doesn’t know he is meeting me.”

“So what will you have?”

“For now, tea. Considering my judgment
lately, I’m not keen on having anything harder than that.”

“Anything to eat?”

“Fresh bread and butter.”

“Right away,” he said.

He wove into the crowd and left Genara to her
thoughts. She tugged at her bag and flipped open a small bundle of
pages. Genara had sketched the banquet hall and its unique design,
as well as a basic layout of the town. Or, at least, it was a
layout as depicted in the library’s book. Krestok had doubled in
size since then, but unless the town had been particularly
ambitious, the landmarks would be in the same place.

“I don’t fancy myself a better tracker or
hunter than those already on his trail,” she muttered quietly to
herself. “And I don’t imagine he’ll answer a knock at the door. But
maybe, just maybe, I can work out where he lives. Maybe I can leave
a note…”

The innkeeper arrived with her food and
drink. Once again, a pretty face and the clear means to offer a few
extra coins made for some exceptional service.

“And to whom is the young lady speaking?” he
asked.

“Just myself. I’m bargaining with my sense of
obligation.”

“Oh. That sort of thing can call for a dear
price.”

She fished the payment out of a small coin
purse.

“It already has, sir. It already has. Have
you any rooms?”

“For yourself, or for two?”

“Just me.”

“I believe we have a space available. How
long will you be staying?”

“I think I can afford to stay for…
perhaps four days.”

“Our rates are quite reasonable, ma’am. If
you need to stay longer, I think we could come to an
arrangement.”

“I make it a point not to come to
arrangements, sir. And it isn’t money that is dear. It is
time. I can’t linger here at the expense of my obligations
elsewhere forever.”

“Ah, a woman much in demand. If you’ve got a
silver for a deposit, I’ll fetch you your key.”

She nodded and tossed him the coin.

“I assume you’re familiar with the locals,
since you so easily spotted I wasn’t one.”

“Oh, yes. Yes, if people spend any time here,
we’re liable to cross paths, and I’m great with faces.”

“Good. Before I retire, and you have a
moment, I would like to have a word with you. The sooner I find the
man I’m after and settle my business, the sooner I can be on my
way.”

He leaned in. “Then I may have trouble
with my memory.” The innkeeper laughed slyly at his joke and moved
along to tend to other tables.

Genara stirred her tea and looked over the
people in the inn.

“I prefer the Den. At least there the men
don’t feel obliged to be clever or coy…”

#

Several days of searching through copious
records had illustrated a handful of things to Commander Anrack of
the Elite. First among them was the truth of the record-keeper’s
claim. If any of the Generals would have the information he was
after, it was Epidime. Already he’d turned up six locations labeled
as “storehouses” and “workshops” known to belong to Desmeres.
Several aligned with former Commander Trigorah’s own notes on the
subject, strongly indicating they were accurate. Anrack would
dispatch men to those sites to confirm them, of course, but not
until he was confident he’d reached the bottom of the wealth of
information Epidime had recorded.

He’d also learned that, much to his
disappointment, the five Generals were every bit as alien and
powerful as the queen would have people believe. It simply wasn’t
possible that one man, even a General, could amass so much
information and work such astounding feats unless armed with
supernatural knowledge and equipment he couldn’t begin to
comprehend.

Despite constant study of the seemingly
endless mounds of writing since his arrival, Anrack had only
finished reading the last few weeks of Epidime’s research. And
while he was quite explicit in his raw information, he was very
secretive about his methods. The vast majority of the information
was claimed to have been acquired "directly," with no further
explanation.

“Would you, err… Would you like some tobacco?
I have a spare pipe if you like,” Ruprecht said.

Anrack didn’t acknowledge the question, his
eyes focused intently on the pages before him. Ruprecht shrugged
and stuffed his pipe.

“It is truly astonishing…” Anrack muttered.
“These troop numbers. These… nearmen. There were so many.
And the dragoyles. The power of them. They could fly, and obeyed
implicitly… I’d seen glimpses of such things, heard rumors… How
could we not know about the scope of it all?”

“If you dig deep enough into the records
you’ll find that great pains were taken to hide or, err, disguise
and obscure the influence of their more supernatural contributions
to the war effort.”

“But I served directly under General Trigorah
Teloran, Scriben. One of the five Generals.”

“Again, err, dig deeply enough and you’ll
learn there weren’t five Generals. Trigorah bore the title
of General, um, certainly. But from the view of the others, she was
well beneath them. The D’Karon were running the war, and she was a
native.”

As Ruprecht stuffed his pipe with shaky
fingers and retired to a position far from any pages that might
take to flame, a pair of Elite soldiers pushed open the door and
hurried out of the icy wind. Anrack looked briefly from the
page.

“A report,” he grumbled. “Well past time.
What have you got for me?”

“Our men on Lumineblade’s trail have reported
back. Nothing yet. Descriptions have gone cold in all of the
populated stops. We lost his horse’s trail as soon as he made it to
a main road, and the hounds haven’t turned up a trace.”

“Absurd. For more than two weeks we were
barely a step behind him. He covered his tracks ably, but not so
well we couldn’t follow.”

“Commander Anrack, err, General Teloran’s
records indicate the Red Shadow was able to largely evade her
Elite, um, for decades.”

“That was the Red Shadow. This is Desmeres
Lumineblade.”

“And as you will read when you get to the
first, err, ‘interview’ with Desmeres in Epidime’s files, Desmeres
was operating as the Red Shadow’s partner during that time. It
isn’t, err, unreasonable to imagine he has many of the same
skills.”

“Then why would his discovery have been so
simple until now?”

“Perhaps seeing you, err, face to face put an
edge on his fear. Or perhaps he’s found something worth hiding
again? I find that a bit of, err, focus tends to sharpen me up
quite a bit.”

“Your commentary is not necessary,
Record-Keeper. This is an Elite matter.”

“Ah, err, I apologize. This being my quarters
and these being my records, I imagined my input was sought and
valued.”

“Keep your mouth shut until I order you to do
otherwise or you have something relevant, Record-Keeper.”

“Err. Yes, Commander. I—is it relevant to
mention that I am not a member of the military and thus you are not
technically my superior?”

Anrack looked to his men. “Have we received
any news from the men dispatched to the storehouses General Teloran
had marked as high interest?”

“No, Commander. If they have kept to
schedule, they would have arrived at the first of them only a few
hours ago. The earliest we could expect to receive word would be in
several days when the messengers return.”

The commander pounded the desk. “Delays.
Delays.” He snatched up a bundle of pages. “These D’Karon
were able to dispatch orders instantaneously from across the
kingdom! They had crystals that could deliver spoken messages at a
whim, and General Demont had direct control over any number of
beasts. That is how a military should be run!”

He turned to Ruprecht.

“You. Have you identified any such crystals
amongst your artifacts?”

“Of course. Err, but you—”

“Whether I am permitted to utilize them is
not your concern, Record-Keeper. Gather them and ready them. I
shall require training in their use. If the queen is truly
dedicated to Lumineblade’s acquisition, she shall see why binding
my hands unnecessarily out of a superstitious fear of D’Karon tools
is folly. And when I have received her blessing on the matter I
want them to be ready.”

“Do you have any further orders, Commander?”
asked an Elite.

“Return to the palace, arrange a meeting with
the queen, and report back to me with when I can see her. I should
also be informed as soon as any messages are received from
currently in the field.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Then go.”

They hurried to the door and took their
leave. When they door shut, Anrack continued his analysis of the
endless mounds of pages in the record-keeper’s care. For a minute
or two, the keeper puffed at his pipe and watched him work. Then he
fished in his pocket for a cork and stuffed it in the pipe’s end
before stowing it.

“Err, Commander, you said I should speak up
only when relevant,” Ruprecht said.

“Yes…” Anrack rumbled.

“I think I have a matter which you would
consider relevant.”

“That is for me to determine, not you.”

Ruprecht marched over to the pages
representing those of Epidime’s notes that had been discovered.
Without any evident attempt at identifying the contents, he pulled
a small black book from among them and began leafing through the
pages.

“There was a matter I seem to recall reading
about in my initial investigation of these notes. With regards to
Desmeres and the Red Shadow.”

“Find the passage and set it aside. I shall
look into it next.”

The record-keeper continued. “He found
himself fascinated by some of the same points that you have, um…
fixated upon… Here. ‘The weapons. Most unique. Similar treatments
and similar enchantments used in Lain’s weapons and
Desmeres’s…”

“Lain is the Red Shadow, yes?”

“Err, among many names, yes. If I may finish,
‘… Desmeres rarely engages in combat, but shows evidence of similar
training. This indicates a similar origin.’ I wonder, Anrack, have
your other bits of research turned up anything on from whence
Desmeres hails?”

“He is a half-elf. If he is not local, then
he is from South Crescent.”

“You’ve not determined this with any
certainty?”

“Where he was born is not the point of
present concern, Record-Keeper. Where he is now is the
issue.”

“When you’re attempting to untangle a cord,
it helps to find one of the ends. If you can’t find the near one,
you may as well look for the far one. I feel certain I recall some
mention of a theory in that regard in later notes.”

“This is a pointless avenue of inquiry,”
Anrack said.

“Reserve judgment until I find what I’m
after, Commander.”

He shifted the top of a pile nearer to those
Anrack was reading and fetched a larger book with a leather
binding.

“I do wish Epidime would have been more, err…
standardized in his record-keeping. All of these books of different
sizes make for a storage nightmare. … Here, ‘Lain proved profoundly
difficult to read. Gaining control was simple enough, but for all
the time I spent within his vessel I failed to unlock all of his
secrets. Truly impressive strength of will. I suspect this
Entwell place can be blamed for that as for all other
remarkable elements of his training and character.’”

“Reading… Control… I’ve encountered these
words often in what I’ve read of Epidime’s notes. It is said—”

“That he could take control of the bodies of
others. Yes. In fact, it is the opinion of Deacon that he
had to, as he had no body of his own. Err, rather a useful
skill for an intelligence officer to have, eh, Commander? To worm
his way into the heads of the enemy? It continues, ‘The pieces are
sparse, but I feel certain that Entwell is hidden behind those
blasted mountains I’ve yet to penetrate. The skills hidden beyond
are utterly tantalizing. Wizards of unparalleled training, warriors
of legendary skill. The sheer density of knowledge and power within
that place. I simply must make a point of finding my way there
before I’m through with this world. Lain owes his skills to that
place, to a trainer called Master Weste. Myranda and Deacon as
well. Even the elemental seems to have been born of that fertile
patch of ground. And yet it is hidden from me, the mountains opaque
to my searching and a barrier to my travel. Its connection to the
Chosen and its utterly flawless capacity to elude D’Karon discovery
speaks volumes of divine intervention. I do so dislike when the
divine are overt in their preparations…’”

“Let me see that,” Anrack said, snatching the
notes away.

He scanned along the page, finding only
D’Karon writing. After a bit of comparison, he was able to
determine Ruprecht was indeed reading them accurately.

“How can you read the words so fluidly?”

“Steep yourself in them for weeks at a time
and you’ll develop a fluency as well. Shall I continue?”

Anrack handed the book back to him.
“Summarize.”

“The whole of it boils down to a cave called
the Cave of the Beast. Epidime believes it leads to a place called
Entwell, and he wanted the knowledge and skills of that place for
himself.”

“And yet he did not claim it for
himself.”

“He did not become aware of it to any level
of detail until the months preceding his defeat, and even then,
he’d made attempts. It seems that the mountain and the surrounding
mystic environment were perfectly suited for keeping him at bay.
Immune to his magic and hidden from his perception. He would have
to find his way through the cave just as a mortal would have. There
are passages within his notes that suggest he was unwilling to do
so until he could determine the path with certainty. That would
require an ‘interview’ with someone who had passed safely through
the cave with knowledge of its layout. It is a short list. He
failed to read Myranda’s mind at all, and failed to read Lain’s
mind fully. That left only Desmeres and Deacon, though for reasons
not made clear he discarded Deacon as an option.”

“And he did not read Desmeres? Not even
during his brief time in direct command of the scoundrel?”

“Desmeres is described as being ‘inventively
elusive and impressively well-prepared.’”

“If we assume this to be true, then weapons
of the coveted sort that have inspired the queen to demand his
capture rather than execution would be available in abundance
there.”

“If we assume this to be true, then warriors
of the sort that defeated the D’Karon are there as well. And
wizards of the sort that closed their gates.”

“But he claims Duchess Myranda and Duke
Deacon have spent time there. If that were true, why would we not
be made aware?”

“I’m sure royalty has their reasons. Though I
think you’ll find when one has a peerless treasure within one’s
kingdom, one tends to keep it a secret for fear of those who would
seek it for themselves.”

“Mmm… A not entirely unwise sentiment.” Plots
and plans began to churn in Anrack’s mind. “If this place exists…
If it did give Myranda and Deacon their training… That is
clear evidence that they are at the very least amenable to training
troops to fight for the north. If we were to reach that place. If
we were to take men there… Each could return armed with weapons the
match of what Desmeres keeps so selfishly, and furthermore armed
with training available nowhere else…”

“So it would seem my findings are
relevant to your interests.”

“And it would seem, as has been so clearly
the case in all other matters of war, the D’Karon had considerable
insight and immoral but sound tactics. What you have brought to my
attention certainly adds further potential value to the intact
acquisition of our target, but it moves us no closer to actually
locating him.”

“Once again, Anrack, Epidime’s writings hold
the key,” the record-keeper said, selecting another book.

“Commander Anrack,” he corrected.

“My apologies, of course, Commander.” He
cleared his throat. “Let me see now. ‘Well hidden within Lain’s
mind, I found many memories of the same place. It is not the
largest of the storehouses in his memory and my own research, but
it is clearly the most valuable. Huge quantities of precious
metals. Documents of some kind. Dozens of examples of Desmeres’s
weapons. And more valuable to Lain for reasons far from the point
at hand, many, many books. It is easily the best protected of the
targets, but unquestionably the one which if watched would
eventually see their return.’ There is additionally enough
information to reliably identify this storehouse among those we’ve
marked on the maps.”

The record=keeper kicked open a chest and
pulled out a map, then dabbed at some ink and referred to the book
before marking the midpoint of an unassuming field.

“There, Commander,” he said.

Anrack looked over the map and the book, his
expression thoughtful and calculating.

“While it is undeniably a potential method to
seize our man, I am not overly fond of simply sitting and waiting
for him to arrive. He might choose to avoid the storehouse. Placed
in a field as it is, it would be difficult to remain hidden in
ambush. … However… We’ve seen the lengths he will go to retrieve
his weapons… And… yes… it does say this place holds many of his
weapons… The solution is simple then. We find the place. We raid
it. At best we find Desmeres himself cowering inside. At worst, we
acquire fine weapons which he will be compelled to recover, and
which can be put to use disabling him.”

“A fine plan well devised, Commander.”

“Mmm… I shall oversee it personally.” He
looked to the record=keeper. “Your speech seems to have become a
good deal steadier than when we first met.”

“As I said, Commander, focus tends to sharpen
me up quite a bit. And it has become clear to me that your
interests and my own are quite closely aligned.”

“I am the Commander of the Elite, working in
defense of our kingdom. My interests are the best interests of the
Northern Alliance as a whole.”

“Perhaps so, but your dedication, and your
insight into the value of the sorts of things Desmeres and his
knowledge could bring us show a particularly keen sense of
opportunity and advancement. Epidime and I share a fascination in
the mysteries that may lurk in this ‘Entwell’ place. I am
the record-keeper, after all. I live to get my hands on interesting
new information. I am quite confident you shall bring me precisely
what I am after.”

#

Late in the evening, Desmeres approached the
door of a small boarding house at the edge of Krestok. The wind
howled as he fought with the door. A good hard shove with his
shoulder finally dislodged it and he stumbled through. Inside, it
took a similar amount of effort to get the door closed.

“Who goes there?” came a man’s voice from
behind.

Desmeres turned. The boarding house had a
tiny foyer. It had barely enough room for the door to swing fully.
Only a small corner was clear of the door, the hallway to the lower
rooms, and the narrow stairs to the upper ones. In that corner a
chair had been placed. A locked chest sat below the chair and
figure sat atop it. The only light came from a small stove
smoldering at the man’s feet. Desmeres could see little more than
the man’s general shape in the darkness.

“I could ask you the same question,” he
said.

“Night watchman. And you are?”

“I have a room here.”

“What is your name, sir.”

“Mr. Tenant.”

“Mr. Tenant, eh? Strange. Seven of our ten
tenants are called that. Large family, I suppose. To which Mr.
Tenant am I speaking?”

“Lower level. Third on the left.”

“You’ve never come in so late, Mr. Third On
The Left.”

“And I’m glad of it, too. A man trying to
navigate a dark hall like this is liable to break a leg.”

“I’ve got a lantern here if you need it.”

He held out a copper and glass mechanism with
a small cup filled with slim tapers attached to the side. Desmeres
took it and knelt to the stove, lighting a taper and with it the
lantern.

The night watchman was an elderly man. His
head was bare but for a fringe of gray hair. Layers of shabby gray
cloth protected him against the cold, and he’d tied a gray rag
across his eyes.

“Watchman is an honorary title, I suppose,”
Desmeres quipped.

“You would be surprised what these ears can
tell. Like the fact you’ve got a dog under that jacket. And Mr.
Third On The Left hasn’t been paying the extra copper to keep his
animals indoors.”

“The dog is a new addition. And a moot point
for that matter, because I’m here to move out. Business requires me
elsewhere. You shall have your room back in a few hours.”

“That’s all well and good, but I’ve never
heard you come through here before. For all I know, you’ve been
beating out our morning man for the extra fee. You aren’t going
anywhere until our morning man returns to confirm your story.”

“I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

“The sort of hurry that leads a man to move
out of his room in the dead of night? There is already cause to
suspect you of trying to avoid paying your full bill. Shall I
summon the town guard and see what else you may be guilty of?”

Desmeres narrowed his eyes. “Night watchman
and extortionist. I had underestimated your value as an
employee.”

“Extortion is the least of my roles. I also
assign rooms. If you’ve enjoyed your view, you can thank me for
that, Mr. Third On The Left.”

“As I recall, it was the only vacancy at the
time, and as you’ve already pointed out, we’ve not met before.”

“No, but I assigned all other vacancies the
night before.”

Dowser struggled in his bundled up place
under Desmeres’s coat.

“Much as I would enjoy continuing this
discussion, I am in a considerable hurry, so you win. I will pay
the extra fee. Just—”

“Paying a man to let you vacate early? Now
that is certainly the act of a guilty man. Perhaps I shall
alert the guards now, then.”

“What would you have me do?”

“Wait until the morning.”

“What is your stubborn requirement that I
wait a few hours?”

“Move-outs mean open doors, and open doors
mean cold breezes. Losing your sight makes every sensation seem far
stronger. I prefer to save the move-outs for the morning shift,
when there is the benefit of warmer temperatures and someone else
is in this chair.”

“So you would delay me by hours simply to
avoid your own discomfort?”

“Yes.”

He smirked. “I suppose I cannot begrudge an
honest man with reasonable motivations. Very well. You leave me
with no options. The morning it shall be. A night with a roof over
my head is probably wise.”

“Good. And don’t bother trying to sneak out.
These ears don’t miss anything.”

Desmeres paced down the hall, trying to
steady Dowser, who was becoming increasingly fussy.

“Leave the lantern outside your door,” the
watchman called. “I will collect it when I hear your door
shut.”

“Anything to make your evening more
comfortable,” Desmeres said.

“Much obliged, Mr. Third On The Left.”

He continued down the hall and let himself
into his room, keeping the lantern in hand just long enough to
light the one inside the room. Once he stowed the one he had
borrowed and shut the door, he gazed around the place that had been
as near to a home as he had since the closing days of the war. It
was the absolute minimum for long-term lodging. There was no access
to anything resembling heat. Little more than a bed and a bit of
storage out of the wind and weather. Not that anything more would
have been necessary or called for. During long swaths of his life,
he’d made do with living outdoors or in the scattered underground
storerooms and safe houses he’d prepared. The two long weeks he’d
spent in this room while planning out the bulk of his weapon
retrievals were the longest uninterrupted period of civilized
living he’d enjoyed in years. Since then he had not spent more than
two nights in this room or any other.

Desmeres opened his coat and let Dowser down,
then eased himself onto the bed. The puppy roved about the ground,
sniffing so vigorously at each piece of furniture, it looked as
though it was attempting to inhale them.

“Well, Dowser. You kept quiet. And you’re
keeping quiet. That’s a good start. It shows this idle
chit-chat is working. But from the way you were trying to burrow
through my jacket to get at the new smells, I doubt we’ll be able
to get any focused tracking out of you any time soon. Krestok would
be a fine trial by fire for training you to find a needle in a hay
stack, but at this stage you’re more likely to beg treats and
scratches off every person you meet.”

Dowser found his way to the storage chest and
nosed it open. Before Desmeres could hop to his feet and stop the
puppy, he had snatched up a long, thin potion bottle and waddled
over to Desmeres with it.

“No, no, no,” he said quietly, gently tugging
the potion from the dog’s mouth. He checked the label. “That would
have been messy… We’ll have to train that little habit out
of you before too much longer.”

After stowing the potion and securing the
chest, he folded the blanket previously used to swaddle the puppy
and dropped it on the ground beside the bed. Dowser sniffed it,
then gratefully curled up atop the makeshift bed.

“Get some sleep. Come morning, we’ll wash up,
grab a bite, and pick one of the locations from this book to start
searching for our first indebted. Since the blind man worked out I
had you with me, I suppose there’s not much use in keeping you
hidden. Perhaps tomorrow we’ll let you take a walk and see how you
react to a proper crowd when immersed in it.” He yawned. “But
that’s for tomorrow.”

#

At Fort Greenworth, the late hour made little
difference to Commander Anrack. Ever since the record-keeper had
made mention of this Entwell place, it had been central in
his mind. He’d demanded that Ruprecht gather any and all notes he
had so far encountered regarding the place and speculations of its
location for Anrack to analyze personally. The language was an
impediment. Anrack was a native Varden speaker. He had not bothered
even to learn Crich, technically the language of his homeland, or
the language of Tressor. Attempting to grasp the nuances of the
wholly alien language of the D’Karon was a challenge to which he
was ill-suited, but he kept at it. He would make no decision until
he’d confirmed the information with his own eyes.

Anrack was a man mindful of treachery from
all corners. It was not in him to simply trust the word of the
record-keeper regarding what Epidime’s notes said. There was
something about the man’s actions that concerned the commander. He
could not place his finger precisely on what it might be, but
Ruprecht Scriben had an agenda. That, in and of itself, was not
necessarily a bad thing. Too many people cut themselves off from
those who have their own plans before first determining how well
those plans complement one another. Ambition was a good thing, and
something to be sought. Some of the finest soldiers ever to serve
under him had fought all the more viciously and bravely out of the
desire to have Anrack’s job for their own. He would rather have
someone hoping to take his place than someone looking for the first
opportunity to desert his post or shirk his duties.

All through the night, he worked at the
translation. Twice messengers made the trek from the capital to
take orders and deliver reports from his assorted men on
assignment. They had, of course, turned up nothing. One thing that
was quite certain was, as Ruprecht had suggested, they would not be
getting the better of Desmeres without getting ahead of him.

Just minutes after dawn broke, yet another
knock came at the door.

“Scriben,” Anrack barked. “The door!”

The commander’s cry shook the record-keeper
from the light dose he’d fallen into.

“Heavens, Commander. Do you ever sleep?” he
mumbled.

“Not when there is work to be done. Answer
the door. It will be another set of messengers.”

Ruprecht stumbled to his feet and hurried to
the door. “You really ought to get some rest, sir. A weary mind is
prone to, err, mistranslation.”

“I shall be mindful of that if I find myself
becoming weary. The door!”

“Yes, Commander.”

The record-keeper released the brace and
opened the door, allowing two half-frozen Elite soldiers to stumble
in. It was clear at first glance that these were two of the new
recruits. Unlike the other reassigned Undermine members, their
shortcomings weren’t in the form of decorum or polish. These men
were simply too young to have satisfied the requirements of the
Elite. They were barely men at all, one still in his teens and the
other freshly out. Veteran soldiers they were not, but their light
frames and youthful vigor made them ideal for delivering messages
quickly.

One of the soldiers, still brushing the snow
from his cloak, opened his mouth to speak. Before the first
syllable could leave his lips, Anrack interrupted with an
order.

“Get over here, both of you,” he
demanded.

They marched to his side, trailing snow all
the way.

“What have you got for me?” Anrack demanded
two steps before they arrived.

“All of our dispatched Elites have reported
at least once. No encounters with Lumineblade. Two of the hidden
safe houses were discovered as well. The traps at the entrance were
more difficult to disable than the findings indicated. Three men
had to be treated for wounds.”

“Desmeres will pay dearly,” Anrack fumed.
“And what of the queen?”

“She has considered your request, and says
that… She says that…”

“Give me the dispatch, soldier.”

“Right, Commander,” the messenger said,
fumbling through his bag.

“Messengers not able to recall their
messages…” Anrack rumbled. “I am in command of
children.”

The messenger revealed a carefully lettered
message and a formal order bearing the royal seal. Anrack snatched
message and looked it over.

“‘Commander Anrack,’” he read, “‘I have
considered your request. As General Trigorah made skillful use of
D’Karon equipment and methods in service of our cause and in
command of the Elite, it is not without precedent that you would be
permitted the same opportunity. You are thus permitted to make
limited use of basic D’Karon equipment. Enclosed is a list of items
which, according to prior investigation by Deacon, can be safely
used if done with proper training. Also enclosed is a formal
proclamation allowing their use. Please note, this equipment is to
be utilized in extreme emergency, only when out of view of the
general public, and no closer than one day’s travel from the border
to Tressor. Each use shall be documented, and the usage shall be
discontinued if any unexpected or undesirable effects result from
said use.’”

Anrack gripped the message tightly, visibly
struggling against the urge to crumple it.

“The message reeks of reluctance. That woman
ties my hands and expects results. I do not understand how the same
woman with the wit and audacity to stage an offensive against her
own capital in order to wrest it free from the grip of these
D’Karon creatures could become so cautious and careful in the
months that follow.”

“In those days, the city was in a state of
war. An old war is a good deal more stable than a fresh peace,”
Ruprecht said. “I would suggest it is, err, sound strategy to step
lightly over the thin ice of this armistice.”

“And the opinion of a record-keeper is a good
deal less valuable than a seasoned commander,” Anrack countered.
“However, this decision shows that she has at least a reasonable
concept of what is required to assure success. Record-keeper, take
this list and gather any of the items upon it that are within your
collection. When you are through, prepare a list of instructions as
to their operation.”

“Yes, Commander,” Ruprecht said. “Does this
mean you are leaving?”

“As soon as you have completed my orders.” He
turned to the messengers. “You, help the record-keeper collect and
pack the goods. You, prepare the horses for a return trip.”

“I don’t think I can do that, Commander,”
said second messenger.

“If you do not think you can follow the
orders of your commander then you have no place in the Elite,
soldier.”

“I mean to say that we don’t have any fresh
horses. The ones we rode barely made it here. You’ve been
stretching the Elite stables to their limit with all of the
messages you’ve been sending and getting. And we don’t even have a
third horse for you.”

“Further evidence of the woeful state of the
Kingdom’s defense…” Anrack muttered. “Very well. See to the horses
and ensure they are properly groomed and in the stable. Remain with
them until they are adequately rested, and fetch me the moment you
are confident they can make a return trip with proper speed.”

“Yes, Commander!”

The smaller of the two men hurried back out
the door and toward the stables. The older lingered beside
Ruprecht.

“Err, you’re the one he’s assigned to me,
eh?” the record-keeper said. “Head down that aisle there. The very
last crate has got a load of amulets and wands. Most of them are
too powerful for what the queen’s listed here. Just bring me the
whole box and I shall find some appropriate ones for you.”

The man nodded and hurried off.

“You know, with all of these trips to and
fro, it is a shame the portal gems aren’t on the queen’s list
here.”

“Portal gems?”

“You must have run into mention of the
portals in Epidime’s writings? Though I suppose if I understand
correctly, he was the one member of the five Generals who seemed to
get from one side of the Kingdom to the other without their use.
The benefits of no permanent body, I imagine.”

“Please focus on one topic at a time,
Scriben. What of these portal gems?”

“General Teht was the most enamored with
them. The D’Karon had maps of places that were mystically prepared,
as though they were… err… ports of call for a transport ship. They
could drink away the magic from inside gems like the ones on the
walls and use the power to open doors from wherever they stood to
one of these ports. Special portal gems could even be placed
elsewhere, wherever they chose, in order to allow travel to
arbitrary locations, if only once. Dangerous, though. They tended
to do damage when they closed. Stands to reason why the queen
wouldn’t want them used by the unskilled.”

“Before my exposure to your records, I had my
doubts that five individuals, even five Generals, could have
so effectively and completely maintained a stranglehold on the
Northern Alliance and its people. But with each new tale of their
exploits, I become less astounded by that and more astounded that
they had not simply wiped away our enemies in the first weeks of
the war.”

“I am certain they would have, if that had
been their aim. But let us not forget they were seeking to defeat
both the north and the south, as well as east and west in time.
Neither peace nor victory were their aim. Only annihilation and
conquest. Those things take time.”

“Regardless. Do you have any of these portal
gems?”

“I may. Your presence has interrupted my
cataloging, so I’ve made little progress toward identifying the
contents of the latest shipment of artifacts.”

“If you find them, sequester them for my use.
If the queen can be made to see the value of the use of a small
sampling of the D’Karon equipment, further discussion and
illustration of my capacity to utilize them wisely could well
motivate her to offer more.”

“Yes, Commander,” he said.

“Also, please identify for me which of these
books contains Epidime’s record of the contents of this primary
storehouse we anticipate Desmeres of targeting. In fact, do that
now, before any other task.”

“In a hurry, Commander?”

“As soon as the horses are rested, I shall
return to the capital, muster a suitable force, and head for the
place directly. I wish to know precisely what sort of treasures we
can expect to find there, if only to know which if any Desmeres has
already retrieved. That should provide us with an indication of
whether he’s visited recently, and thus how soon he can be expected
to return.”

“Mmm… Wise thinking. The volume you are
looking for is third in that stack. Eighth or ninth page. You’ll
recognize it because of all the numerals. If that will be all,
Commander, I believe I ought to aid the assistant you’ve loaned me.
If my eyes do not deceive me, he is rooting around in the wrong
box, and that is a recipe for disaster in a place such as
this.”

Anrack dismissed him with an irritable wave
of his hand. Sure enough, when he turned to the indicated page and
began to translate what he found there, it was indeed precisely the
passage the commander had requested. It was remarkable how
scatterbrained the record-keeper could appear to be, and yet how
thoroughly and effortlessly he could recall the seemingly
inexhaustible library of observations and musings. Evidence,
perhaps, that certain minds are properly suited for certain tasks
and can’t be expected to excel at anything less or anything
more.

He set that thought aside and focused on the
page. It held a careful record of what Epidime had ‘seen’ on the
shelves and walls of the storeroom. Anrack marked them down,
organizing the manifest by the value to himself and to the elite.
As the list of priceless weapons and raw wealth grew, Anrack
wondered what would be the greater prize earned from the storeroom.
Desmeres himself, or the weapons he’d created.

#

Genara tromped irritably through the streets
and began to dream of the hot bowl of stew that awaited her back at
the inn. Since the crack of dawn she had been pacing the city of
Krestok. Her first order of business had been to find the banquet
hall that she was with each passing moment cursing more thoroughly
for bringing her to this place. If Desmeres had etched it with such
perfection upon her ring, she reasoned it must have been easily
visible to him. Her hope had thus been that it was tucked away in
some forgotten corner of town.

Such had not been her luck. Krestok Banquet
Hall was a beloved landmark of the town. It sat not far from the
intersection that marked the center of town, and was the second
tallest building in Krestok. Half the city had a view of the
building, and as the design in question was along the edge of its
tall, peaked roof, her search for Desmeres’s potential lair was
scarcely narrowed at all.

Her questioning of the locals was somewhat
more successful. One of the many benefits of being an attractive
woman was that other women didn’t feel threatened when speaking to
her and men practically tripped over themselves for the chance to
have a chat. It was nice to know even if she was not so firmly in
possession of her youth anymore, she still could turn a head when
she needed to. Slipping away from the gentlemen when she was
through talking to them was difficult, as they were often concerned
for her well-being. Those who were less-than-gentlemanly were even
more difficult to escape, as they tended to assume any aid would
earn them a reward of their choosing. Genara was no stranger to
such things, and her earliest years in her chosen profession had
been a peerless education on how to escape unwanted attentions. It
began by avoiding the unwanted attention in the first place by
choosing her interviewees with care. At the moment, a white-haired
man who was oddly underdressed for the cold weather was walking
away from her. That was a good sign. The older ones were less
spirited, and the underdressed were eager to get indoors and
wouldn’t talk any longer than they had to.

“Excuse me! Excuse me there!” she called,
hurrying across the busy street.

“Mmm?” the man called over his shoulder.

“I wonder if you have seen a friend of
mine.”

“I haven’t.”

“How do you know? I haven’t described him
yet,” she said, catching up to him.

He turned vaguely in her direction, revealing
the blindfold that from behind she’d mistaken for a scarf.

“Because I haven’t seen anyone lately,” he
said.

“Oh. I am very sorry, sir. I couldn’t
see.”

“That is all right. I can’t either.”

“I’m sorry to bother you. I’ll leave you
be.”

“Now, now,” he said. “You’ve got my ear. You
may as well bend it. Who are you after?”

“Err… Forgive me, but I’m accustomed to
describing what he looks like. I wouldn’t even know how to ask you
about him.”

“Do you know what he sounds like?”

“Like he’s too smart for his own good, and
like he’s utterly confident in every last syllable.”

“Mmm… Clear diction?”

“Even when he’s been drinking. Do you know
him?”

“About a half dozen of him. There’s a few
boys like that up toward—”

“There you are!” barked a harsh
voice.

Genara rolled her eyes and pulled back her
hood.

“Sounds like Farfin, the big stable boy from
the north end,” the blind man said. “Do you know him?”

“Far better than I would like and not nearly
as well as he would like. We had chat this morning that
ended before he was ready.”

A man sloshed up to them, standing a head and
shoulders taller than Genara and easily thrice her weight. He was
exactly the sort of person she would have made a point of avoiding
in her discussions with the townsfolk, but unfortunately he’d
cornered her while she was asking the stablemaid.

“You wandered off there, and we’d just got
started,” said Farfin.

“We were actually quite through, sir,” Genara
said walking rather stiffly beside the blind man. “And now I’m
having a word with this gentleman. If you don’t mind.”

“But I seen the man you were looking
for.”

She stopped and turned. “Have you?”

He stepped toward her, angling her toward the
wall, but she stepped to place the street behind her instead.

“Sure, sure. The black-haired man was—”

“White-haired, sir. I’m afraid you had the
wrong man,” she said, reaching up to her hair, which was held
tightly in a bun but a pair of pins.

“Right, right. Just follow me. He’s back at
the stables.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, toying with one of
the sticks that bound her hair into its bun. “I spent a fair amount
of time in that part of town. It seems like if you’d remembered
him, so would one of the others nearby.”

“They don’t keep their eyes open like me,
just come this way and—”

He reached out to place a hand on her arm,
but she smoothly stepped aside and dropped her arm in an arc that
was either exceptionally precise or astoundingly fortunate. The pin
slashed along Farfin’s sleeve, falling just shy of drawing
blood.

“Oh, heavens. My apologies, sir. So clumsy of
me. I am a menace with these things,” she said, holding up the
pin.

“You nearly skewered me!” Farfin growled,
taking another step toward her.

“I know,” she said, false apology in
her voice. “And I’ve got two of them.”

She slipped the other one free, allowing her
long hair to tumble free.

“How fortunate you were wearing such thick
clothing. One can only imagine what sort of embarrassing scars
you’d have to explain otherwise.”

Farfin glared angrily at her as the barely
masked threat filtered through a somewhat lackluster intellect. He
sneered a bit and stalked away, muttering under his breath about
his damaged jacket. Genara watched him go and didn’t begin fix her
hair until he was out of sight.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she said, turning back to
the blind man. “You were saying?”

“That sounded like it could have gone
poorly,” he said.

“It could always go poorly, sir. With the
big, stupid ones I can usually boil it down to a two in three
chance to get them to back off.”

“And in the third?”

“I show him I’m not bluffing. Now about these
men who sound like the one I’m after?”

“There are a few at the market.”

“I’ve spoken to them. The man I’m after is a
few levels more sure of himself.”

“Difficult to believe. Did your man have a
dog with him?”

“No, sir.”

“Then I am afraid I can’t help you. Though
you might check the boarding house on the south side regardless.
Most of the men have given false names. It seems to me the sort of
person who doesn’t want to be found is the sort of person someone
might be looking for.”

“Where precisely might I find this boarding
house?”

“Two doors short of the south gate on the
west side of the street.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Do not thank me. And do not tell them who
sent you. My continued employment is at least partially based on my
willingness to keep secrets.”

“That, sir, we have in common.” She leaned
forward and gave him a kiss.

“If I’d known you had lips such as yours, I
would have been more immediately forthcoming.”

“All the same. It is nice receiving help from
someone not motivated by such things. Have a lovely evening.”

“One moment, dear,” he said, pausing. “What
is that scent?”

“The one I am wearing? I’m surprised you
noticed at all. I don’t think I even applied another dose after my
bath…”

She fished inside her bodice and revealed a
handkerchief.

“A man called Klye, a co-worker of mine,
gives me a bottle of fragrance once a year. He calls it Mermaid
Tears. I can’t imagine that’s what it truly is. I dose a
handkerchief with it before long trips.” She dabbed herself behind
each ear before tucking it away again.

“It brings me back to a time I thought I’d
forgotten. Thank you, miss. I hope you find what you seek.”

Genara nodded in thanks and offered her hand
for a shake. After a moment she shook her head in embarrassment at
the futility of both gestures to a blind man. Instead she reached
out and lightly clutched his shoulder.

“You are very kind, sir. Have a fine
day.”

“You as well. And watch yourself, miss. The
south side of the town is… You can expect to be calling more than a
few bluffs.”

She sighed. “Yes. That is where they usually
put the boarding houses. Thank you again.”

The blind man entered one of the buildings
after feeling the number beside it. Genara turned and stepped back
into the street to seek the boarding house he had mentioned. That
was precisely the sort of place she had arrived in town expecting
to find. Desmeres did not seem like the sort who would settle down
in so busy a place. Certainly not while being sought by the
Elite. And an inn could become terribly expensive night after
night, not to mention the number of people coming in or out who
might recognize him. A boarding house simply made more sense. The
only thing that had kept her from seeking out the boarding house
first was the fact that no one in town seemed to know it was there.
Such was the trouble of large towns with heavy commerce. Half of
the people she’d spoken to were at best frequent visitors to the
town, and the locals seldom had much cause to leave their little
corner of the place. As she paced through the streets toward the
south end, it became swiftly clear to her just why people in the
north and central parts of the city wouldn’t have much of a working
knowledge of the south. It was not the sort of place a wise person
would linger unless in search of shady dealings.

One of the two main roads around which the
town had grown curved subtly east, and it may as well have traced a
‘do not cross’ line across a third of the city. The moment she
moved beyond the bend, things became incrementally shabbier. The
activity on anything but the road itself moved from the streets and
walks to the alleys and courtyards. The sun was still fairly high
in the sky, but that only served to underscore the fact that this
was a stretch of town composed almost entirely of dark corners and
shadowy side streets. Genara could feel the gaze of a dozen beady
eyes glaring out from every dark recess. It brought back unpleasant
memories of the mercifully brief time when this was the sort of
place she had to ply her trade.

“A pair of hair pins may not be sufficient
for this neighborhood…”

As anxious as the overall atmosphere made
her, she refused to let an ounce of it show in her face or her
posture. Vulnerability began at a glance, so she wore her casual
but determined expression as a suit of armor. It was impenetrable
by no means, but so long as she kept moving it was enough to make
all but the most dedicated potential predators disregard her in
favor of easier prey. All the same, she was pleased she’d not
brought along much in the way of money. Her clothing was expensive
enough on its own for the locals to suspect she might be a fine
target for robbery. Even the pair of her father’s copper earrings
she wore had likely been a mistake. The jingle of coins would make
for a prize enticing enough to overlook her invulnerable
demeanor.

What she assumed must be the boarding house
she was after came into view. It was nearly as much of a hive of
activity as the market district. Seven carriages and wagons of a
wide range of qualities had clustered about the place. Some were
unloading goods, others packing them up. This had attracted the
usual onlookers who were eager for anything new to watch rather
than focusing on the drudgery of their lives, and they had
attracted the sort of malingerers hoping to lift a few poorly
guarded coin purses.

“The payments must be due,” Genara said.
“Heaven forbid I could come at a time that would have made this
easy.”

She approached slowly, endeavoring to radiate
a sense of belonging, as though she was merely responding to an
appointment. Selecting people with care, she tapped shoulders and
exchanged smiles, asking after the white-haired man with the
confident swagger and the expensive accessories. Many had seen him,
but few in the last few weeks. That stood to reason. He’d as much
as confessed the recent end of a long campaign of robbing from the
palace. That was surely the sort of activity which would keep a man
from his bed for days at a time, and Krestok was several days from
Verril, even a short jaunt to the palace would consume a week or
more. The crowd at least meant there were plenty of people to talk
to, and if she attracted the attention of the wrong sort of person
she could weave through the press of people and thus make her
escape. Two long hours of questioning had made it abundantly clear
that Desmeres had called this place home as recently as the
beginning of that month, but none had seen him since. The trail was
cold.

After a few more minutes the carriages peeled
off one by one and the street began to clear. Defeated, Genara
decided to head back to the inn for a meal. It was at that moment
that a dark form in the corner of her eye came scurrying toward
her. She’d seen just a glimpse, and her mind assured her that while
it could easily be anything from a large rat to a small wolf, it
was nothing she wanted rushing toward her. She recoiled and backed
against the wall, hoping it would rush past, but it skidded and
sloshed, changing direction with a tumble and roll, then waddled up
to her.

It was a hound, a puppy, and as soon as it
was near enough it poked its nose under the hem of her long skirt
to snuffle at her ankles. She pushed it away with her toe, but it
merely romped back up to her and stood on its hind legs, leaving
muddy paw prints on her dress and sniffing eagerly at her fingers
until she pulled them away.

“Ugh. Get off. Get away from me, you filthy
animal.”

A man leaned from the seat of a cart just on
the other side of the gate.

“Dowser!” he called, jumping from the
cart.

He rushed up, closing the distance between
cart and puppy with remarkable ease. When he arrived, he snatched
the curious pup by the scruff of its neck and pulled it from the
slush.

“I am terribly sorry ma’am. He’s been slow to
learn proper manners.”

The man was dressed in a worn gray robe, as
were half of the other people on the street. It hid his face save
for a scruffy chin and crisp smile. He unfurled a burlap sack and
swaddled the beast in it.

“I hope he didn’t soil your clothes too
terribly,” he said.

“Oh,” she said, irritably, brushing the soggy
stain with the cuff of her sleeve. “I suppose it isn’t the worst my
skirt has picked up today, but kindly keep control of your mutt in
the future.”

“He’s a scent-hound. And that is quite a
scent you are wearing. I suspect it might have sent me running in
your direction as well, if not for my own comparatively superior
training.”

“I suppose I’ve just recently freshened…” she
began, smirking lightly at what had been the cleverest bit of
flirting she’d received since her arrival, but something in his
voice made her stop.

She reached out and tugged back his hood,
revealing a slightly unkempt but unmistakable face. Their eyes met,
each with the spark of recognition. She opened her mouth to speak,
but he held up a hand to silence her.

“Miss, if the next word from your mouth was
to be my name, I would prefer you kept it to yourself until there
was no one about to overhear it.”

“Of course.”

“Considering when last we met, I can’t
imagine your presence here is a coincidence.”

He maneuvered the bundled up dog into a large
inner pocket of his cloak, causing it to shift aside until he
secured its tie.

“It isn’t. I need to have a word with
you.”

“There are a great many people who would like
to have a word with me. And I’ve given them all far better reasons,
I’m sure.”

“But I’m the one that found you.”

“Indeed you did. And that is something
that warrants discussion. Unfortunately, I’ve left my cart
unsupervised, which is exceptionally unwise in this part of
town.”

“I’ll join you then.”

“I didn’t offer.”

“And I didn’t call your name. I could revoke
that courtesy if you’d like.”

“I do so love a woman willing to shift to
threat so quickly. Fine. This way.”

“My things are back at the inn.”

“Just how long do you imagine you’ll be
joining me?” he asked.

“I’m only telling you so that you don’t drag
me too far away.”

They sloshed through the increasingly
churned-up mud and snow as they left the cobbled streets and
ventured out onto the packed earth and gravel beyond the gate. His
vehicle, which had fortunately not been stolen or raided during his
brief absence, was not as plush or pleasant as the one that had
brought Genara to town. Its rear was devoted to cargo, little more
than a wagon with a few layers of thick canvas strapped over it to
keep the elements from his things. Two horses of sturdy northern
stock were strapped to the front. The only other room was a simple
bench seat, wide enough for the driver and, if they knew each other
well enough, perhaps two passengers.

“After you, madam,” he said, helping her to
the seat.

She climbed up and slid over. When he took a
seat as well, he snapped the reins and they set off toward the
southeast.

“We shall travel far enough to not raise any
eyebrows at the peculiarity of turning around so soon after leaving
town, and I shall drop you back off at the inn.”

“That’s fine. But don’t try anything foolish.
I’ve had enough ungentlemanly conduct in this town to last me for
quite some time.”

“I can imagine. If I’d known you were
planning to follow me here, I would have suggested you change your
mind. Now, let me see… You would be Genara, correct? The fine young
woman at Clennock’s Den.”

“Yes. And you would be Desmeres, the fool who
fouled up my life the instant you walked through the door.”

“If it is any consolation to you, yours is by
no means the only life I’ve fouled up in my days.”

“I’ll believe it.”

“As we each have questions, do you wish to
begin, or shall I?”

“You first. I’ve spent so much time looking
for you I haven’t taken the time to gather my thoughts on what I
would say if I found you.”

“Oddly enough, that is precisely what I
wanted to talk to you about. You haven’t spent much time
looking for me. If I recall correctly, and my memory of that night
is admittedly a bit murky, we last spoke just days ago. There are
those who have spent weeks and years looking for me with less
success than you.”

“Yeah, well, they probably didn’t get any
gifts from you,” she said, twiddling her fingers in front of
him.

“A gift? Ah, yes. The ring.”

Dowser, illustrating a steady improvement in
his coordination, managed to squirm until his nose poked free from
the cloak and sniff in Genara’s direction.

“Dowser, behave yourself,” he said, half
stroking and half restraining the hound. “You’ve got to learn that
just because a woman smells nice doesn’t mean she’s inviting you to
have a sniff.”

“That’s a lesson half of the men I know could
stand to learn.”

“It took me a fair number of years to master
it, I assure you. Now, how precisely did the ring lead you to me?
You haven’t used any manner of homing charm, have you? I thought
I’d taken steps against those.”

“Nothing like that. I wouldn’t know how. I
just put together what I knew about you and what I could find in
the Den’s library.” She held her ring in front of him again. “It’s
a distinctive design. I figured you must have seen it somewhere. It
was too familiar to me.”

“That’s the façade design from the banquet
hall…” he said.

“Exactly…”

“I must have been far more deeply inebriated
than I’d realized. Engraving so distinctive a pattern into that
ring and letting you keep it was a very questionable decision on my
part.”

“Fortunate for me that you’d gotten so drunk
then. And for you, too.”

“Oh? Aside from a second opportunity to spend
some time with you, what do I gain from this visit?”

“We’ll get to that, but first, I’ve got some
questions for you.”

“Questions fascinating enough to send you out
into the cold to be accosted by rude puppies?” he said, Dowser now
free enough to scramble onto her lap.

“Ugh,” she said in disgust, pushing him
aside. “I detest dogs.”

“Oh, Genara…” he said, shaking his head.
“Anyone who lacks a soft spot in her heart for the noblest of
creatures is just shy of trustworthy, in my estimation.”

“Noblest of creatures…” she said. “They are
mindless animals who slobber on everything, track mud everywhere,
infest each other with fleas, and can’t control their gluttonous
craving for food.”

“Ah, but few things are more faithful or
obedient.”

“Obedience. It says a thing or two about you
and yours that obedience is so high on your list of virtues.
Now stop changing the subject. When you were so drunk you were
foolishly giving away clues to your whereabouts, you mentioned the
good works of you and your partner.”

“The works, good and bad, were my partner’s
doing. I was merely the facilitator.”

“Fine, fine. But did you ever do any work in
the Daggergale mountains. Say, forty-three years ago.”

“Daggergale. We’ve certainly purchased a mine
or two in the region. The timing sounds about right.”

“Then one of those books of yours has my
father’s name in it.”

“Really now…”

“I owe my life to you.”

“And you’ve come for an apology?” he said,
freeing a hand to wrangle Dowser, who was making attempting to
climb atop Genara again.

“An apology…” Genara fumed. “Just what do you
mean by that?”

“Unless I am mistaken, you are at best a
madam at a brothel. At worst, you are still aspiring toward that
position. The sort of life story that leads to that chapter seldom
speaks of joy and achievement.”

She crossed her arms, genuine anger in her
eyes. “It just so happens I am proud of what I’ve made of myself.
Others might not consider what I do respectable, but I’ve done more
with myself then half of the people in Verril. The daughter of a
man well past his prime, a former slave and self-taught smith. I
now earn more than either of my parents ever did. More even than my
brother. I have learned to read, I have ascended to the peak of my
field. Clennock’s Den runs smoothly, with happier and healthier
girls than any such establishment in all of the Northern Alliance.
From what I’ve heard from our Tresson girls, better than any on the
continent.”

“I’d imagine South Crescent may offer some
healthy competition in that regard. Elves set high standards for
society.”

“I wasn’t through! The most important, I’ve
done all of this without once doing anything I didn’t
choose to do. Which is better most people can say in
my position or any other.”

“Very well. I apologize for the implication
that an apology was implied,” Desmeres said. “Did you come all this
way to issue that rather venomous expression of gratitude?”

“I came because what you’ve just said proves
I owe you, Desmeres. And I don’t like a thing like that
hanging over me. Genara Copperwright pays her debts. Father’s
burned his record of the debt he owed to you to, once he worked out
who you were and what you were planning.”

“I was entirely too talkative in that regard…
May I ask how you intend to clear your debt? Or is it my
choice?”

“No, no. My choice, Desmeres. Now let
me ask you this. Where were you headed before I showed
up?”

“I’m afraid you already know far too much
about me and my whereabouts.”

“Well, I certainly hope it wasn’t a buried
storage room full of books, weapons, and gold.”

“I’ve been to one already, and others were on
my itinerary.”

“Well, that’s where the Elite are headed.
They have a list of them. Know just where they are. I hope there
isn’t anything there you can’t afford to lose.”

“How do you know about this?”

“Some of the new Elites have expensive tastes
and loose lips.”

He sighed. “I suppose it was inevitable
they’d get to the General’s records. I just thought I had more
time. They’ll get at my weapons, but I’ve taken a load of them back
from the Alliance Army once. I can do it again. They’ll probably
take the books as well. That will slow my plans somewhat, as I’ll
need to reclaim them as well, but I need time to train Dowser
regardless. Let them find the places, I shall keep my distance for
now. I thank you, however, for the warning. It will give me time to
prepare for the task more adequately.”

“You are welcome. Now, if you will kindly
take me back to the inn, I shall take my leave.”

Dowser got loose and assaulted Genara’s face,
sniffing and licking at her nose and ears, then attempting to bury
its nose in her bodice.

“Easy, Dowser. Be a gentleman, remember?”
Desmeres said, snatching the puppy and plopping him between
them.

“It’s the fragrance. Mermaid’s Tears. That
blind man who sent me to the boarding house had me touch up with it
and this happens.”

“A blind man sent you?”

“Yes.”

“It must have been the night man from the
boarding house. That man proved himself to be a liability
rather…”

She looked to him and tugged her skirt out
from beneath the puppy. “You trailed off a bit there.”

“How familiar are you with Myranda’s story of
what brought her into direct conflict with the D’Karon.”

“You mean the Duchess of Kenvard?”

“To you she is the Duchess of Kenvard. To me,
and anyone who has met her, she is Myranda. Her life became
marvelously complicated when a blind man sent her to meet
me, which in turn sent her to meet the Red Shadow, and
onward to her destiny. It wasn’t the last time she met him. In
time, the name Oriech was applied to the man.”

“So he gets around,” Genara said.

“I’m more interested in his employers.”

“Oh? Works for someone dangerous?”

“He, if all are to be believed, serves a
purpose for the gods themselves, guiding figures of note toward the
places they can do the most good…”

“Seems to me a divine messenger could find
himself a better job than ‘night man at the Krestok Boarding
House.’ Also, what proof do you have that this blind man is the
same one the Duchess spoke of?”

“If he’d not delayed me, I would have been
gone last night, for one.”

“Could be a coincidence.”

“He claims to be responsible for my room, and
thus its view.”

“What about it?”

He reached out and tapped her ring. “Where do
you suppose I got my inspiration?”

“Oh, really… And it was his fault your
puppy here chose me to trample all over…”

He tightened his jaw. “Manipulation by the
fingers of fate… This does not bode well. The eyes of the gods
seldom turn to pleasant and peaceful matters.”

“Asking me to believe that little old blind
man is some being of divine importance is a bit much, but supposing
he is, what reason would he have to bring us together?”

“It would be too much to ask that our
benevolent makers would be forthcoming… Perhaps we are to be the
progenitors of a grand and heroic bloodline.”

“I certainly hope not, because one thing
that’s clear is you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

“Don’t be so sure. I am worth quite a bit of
trouble. Although those foolish enough to associate with me seldom
do so for very long.”

“They think better of it?”

“Possibly, but if so, not until the moments
preceding their untimely death.”

“I believe we have traveled far enough to
turn around, Desmeres.”

“Just as soon as I find a place wide enough
to do so, Genara.”

“Any other reason you think fate may have
driven us together?”

“You came to tell me about their plans to
raid storehouses. I can only assume Oriech intends for me to
circumvent that. My plans otherwise involved heading for the
Tresson border, which is where most of the names were added to the
one book I have.”

“Is this how the gods do their work? Send a
messenger to leave people wondering what they are intended to
do?”

“Most people who meet Oriech are not so savvy
to his presence and purpose. That affords him a degree more
subtlety, and leaves those whom he has influenced to travel merrily
along the path he has devised without ever imagining that it was
anyone’s idea but their own.”

“I guess you’re too smart for that.”

“My foreknowledge has certainly left him with
a more complex formula.”

“Why don’t we just ask him? Odds are good
you’re delusional and he’s just a poor blind man with a bad job and
a weakness for expensive perfume. I left him not so long ago.”

Desmeres paused. “An excellent
suggestion.”

“You ‘intelligent’ fellows always seem to
overlook the simple solutions.”

“Shall I take you to your room first?”

“No, sir. For one, you don’t know where to
find him. And I want to be there when you find out you’re
over-thinking this whole mess because the man who tattled on you
just happened to be blind.”

#

A few minutes later, Desmeres guided his cart
to a small side street near the market district.

“A much better neighborhood than my last
lodging,” Desmeres said.

“The neighborhoods with money are always the
nice ones,” Genara said.

“That’s fortunate, as I don’t think Dowser is
quite up to the task of guard duty,” he said.

He scooped up the pup, who had been getting
increasingly restless as they moved deeper into the city.

“You aren’t going to take that mongrel with
you, are you?” she said.

“Dowser is a purebred Vulbaka, so you’ll need
to choose a more accurate insult. I recommend ‘cur.’ And yes, I’m
taking him with me. As you learned earlier, he’s something of an
escape artist.”

“But you could tie him up. You don’t need to
tote him around like a child.”

“For now, I do. I’ve got to socialize the
creature so that this sort of situation won’t have him so excited
next time. Now come. Let’s have a word with the hand of fate.”

They stepped from the cart and stepped around
to the main street.

“Here, I saw him step through this door,”
Genara said.

Desmeres held the struggling puppy a bit
tighter as he knocked at the door.

“Enter,” came the immediate reply.

He pushed the door open. “Ladies first,
naturally.”

“Thank you,” she said with a nod.

Desmeres followed her and shut the door
behind him. The door had led to a single room, cozily furnished
with thick rugs, sturdy tables, and well stocked cabinets on most
of the exposed walls. A fire crackled merrily in the hearth, and a
kettle sat before it, steam rising from its spout. The blind man
sat at one of three chairs around a small table in the center of
the room. His was the one nearest to the fireplace.

“Welcome to my home,” he said. “I am
surprised it took so long for you to arrive.”

“You were expecting us?” Genara said, genuine
confusion on her face.

“Oh, yes. Few things surprise me these
days.”

“Am I correct in assuming that you are indeed
Oriech?”

“I have had many names. Oriech is one of
them.”

“Never mind the name,” Genara said. “He seems
to think you are an agent of the gods. Is that nonsense true?”

“Straight to the point, Miss Copperwright.
Admirable. Yes, it is true.”

“Prove it.”

“Do you ever recall telling me your surname?”
he asked.

“No, but you could have learned that
anywhere.” She crossed her arms. “You’ll have to do better than
that.”

“Not to diminish your value, Miss
Copperwright, but Desmeres was the target of this visit. Your
belief is not required, and his has already been earned.”

“That’s just an easy way to shrug off the
burden of proving yourself. For all I know you, and Desmeres are
working together to fool me.”

“To what end, Miss—”

“And stop calling me Miss Copperwright.
That’s my mother, and she died years ago.”

Desmeres laughed.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“This is as near as you’ll ever be to
addressing the gods themselves, and you are issuing a scathing
lecture.” Desmeres turned to Oriech. “A woman after my heart, I
must say.”

“You didn’t strike me as the trusting type,
Desmeres. I say this man is a liar, and I say you’re falling for it
or in on it. Unless he can set me straight.”

Oriech’s face lit up with a broad smile as
well. “A formidable woman to be sure. Very well, Genara. Shall I
whisper in your ear, or would you prefer I reveal your
secrets.”

“If you’ve got any secrets of mine, go ahead
and reveal them. I don’t have anything to hide.”

“As you wish. On your seventh birthday, after
your mother and father were unable to afford to purchase a gift for
you, your father made a small copper pendant. You had hoped, all
through the year, that you would receive the blue silk bow that
you’d seen at a dressmaker’s shop. Frustrated by your dashed
expectations, you sneaked from your home that night and stole the
bow. The moment you left the shop you were consumed with guilt. It
was the first, and only time you had ever stolen. You hid the
ribbon and saved what money you could for the next three years in
order to pay the shopkeeper for it. When you finally paid the money
you should have in the first place, you revealed and wore the
ribbon. You have worn it once a year since then, on your birthday,
as a reminder of the guilt you felt for stealing that day.”

Genara stood silent, her mouth slightly open
and her hands clutched together. “How did you…”

“I know it because I saw it happen,” Oriech
said.

“But you’re blind.”

“There are many ways to see things, Genara.
Please, sit.”

She nodded and flopped down on the nearest
chair. Desmeres took the remaining one and held Dowser on his
lap.

“Would you like some tea?” Oriech asked.

Genara cleared her throat. “Yes, please.”

“Desmeres?”

“No,” Desmeres replied.

Moving with the slow precision of a man who
hand memorized the positions of the necessary components, he stood
and began to fetch cups, saucers, and a teapot. As he did, he
spoke.

“This is not how this usually goes, you
know,” he said.

“Oh, no?” Desmeres said. “Not that it comes
as a surprise, but what precisely in this exchange is unique?”

“It is rare that I speak to someone who
already knows my role. To be frank, you are not the people my role
was created to serve.”

“Who were you created to serve?” Genara
asked, her voice and demeanor uncharacteristically meek.

“The Chosen. And even for them, I am called
upon only rarely.” He set a cup on the table before Genara and
poured some hot water and dried leaves into a pot. “Though I’ve had
a place in the life of each Chosen, few know me for what I am, and
some do not remember me at all. When I’ve done my job properly, it
is not clear that I’ve done anything at all.”

“Then you are doing a rather poor job at the
moment,” Desmeres said.

“Circumstances do not permit much more than
that.” He filled Genara’s cup. “Cream or honey?”

“You mean you don’t know already?” Genara
said, an edge already returning to her words.

“I do,” he said, dosing out a healthy dollop
of honey. “But I find people are more comfortable when I behave as
a proper, traditional host.”

“Now that we don’t have to deal with the
pretense, I don’t suppose you could explain why, and to what end,
you chose to interfere in our lives.”

“You should know better than to even
ask.”

“This is very good,” Genara said, setting her
cup down.

“Rakka tea. I developed a taste for it some
years ago. Quite difficult to obtain, even with the conclusion of
the war.”

She took another sip. “Why shouldn’t he ask?
I don’t think it is too absurd to expect if the gods want someone
to do something they should just outright say it. If you want
something done, why be so mysterious? Why not come right out and
tell them what to do?”

“Because the gods judge their children not by
their obedience, but by their capacity to overcome challenges. You
have free will, and your creators watch with great interest how you
use it.”

“Creators…” Genara said.

“Why did you even answer the door?” Desmeres
asked.

“I cannot tell you anything you don’t already
know, Desmeres. But fortunately for me—and for the others—you have
most of the pieces you need, and you are quite skilled at their
assembly.”

“I take then that, were I to work it out on
my own, you would confirm.”

“Unless I have misjudged you, Desmeres, if
you were to work it out on your own, you would not need me to
confirm.”

Desmeres leaned back and let Dowser hop to
the floor. As he shut his eyes and attempted to gather his
thoughts, the puppy sniffed his way to Oriech.

“Mr. Hand of Fate, sir,” Genara said, her
voice hushed.

“Please, Genara. Such formality is not
required. You may call me Oriech.”

“You… talk of our creators. I… ahem…
haven’t lived a spotless life. I’ve not attended a church…
ever, and…”

“You needn’t confess to me, Genara. My time
as a priest is through.”

“But, what I mean to say is, I’d not given
much thought to earning the favor of our creators. It is… Should I
be worried?”

“Genara, you would be surprised how few of
the divine pay attention to matters of ritual and ceremony. Do you
live well?”

“I try.”

“Do you treat your fellow mortals with
respect and care?”

“Those who deserve it.”

“Do you owe your purposeful allegiance to the
enemies of your world?”

“I wouldn’t even know how to do that.”

“Then you have done nothing so heinous to
lose the favor of your creators.”

She slumped back in the chair, visibly
relieved. Desmeres grinned.

“Oh, what are you smiling about? With all the
blood on your hands you should be groveling in front of this man,
begging him to put in a good word for you.”

“As a matter of fact, Desmeres does
have something to worry about in that regard,” Oriech said.

“You see!” Genara said.

“Are you suggesting I have done something to
anger the gods?”

“You acted in direct aid of the D’Karon, and
operated as their agent against the Chosen themselves.”

“Certainly, but I subsequently aided the
Chosen in defeating the D’Karon.”

“You do not decide if what you’ve done
is enough to restore your favor, Desmeres. Neither do I, for that
matter.”

“Then there is not much point in groveling,
is there?”

“None at all. Though, again, I am not telling
you anything you didn’t already know. As you shift, I hear the
jingle of charms about your neck, Desmeres.”

“It takes a fair suit of mystic armor to ward
off the sort of enemies I’ve made.”

“And yet, none of your charms bear the mark
of the Chosen, do they?”

Desmeres’s expression became more stern.

“I think we are through here,” he said,
rising to his feet. “You are bound by your role from providing any
useful information, and every syllable you utter reminds me that
you exist to observe and manipulate, two activities I find
profoundly distasteful when directed at me.”

“It is a guilty man who fears judgment, and a
dishonest man who hides his actions.”

“If a man is judged by fools, there is always
reason to fear. And you know better than to suggest I am dishonest.
I’m merely prone to shifting allegiance.”

Oriech plucked Dowser from the ground and
held him out. “Take care of your puppy, Desmeres.”

Desmeres collected the wriggling beast. “I
intend to.”

Genara stood. “It was a pleasure meeting you,
Mr. Oriech. I am happy… and somewhat troubled to have met you.”

“I trust you shall take what you’ve learned
here to heart.”

“I assure you I will,” she said. “Oh! If I
may ask another question?”

“Ask.”

“We speak of the gods, the creators… Why
don’t we speak their names?”

“Genara, you must always take care when you
speak someone’s name.”

“But why?”

“Because if you speak it, they may answer. A
fine journey to you both.”

When Oriech spoke his final words, a stiff
wind rushed through the room, stirring up the flames. Embers
twirled and rushed from the fireplace, filling the small room.
Genara and Desmeres flinched and turned away. When they turned
back, the room was empty. No table, no chairs, no cabinets, no rug,
and no Oriech. Not only had it all vanished, but there was the
sense that somehow it had never been there.

Genara blinked and looked about in disbelief,
then turned to Desmeres, who did not appear surprised in the
slightest.

“I can still taste the tea in my mouth. The
sweetness of the honey,” she said. “That was real.”

“It is possible that what has just occurred
is more firmly rooted in reality than anything either of us has
experienced before.”

“What have I gotten myself into…”

#

For several minutes, neither Desmeres nor
Genara spoke. Each climbed into the cart and Desmeres had guided it
though the crowded streets toward the inn. All the while Genara
stared at her hands, now and again licking her lips as if to hammer
home that even if her eyes and ears had lied to her, her sense of
taste never would. She retreated so far into her head, grappling
with the gravity of the situation, she failed to react to Dowser
slowly working his way from Desmeres’s coat onto her lap.

“Here we are,” Desmeres said.

His voice jarred Genara from her
contemplation. She recoiled somewhat and pushed Dowser to the bench
between them.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“The inn. I thank you for your visit, and I
wish you a safe journey back to—”

“I’m not going.”

“Not going where?”

“Not going back. I’m staying with you.”

“I don’t recall inviting you.”

“Desmeres, we just had a word with a
messenger from the gods. In a roundabout way, he brought me here.
That’s not the sort of thing one disregards. I’m here for a reason.
Even if I don’t know what it is, I damn well mean to finish what
I’ve started.”

“Not to lessen your value, Genara, but I
suspect I was the target and purpose of the visit. It is my
destiny and supposed redemption on display, not yours.”

“Oh, really? He manipulated you to bring me
to you. And he did it ages ago. Which means he knew you’d be seeing
me, and he knew what I would need to know to find you. And I
was the one who had you turn around to meet him. I’m tied up in
this, Desmeres. And he is the messenger, not me. So if I’m
here, it is because I was meant to be here.”

“Don’t try to figure out what you were meant
to do, Genara. You were meant to do what you want to do.”

“Fine, then I want to go with you.
Desmeres, you know how I told you I was proud of my life?”

“Are you going to confess to me that you were
lying?”

“No. I was going to confess that the one
thing that had always bothered me was how little difference I have
made. I have done fine work, achieved more than anyone could have
expected of me. But nothing I have done is enduring. When I am
gone, I will not be remembered.”

He sighed. “So you’ve reached that age have
you?”

“What about my age?” she snapped.

“I’ve lived for several human generations. It
has become painfully clear that past a certain age, humans become
acutely aware of their mortality. I understand that feeling is
most acute when they’ve not yet had children.”

She sneered. “Not you, too. If you
knew half as much about mortals as you seem to think, you’d know
that talk like that is enough to earn a hair pin to the ear. Now
I’ve made up my mind. I’m coming with you until I feel my role in
this has been fulfilled. If for once in my life the eyes of the
divine are turned in my direction, I intend to make a good
showing.”

“I have no intention of supporting you along
the way.”

“I have no intention of needing
support, Desmeres. Now wait here while I fetch my things. Don’t
even think of wandering off. I found you once, remember. I could
find you again.”

With that, she stepped from the cart and
hurried inside. Desmeres looked to Dowser and dragged him back by
the tail after he very nearly marched off the seat in his eagerness
to follow her.

“Dowser, shame on you. You should know better
than to fall after a woman just because she smells nice.” He pulled
the puppy to his lap. “There are far better reasons to fall for a
woman like that.”

He sighed.

“She’s wrong, you know. If we were to leave
now, she would never find us again. … Still, no sense wasting her
time by making her try.”

Genara returned far more swiftly than
Desmeres would have expected, bundled a bit more warmly and
clutching a few bags. He took them and opened a wooden hatch
leading to the flat cargo bed of the cart. The bed was largely
empty, so there was ample room to store her things. Dowser made a
mad dash for the bed, drawn to the scents that neither Genara or
Desmeres could detect, but Desmeres snatched him back and shut the
hatch.

“Do you have enough provisions, or should we
stop at the market for more?”

“I’m sure we can manage with what I have,”
Desmeres said. “With two horses to feed, I hadn’t planned on
spending more than a night or two at a time without stopping at a
town or village with a stable.”

“But you are on the run. I would have thought
you would need to stay hidden.”

“I’ve spent most of my life having to cope
with one person or another out for my blood. It would surprise you
how little effort it takes to stay ahead of your enemies once
you’ve taken a few simple precautions.”

He helped her to the seat and snapped the
reins to guide the cart to the nearest gate. They rode in silence
for a time, watching first the city, then the snowy countryside
roll by. Desmeres glanced to her from time to time. She was
endeavoring to put on a brave face, but he could see a weight upon
her that wasn’t there before. As the night and its sharper cold
began to set in, she began to shiver.

“Do you have anything warmer to wear?” he
asked.

“I do. In my bag. I don’t need it.”

“Are you trembling for some other reason than
the cold?”

“Don’t you worry about me, Desmeres. Just
keep your mind on your own problems. I’ll worry about me.” She
clutched her hands tightly and gazed into the darkness. “Where
exactly are we going?”

“Thanks to your valuable insight, we now know
that the Elite intend to raid my storehouses. If they have a full
list, it won’t take much effort to work out which is the most
important. If Oriech found it reasonable to interfere with my life
and yours to deliver that information to me, I can only assume it
is an event with far deeper implications than I had realized. That
is reason enough to rearrange my schedule and clear it out
first.”

She nodded and crossed her arms.

“What precisely do you imagine your presence
here will achieve?” he asked.

“I’m sure it’ll be clear when the time comes.
This is destiny, right?”

“Destiny is a badly overused word. Most of
the things chalked up to destiny are just average people doing what
they have to in order to survive. Destiny isn’t something you set
out to fulfill, it’s what you look back on when you’ve lived your
life.”

“How can you act as though this doesn’t mean
anything to you?” she snapped.

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. How dare you have a
chat with the messenger of the gods and continue with the same smug
attitude as before.”

“It isn’t my first brush with ‘destiny’ and
it won’t be my last.”

“That doesn’t make it any less monumental,
does it? My family lives in Verril, and every day they see the
queen, they bow their heads with the same reverence as the first
time. Something important is important no matter how common it is
to you. You should treat it as such.”

She uncrossed her arms and adjusted her
gloves, then crossed her arms again and tapped her foot. A soft
thump drew his eyes to the area between his feet. For the fifth
time since they’d left the city, Dowser had wriggled free of
Desmeres’s coat and plopped down to the floor of the cart. The
puppy had the astounding ability to unfailingly land upon his back.
Wedged between Desmeres’s feet, the puppy could only flap his
stubby legs and wriggle.

“Here,” Desmeres said, reaching down to fetch
the beast. “Hold onto Dowser.”

“I don’t like dogs.”

“Exactly what use do you think you’ll be to
‘destiny’ if holding a puppy is too much to ask of you?”

“I hardly think tending to your pet is the
sort of thing fate had in mind for me.”

“Oh? So you were summoned in order to sit
beside me and fret instead? Take him. He’s a crucial part of my
plans for the future. He’s enough of a handful without also having
to guide the cart.”

“Then let me guide the cart.”

“Just take the puppy. The sooner he gets used
to you, and you to him, the easier this will be for all
involved.”

“Fine,” she grumbled, holding out her
arms.

He dropped the puppy, who almost immediately
slipped through her grip and landed on her lap. Between Dowser’s
excited squirming, his baggy coat, and her inexperience with
animals Genara spent quite a bit of time fumbling. When she finally
managed to keep him relatively secure, she was covered in tawny fur
and the dog was sitting in her lap facing front, tipping his head
up periodically to sniff at her face and neck.

“You are doing this on purpose,” she
fumed.

“Everything I do is on purpose.”

“Listen, if I’m going to be riding along with
you, I want to know a thing or two more about the man I’m
helping.”

“I’ve already spent a drunken night
blathering into your ear. And you shared a bed with me.
That’s more than most people I’ve worked with over the years could
have hoped to achieve.”

“It isn’t enough for me. Tell me about this
woman of yours. Trigorah.”

“Trigorah… What can I say about her that I
haven’t said already? She was a match for me in every conceivable
way. We met as adversaries, even if she wasn’t sure of it at the
time, and in a way we never ceased to be so. Even as we became
closer, it was always a dance. Every word we spoke was in some way
measured to hide some information and tease other information
out.”

“The most cherished relationship you’ve ever
had was based upon secrecy and deceit?”

“All relationships are based on secrecy and
deceit. The average person will live and die without ever accepting
his or her true self. Do you honestly believe anyone would
willingly reveal the truth to a stranger? To risk that sort
of judgment and rejection? Perish the thought. No, the game is the
thing. Who continues to work at a riddle once they know the answer?
The mystery is what keeps a relationship vital. And no one played
it better than Trigorah.”

“So true love is based on lies.”

“No, no. Never lies. It is a poor player of
the game who resorts to lies. The truth is often so much more
misleading, and furthermore it cannot be disproved. The proper way
to deceive is to conceal. We mislead and tell half-truths. Invite
someone down the wrong path. Sprinkle the clues to send them
astray. Let them work out for themselves what you would have them
believe. If you do it properly and let them deduce the lies you
would have told, even when confronted with the truth, they will
hold firm to the lie. Otherwise they would have to admit their
mistake.”

“Talking to you curdles my stomach sometimes,
Desmeres. You can be a monster.”

“Maybe so, but at least I’m an honest
one.”

She clutched the puppy a little tighter as it
tried to wriggle free again. “You said Trigorah died because of
you.”

“In a way.”

“How?”

“She’d been seeking the Red Shadow, and at
the time I was working by her side to find him. I was able to lead
her to him, as well as the other Chosen. She and her Elites won the
day, with no small amount of aid from the General called Epidime.
When all was said and done, and the Chosen were captured, Trigorah
made ready to present her prize to General Bagu. Epidime had other
ideas. He planned to take credit himself. It was the latest of a
long string of abuses of power and poor decisions in her opinion,
and so she decided to end her association with the Alliance Army
once and for all. It would be… difficult to explain what happened
next. Suffice to say, the exchange ended with Epidime hurling
Trigorah, who was already beyond rescue, into a valley.”

“That’s awful.”

He lowered his gaze. “There is a grim humor
to it, really. As her enemy, we became closer to one another than
either of us had ever been to another person. But the day we joined
forces, it was the beginning of the end. Let that be a lesson to
you, I suppose. Don’t fall in love with me. It won’t end well.”

“First of all, I wouldn’t worry about me
falling in love with you. Even if you weren’t an over-confident
idiot who is too full of himself to look after himself properly,
one of the key skills in my line of work is learning to keep love
one-sided. Second, if you are avoiding love for fear of how it
might end, you’ve got a lot to learn about love.”

He nodded and smirked. “Maybe so. Maybe
so…”


Chapter
4

 


Travel in the Northern Alliance was an unpleasant
experience in the best of circumstances. Cold that barely relented
even in the summer had forced the people to cluster into small,
isolated villages. Thick blankets of snow and regular snowstorms
made roads barely more navigable than the fields and forests, so
travel times could swell by several days depending on the weather.
Most residents of the north were born, lived, and died within the
same tiny village, never straying more than half a day from their
homes. The solitude was one of the first things Desmeres had been
forced to become accustomed to upon leaving his birthplace to seek
his fortune.

It took only a few days with Genara to begin
to remember how delightful the company of a spirited companion
could be. Genara was pleasant to have along if for no other reason
than, as neither a client or target, he was free to share the more
entertaining tales of his long career. As the harshness of night
descended upon them for a fourth time, he shared one of his
favorite tales.

“It was a fairly common source of work for
us,” Desmeres said, continuing the anecdote that had stretched over
several miles of road. “The man was certain his wife was
unfaithful, which she plainly was. He hired the Red Shadow to mete
out what he felt was a proper punishment to both her and the
current focus of her dalliances. In our preparations, we learned
our would-be benefactor wasn’t precisely a shining beacon of
marital fidelity either. It seemed only fair to approach his wife
with this information. A wealthy woman in her own right and
similarly jealous and hypocritical…”

“You didn’t…” Genara said, covering her
mouth.

“Of course I did. I offered our services to
her as well. It was only fair.”

“And she did she hire you?”

“Of course.”

Genara threw her head back in laughter. The
words “musical” or “melodic” were commonly applied to women’s
laughter. Those words did not apply to Genara. Her laugh was
boisterous and indulgent, not an ounce of shame or restraint. It
was the sort of laugh that felt like a reward for a joke well
told.

“The job itself was simple. When you are
tasked with eliminating two people who share supper each evening,
one dose of poison is all it takes.”

“That is a pair who deserved one
another.”

“I’ve got to imagine you’ve got your fair
share of interesting tales from your career.”

“Oh, heaps of them.”

“Care to share?”

“Absolutely not. I’ve got to return to that
job when this trip is through. I don’t trust you to keep your mouth
shut about me.”

“That’s prudent. But surely you’ve got
some stories that are safe to tell.”

She drummed her fingers on her lap. “I wasn’t
always in my present career.”

“Oh, no?”

She shook her head. “Father held out hope
that I would follow in the family business of metalworking. I tried
it for a bit. Couldn’t get the knack. Then for a time I made some
coin on the side by applying tattoos.”

“Tattoos?”

“I was good. Fast, too. Which is
important, because some people just can’t handle pain. It paid
well. Better than when I was a singer.”

“Oh, this is getting better and better. You
sang?”

“Not well enough to keep myself fed.”

“Care to give a demonstration?”

“Not on your life.”

A stirring between them drew their attention.
Dowser—who, after the second day, seemed to finally grasp the fact
that attempting to explore while riding a moving cart seldom earned
him anything more than a tumble—had finally learned not to wander
about unless the cart had stopped. That came as a great relief to
Genara, who hadn’t been enjoying her task of wrangling the
less-than-brilliant animal. He had been sleeping peacefully between
them for most of the day. Now he stood bolt up, nose high and eyes
wide. He rumbled with something between a growl and a howl. It was
a very distinctive sound, and quite efficiently communicated the
little beast’s fear and agitation.

“He smells something he doesn’t like,” Genara
said.

She reached out and patted the puppy. The
woman was clearly attempting to comfort the creature, but the
rigidness of the motion and the look of vague disgust on her face
suggested the gesture was not one of affection.

“Come on, Dowser. Quiet now. We don’t need
one of your howls.” She looked to Desmeres. “Honestly, from racket
this beast can make, you’d think he was the size of an ox.”

“Useful for a hunting dog. Helps guide his
master even when out of sight.”

“You being the sort who’s more liable to be
hiding than seeking at the moment, that seems like a
liability.”

Desmeres reached down and gave Dowser
rub.

“Easy. That scent you’ve caught is probably
what we’re looking for.”

“How exactly would a puppy be able to smell
this storehouse we’re heading for?”

“Not the storehouse itself, just the field
around it. This being our most valuable storehouse, I’ve taken more
than the standard precautions against its accidental discovery. I
have sentries in place.”

“I take these aren’t the sort of sentries
that can be bribed or intimidated?”

“You know me too well already. Have you ever
heard of an olo?”

She squinted “Why do I know that word?”

“No doubt at some point in your life you were
quite wisely warned about them. Very rare, very curious creatures,
the oloes. They’ve got six legs, and are prodigious burrowers. They
are also completely blind and nearly deaf. They make do almost
entirely with their peerless sense of smell. They gather into
fields and devour anything foolish enough to venture too far within
their territory.” He gestured. “This to our left is the largest olo
field in the Northern Alliance.”

“And your storehouse is at the center of
it?”

“Not precisely the center, no. But far enough
to make its accidental discovery impossible and make any would-be
thieves think twice.”

“If these things are so dangerous, how
exactly do you get to your storehouse?”

“There are ways. Oloes are terrified of fire.
Anything that smells strongly enough of smoke will encourage them
to keep their distance for a time.”

“For a time?”

“Eventually their craving for fresh meat
overcomes even the strongest scent of smoke. The trick is to reach
the storehouse or the edge of the field before they get too
curious.”

“And I suppose you intend to have us wade
into a field full of them?”

“Of course not. My plan was to go alone.
You’ll stay behind with Dowser. Considering how many times he
nearly got himself hurt simply riding on a cart, it would be
foolish to risk bringing him into an olo field.”

She grimaced. “Must I spend all of my
time tending to this animal?”

“I imagine you thought the pursuit of destiny
would be more exciting.”

“I wasn’t in it for the excitement, but I
would have expected more than wrapping my arms around a smelly,
hairy animal.”

“Excitement is what happens when things don’t
go according to plan.”

They continued onward. The night was well and
truly upon them. As tended to be the case in the north, thick
clouds hid the stars and left the moon little more than a vague
pool of light above the clouds. Even staying on the road taxed
Desmeres’s night vision terribly. Genara had her hands full, a bit
more literally, with the task of steadying and silencing Dowser.
The farther they traveled, the more agitated he became. Before
long, she had to sit him in her lap and pat him constantly to keep
him from fidgeting, and even then he whimpered and moaned.

“This dog had better turn out to be awfully
handy, and soon, because as it stands you may as well have brought
a fussy infant with you for all the good it’s doing and trouble
it’s causing,” she grumbled.

She glanced to Desmeres, then leaned forward
to look past him. Focused as he was upon the very important task of
keeping out of the field before it was time, he had failed to
notice a rather disturbing detail.

“Desmeres, you say the field is to our
left?”

“Yes.”

“Filled with oloes and not fit for man or
beast?”

“Yes.”

“Then why is there a fire in the distance
there?” she asked, pointing out to the field.

He slowed the horses and looked. Sure enough,
to his left and slightly farther along the direction they’d been
heading, the glow of flames danced in the distance. He shut his
eyes and took a deep breath through his nose.

“They are burning green pine,” he said.

“For the smoke,” Genara said.

“Blast it, they got here ahead of us.”

“Is that so surprising? The Elite have the
finest horses and don’t have to worry about turning heads by riding
at full speed through towns.”

“I suppose I’d expected them to drag their
feet a little longer. And I wasn’t entirely certain I could
trust your information. At least if they are still here it means
they haven’t cleared it out.”

“So what happens now?”

“Now we head as quickly as we can to a
floodplain near the south end of the olo field. If we hurry, we may
be able to get inside before they do and clear it out.”

He snapped the reins and sent them on their
way.

“There’s another way in?”

“There may be. Assuming I can find it
again.”

“But what if they’ve already gotten
inside?”

“Unlikely.”

“Why?”

“Because if they’ve found the storehouse so
quickly and easily, they probably also know about the traps at the
entrance and the switch for disabling them.”

“Wouldn’t that get them inside even
faster?”

“It would if I hadn’t moved that switch a few
weeks ago.”

A sharp crack followed by a low rumble rolled
through the field, peppered here and there with barely audible
shouts of dismay.

“What was that?!” Genara yelped, clutching
Dowser tight.

“They tried the old switch.”

#

Near the center of the field, madness
reigned. Anrack and a dozen of his Elites had arrived before
sunset, but even with Epidime’s notes on where the storehouse was
likely to be found, searching was a slow and dangerous prospect
when surrounded by hordes of bloodthirsty rodents. Two whole trees
had been felled and dragged along behind them to keep the creatures
at bay as they searched. The setting sun had slowed them even
further, but finally one of Anrack’s men spotted the arrangement of
tree and root described in the notes. A bit more searching revealed
a hatch, and from there it should have been simple. A low-ranking
recent inductee to the Elite reached down and pulled the switch
that should have rendered the defenses useless. At first it seemed
to have worked. Darts fired, blades swept, and then there was
silence.

While they affixed ropes to the gnarled tree
in order to climb down, a terrible odor and ominous hiss came from
the mouth of the access shaft. Some horrible substance had been
released along with the other defenses, and when it had done its
treacherous work, the main supports of the shaft gave way. Great
slabs of frozen earth slid forward and fell downward, collapsing
into the shaft. The noise and motion startled the horses,
scattering them into the surrounding fields. The four-horse team
pulling their carriage and thus dragging the burning pine took off,
taking their smoking safe haven with them.

Most of the reassigned Undermine soldiers
panicked. The proper Elites held firm, and Anrack coolly issued
orders.

“You and you, fetch those burning branches
that have broken away from the burning trees. Bring them here to
keep us safe around the shaft. You, follow them and take one of the
branches, then use it to protect yourself as you chase down and
fetch the carriage horses. When we have the branches gathered, we
take any we can spare and use them to chase down the other horses
before the oloes can get at them. Perhaps the smell of smoke
clinging to them will buy us enough time to rescue them.”

His voice was steady, dripping with an
authority that snapped even the undisciplined members of his
command to attention. They hurried to their tasks, leaving six of
the twelve behind along with Anrack himself.

“One must admire the foresight of this
Desmeres character,” remarked one of the remaining men.

“He is a scoundrel and an enemy of the
Kingdom. Nothing he has done, save the creation of some remarkable
weaponry, is to be admired,” Anrack growled.

“What are your orders regarding the
storehouse now?”

“When the carriage is returned, we shall
deploy our spades and dig our way inside.”

His soldier glanced about. The others had
accumulated what few smoldering branches were nearby. It filled the
area with a heavy, choking smoke and offered some semblance of
light, but neither was sufficient to satisfy their needs. In the
dim glow, a vague brown ring of squirming forms crept steadily
closer, rushing in and retreating like waves on the beach as the
wind whipped the smoke. The look of concern did not go unnoticed by
Anrack.

“Steady, soldier. We are the Elite. We will
not be intimidated by rodents.”

“May I be frank, Commander?”

“Speak.”

“It isn’t the rodents that intimidate me, it
is the scattered skeletons of wolves and elk that have been picked
clean and gnawed to bits.”

“The smoke will keep them at bay, and if not,
we shall hack them to pieces.”

“We may lose men.”

“All battles carry that risk.”

“But, Commander, if the smoke begins to fail,
and the oloes become a legitimate threat, it may rightly be called
an emergency.” The solder patted a leather pouch at his belt. “And
I have some equipment which we’ve been told may be used under such
circumstances…”

Anrack stared evenly at the soldier. “Are you
comfortable with the use of the D’Karon wand?”

“Very. The record-keeper was quite clear in
his instruction.”

“Keep it at the ready, but use it only
at my direction.”

#

Desmeres guided the cart unsteadily along a
low, gravely stretch of wind-swept ground. He’d left the road
minutes ago, and the lack of skittering, many-legged monsters
suggested he was beyond the edge of the olo colony’s territory. The
very beginnings of a dawn glow had begun to light up the eastern
sky, but it would be hours yet before there was enough light to
illuminate the field. As any use of a lantern would put them in
danger of being spotted by the Elites, they were left at the mercy
of the moon and Desmeres’s sharp vision. Genara held Dowser
tightly, patting him on the chest to keep him from helpfully
howling about whatever it was he was smelling now.

“What exactly are we looking for?” she
asked.

“A fine question…” he said, leaning forward
to get as good a look as possible at the ground ahead. “As you
might imagine, digging out an underground storehouse in the middle
of an olo field isn’t the simplest of projects. Doing so secretly
is even more difficult.”

“How did you do it?”

“Dwarfs. Fine folk. Always honor their
business dealings, no one digs better, excellent builders, and for
the right amount of gold, they’ll gleefully forget all about you
when the job is done. Most of them couldn’t care less about the
outside world anyway. This stretch of land here floods during the
thaw. They used it, plus a few skiffs, to move the excavated soil
down to the river and then off to who knows where. Then they dug
along underground until they reached the site of the storehouse.
Given the danger they faced digging the tunnel in the first place,
I can’t imagine they took the time to fill it back in when they
were through.”

“So this carefully hidden and booby-trapped
storehouse of yours has an undefended back door?” Genara said.

“A back door is usually a wise thing to have,
as this very event suggests. Normally I saw to it that they were
completed and similarly booby-trapped, then told Lain all about
them. Building this storehouse was already so difficult, and
getting to it similarly difficult, I didn’t bother completing a
hatch or telling Lain. Regardless, I wouldn’t call it undefended.
Oloes are burrowing creatures. If the tunnel does still
exist, it is probably overrun with them, and I installed a nasty
surprise or two. But a few hundred oloes are a smaller concern than
a squad of Elites at the moment. I’m quite sure this is
where the tunnel let out. Those boulders there look familiar…
There!”

He coaxed the horses to a stop at a seemingly
arbitrary stretch of field. It was at the bottom of a shallow bluff
of sorts, a relatively steep section slope that lead down to the
flood plain they’d been traversing. He hopped from the cart and
crept along, crouching low and running his fingers through the
snow.

“What is it? What do you see?” she asked.

“Here, you see? The snow here is a bit more
red, or orange. Rust.”

“Rust? From what?”

Desmeres swept away a clump of snow to reveal
a much darker red color and the jagged end of a metal spike. He
grinned. It took a few more moments of searching and digging, but
he eventually found a second one.

“Here… this bit of ground looks right.” He
drew a short sword from his belt. “Steady the horses. I don’t want
them startled.”

“I’ll try, but Dowser is already being a
handful.”

He set the tip of the sword against the slope
and gently pressed. Its uncannily sharp tip pushed the earth, ice,
and stone apart, piercing with the merest bit of effort. He
continued to probe deeper until, without warning, the sword plunged
to the hilt, all resistance gone.

“Perfect,” he breathed.

Desmeres pulled the sword free, raised it
high, and brought it down in a mighty slice. It sparked against the
stone and easily cleaved through, cutting a deep gouge into the
field. The ground slumped downward and crumbled toward the slice
even before he’d removed the sword. A few more slices carved a hole
which dropped to reveal a tunnel with a low ceiling and rough
sides.

“I’m glad I never told Lain about this. He
would have been furious if he knew how simple it was to find.”

“Yes. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve
wandered through forsaken, icy fields looking for rusty patches of
snow…”

Desmeres climbed to the back of the cart and
pulled aside the canvas protecting the relatively meager cargo. He
fetched a lantern and a few small brown sticks.

“Wait here. If luck is with me, I’ll return
with a load of books and weapons in short order.”

“And what if luck isn’t with you? The sun is
coming up. It won’t be long before we might be seen.”

“Use your best judgment. If you are in
danger, retreat. I can handle myself, and I can find you if I need
to.”

“My best judgment…” she muttered. “If I was
using my best judgment, I wouldn’t be here. But go. Just be
quick about it.”

He dashed for the opening and stalked inside.
Darkness, the raw, oppressive sort of darkness that one only found
underground, descended upon him immediately. He took several long,
careful strides along the crunching gravel before sparking the
lantern to life.

The flickering glow revealed the expert work
of dwarven mining. Rather than the stout timbers that might support
the roof of a human mine, cut stone fortified both ceiling and
walls. The tunnel was probably stronger than the untouched ground
of the field around it. The smooth floor sloped downward, and a set
of rails that were just beginning to succumb to the ravages of
corrosion and rust soon presented itself. Tool marks covered the
walls. Here and there, icicles dangled from between the cracks.

He pressed on, forced to move in a crouching
run to avoid scraping his head on a ceiling sized for someone a
third shorter than he. Nevertheless, the even ground made for swift
travel, and did so until he’d reached the unmistakable evidence of
his entry to the olo territory.

Oloes were nothing if not persistent
creatures. The only thing that had made it possible to keep a
storehouse in their field without it quickly being ravaged and
devoured was a semi-mystical treatment that made the wooden walls
unpalatable to the beasts. As the stone of the tunnel had not been
similarly treated, the sharp claws and chisel teeth of the oloes
had been hard at work over the years. Perfectly round holes pocked
the walls with increasing density, but so far he’d not encountered
any of the beasts themselves. No doubt the potential feast of human
and horse flesh on the surface had them distracted. That didn’t
mean their presence wasn’t felt. The air in the tunnel was
warmer than it should have been. It hung with a heavy, pungent,
earthy odor of the sort that could only come from a massive colony
of living things. Droppings littered the floor as well, and every
odd bit of debris bore the marks left by experimental nibbles from
beasts not terribly choosy about what they ate. The most obvious
example of this came in the first major obstacle in his path: the
mining cart the dwarves had left behind.

It was, like all of the other workmanship
left behind by the dwarves, almost comically stout and sturdy.
Thick planks of wood formed the sides, and each was reinforced and
attached with straps of dark, oiled iron. The several generations
of oloes had tested it to see if it was food, and thus the planks
were much the worse for wear. Desmeres gave one good kick in hopes
of getting the thing rolling, but the wheels were hopelessly
seized. The axles offered only a long, painful screech before
locking up entirely. He might have gotten it working properly with
a bit of effort, but time wasn’t on his side, so he squeezed
past.

The din of attempting to move the cart, short
though it was, enough to cause him problems. A blur of brown
scurried from a hole in the ceiling and down along a wall, followed
by three more. They were bizarre creatures, utterly unique in
Desmeres’s experience. Three pairs of legs jutted lizard-like out
the side of the skittering creatures. They had no eyes in their
ratty heads, but shallow dimples existed where eyes should have
been. Ruddy brown fur covered the long, thin body. Each creature
moved with fluid, serpentine motions. Desmeres didn’t waste any
time gawking. If there were a handful of them taking interest now,
there would be a hundred in very short order. He set down the
lantern fished in his cloak. In short order, he revealed an
odd-smelling brown stick, one of several. He opened the lid of the
lantern to dip the end of one stick. It fizzled to life and began
to belch smoke that burned his eyes and seized his throat. The
first wisp of it was enough to send the oloes scampering for their
holes again.

“Wonderful,” Desmeres croaked. “Now I just
have to keep from suffocating. Smoke flares are poorly suited for
enclosed spaces.”

Desmeres breathed shallowly and hurried
along. Three times along the way, he stopped to disable traps he’d
set. After more smoky, crouched running than he would have liked,
he came to the wooden exterior wall of the storehouse. A standard
weapon or tool would have taken ages to hack through the thick,
frozen wood of the wall, but his self-made blade was through in
four swipes.

Once he was through, he found himself in a
veritable armory. Polished blades etched with arcane markings
covered each wall. Every weapon imaginable seemed to be
represented, from throwing daggers to massive broad-axes. A limited
work bench in the corner still held an unfinished piece among its
assortment of tools. The far side of the room had been reduced to a
pile of splintered wood and shattered rock by the collapse of the
entryway, which unfortunately left him without a doorway to the
other two rooms.

He ran his fingers along the surface of one
of the axes, his face stricken with anxiety.

“I wish I could take all of you…”

Above him, a dull hammering and grinding
became sharper, and a dusting of ice and soil trickled down from
above.

“… but time is limited. I’ll have to take the
most potentially troublesome of you and worry about retrieving the
rest later."

He snatched a large bundle of canvas and set
it on the floor. Into the canvas went a staff, three swords, an ax,
and a lance. They were clearly some of the finest examples of his
work, etched over their entire surfaces and set with precious
stones. He bundled them and toted them into the tunnel, then
returned to load himself down with heavy satchels filled with
bottles and vials to deliver to the tunnel as well.

The storehouse was getting oppressively smoky
now, but he continued as best he could. His sword slashed three
more times, carving through the wall to the next room. For anyone
else, the contents of this room would have been reason enough for
the massive security measures taken so far. It was piled with gold
and silver. Bags hung from each wall, each bulging with deeds to
assorted tracts of land all over the Northern Alliance. This may as
well have been the strongroom of a powerful lord, or even a member
of the nobility. Desmeres walked past the riches without a second
look.

A line of bookshelves stood along the rear
wall of the storeroom. These were the real treasures, utterly
irreplaceable. He allowed himself a moment to run his fingers
across the spines. The final shelf had books with much fresher
bindings. They represented the most recent examples of Lain’s
somewhat misguided purpose in life. If he was to have any chance at
all of finding these people and wiping their slate clean, the
fresher the trail, the better. He threw down another canvas and
loaded it with as much care as he could afford, then pulled up the
corners to form a hasty satchel and hauled them into the
tunnel.

For a few minutes, he made as many trips as
he could between the store rooms and the tunnel. By the time it
he’d run out of canvases to fill he’d cleared one full
bookshelf.

He hefted the first of too many bundles.
Almost immediately he wished he’d taken the care to make them a bit
lighter, but once he got moving it was easy enough to stay
moving. In little time, he reached the slope at the mouth of the
tunnel and hauled the first bundle of books outside.

“What took you so long?” Genara snapped.

She was clutching Dowser and standing at the
center of a short stretch of packed snow and gravel.

“Been pacing, have we?” Desmeres said.

“You’ve been in there for ages. And, might I
add, if you are going to leave someone with a dog it would be
considerate to include a leash. He had to tend to the call of
nature and keeping my distance without letting him wander off was a
bit of a dance.”

“Noted,” he said.

He hurried to the back of the cart and untied
the canvas.

“These books are irreplaceable. Be sure to
take proper care when you are loading them.”

“You want me to load cargo?”

“You insisted on coming along; this is what
you can do to help. And be quick about it. There is plenty more
where this came from.”

“And just what am I supposed to do with
Dowser while I’m busy with that.”

Desmeres looked to her, then to the puppy. He
snatched the pup from her hands and stepped to a drift of snow.
Holding him upside down, he dropped the awkward dog into the
moderately softer snow. Dowser’s plump, shaggy body flopped gently
onto the snow and sunk down a bit, leaving him with his stubby legs
dangling. No amount of wriggling did any good in dislodging
him.

Genara furrowed her brow. “I can’t decide if
that is cruel or ingenious.”

“The two aren’t mutually exclusive. In fact,
they are frequently a matched set. Now hurry. Books in the
back—”

“Just go! I know how to load a damn
cart.”

He smiled. “Welcome to your destiny, Genara.
Is it all you hoped it would be?”

#

Anrack’s men, to their credit, had been quick
to follow his orders and thus had averted the bulk of the disaster.
Three men and one horse had received a few nips, but for the most
part all were whole and fit. This was extremely fortunate, as the
task at hand required all of the resources available.

They had come prepared for the eventuality of
having to dig their way into the storehouse. A pick and shovel for
each man were among their equipment. But no amount of planning
could prepare a man for the task of hacking through five feet of
frozen tundra. It was harder than stone, effortlessly blunting the
sharpened spades in minutes. Even the picks bounced off the
hardened turf unless brought to bear with savage intensity. Perhaps
if all of the men were to combine their effort to dig a pit large
enough for a single man, they might have made significant progress.
But twelve bodies in so small a space required a coordination one
that would have taxed the abilities of the most seasoned miners.
Thus, the best they could manage was a group of four men at a time
putting pick to earth, rotating out to keep fresh men on the task.
They had been at it for quite some time, but little real progress
had been made.

Only Anrack and two fully armored lookouts
were spared the task entirely. As the commander scanned the
horizon, which was just beginning to take on the rosy glow of
morning in earnest, he took on a look of deep contemplation.

One of his soldiers was fresh off a shift and
leaning heavily on his shovel. Anrack’s expression did not go
unnoticed.

“Would it be overstepping my bounds to
suggest a new order is forthcoming?” said the man.

“It would. You should be focusing on
regaining your strength for your next shift. Or keeping your eyes
on these wretched creatures.”

“Yes, sir.”

Anrack glanced at the man, focusing briefly
upon the D’Karon wand in the pouch at his belt.

“Regarding that wand… Are there any spells
that would speed the excavation of this storehouse or eliminate the
oloes?”

He wiped his head. “Yes, Commander. Yes for
both, in fact. Provided it was an emergency.”

“I am well aware of the terms of the use of
the D’Karon equipment. Are there any other concerns?”

He pulled the wand from the pouch and held it
up. Tiny gems, embedded along its length, had a brilliant violet
glow. “As I understand it, the power for the spells comes from
these gems. When they are drained, the wand will be useless until
the magic can be restored.”

“And how might that power be restored.”

“He said it drinks up the mystic power around
it. To restore it to full strength would kill the man holding it if
he was not a particularly capable magic user.”

“How many spells could one cast before
depleting it?”

“I believe that depends upon the spell. The
ones I think would help us now would likely drain it after two or
three uses.”

Anrack nodded. “To be used sparingly then.
Certainly.”

The commander continued to survey field.
“Lumineblade… This is not like him.”

“Commander?”

“The man is a rat, in every positive and
every negative way. And the one thing a rat would never do is allow
itself to be cornered. I refuse to believe someone who crafted the
means by which the Red Shadow was able to elude my predecessor
would create a stronghold with only one entrance or exit. Suppose
he was inside when we arrived?”

“He is a supremely overconfident individual.
Perhaps he presumed it would never be found.”

“If he presumed it would never be found, he
would not have trapped the entrance. And given the accuracy of the
rest of the information Epidime had regarding this place, I very
much doubt the release for those traps was incorrect. That means he
altered it, which in turn means he knew that we would find this
place and that we knew of the traps. In his mind, the discovery of
this stronghold was inevitable. And collapsing the entrance? Why
would he choose a means of defense that would render it equally
inaccessible to him as to anyone else?”

“You suspect there is another way in?”

“I am certain of it. The only question is
where…”

Anrack silently contemplated the situation
for a moment.

“You, and you,” he said, pointing to the
armored lookouts. “Mount a horse and take a smoking bough each.
There are some tall trees to the east. We shall ride to the trees
to harvest fresh boughs to keep the smoke well stoked.”

He turned to the wand-wielder.

“What is your name, soldier?”

“Stocklin, sir.”

“You will remain here. If you hear my horn,
consider that an order to put your wand to use to do whatever it
takes to enter this storeroom. I will have its
contents.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Anrack fetched a smoldering branch of his own
and stiffly mounted his horse. He didn’t bother waiting for his
other men to acknowledge his orders. They would follow them or be
removed from the Elite.

With the reins in one hand and a smoldering
pine branch dragging low to the ground, he guided his edgy horse
onward. At the approach of the smoke, the ring of hungry oloes
separated to let him pass, though a small cluster broke off from
the others to scamper after him. Shortly afterward, the other
soldiers followed, dragging clusters of their own. Unlike Stocklin,
these soldiers were not nearly as inquisitive, either honoring
their commander’s rank or intimidated into compliance. Anrack
didn’t care which was the case. Obedience was the important
part.

He guided them to the tallest, sturdiest tree
nearby. A few dozen paces before they reached the tree the pursuing
oloes peeled away. It would seem they weren’t interested enough in
the commander and his men to leave their territory. Anrack stopped
his horse at the foot of the tree and directed his men.

“You, gather some of the lower branches. The
more needles the better. You, climb the tree.”

The first man snapped to his task, pulling an
ax from his saddle and putting it to work. As for the second man,
he seemed somewhat more reluctant.

“Climb the tree, Commander?” he
said.

“You heard me. I want you to climb to the
upper branches and survey the area. I want to know if anything
resembling human foot traffic, or some manner of vehicle has come
through recently.”

“I’m… err… not the most expert climber.”

“Then you shall have some practice, soldier.
Now climb!”

The soldier nodded and attempted to comply.
Plate armor was exhausting to wear and difficult to maneuver in for
even a seasoned veteran. This fellow, another of the new recruits,
was barely able to dismount his horse without flopping to the
ground. Three attempts to haul himself to even the lowest branch
produced little more than a comical floundering and an eventual
collapse.

Anrack gritted his teeth and stepped over to
the man. Heavily armored and on his back, the soldier may as well
have been an overturned turtle.

“Soldier… Do you anticipate being attacked by
enemy soldiers at the top of that tree?” Anrack asked.

“No, sir?” he said, unsure if it was the
proper answer.

“Then remove some armor so that you can
follow my orders!” Anrack barked. He turned to the other
soldier. “You, stop what you are doing and help this man shed his
excess armor.”

Even with two men working at it, stripping
away the armor was a time-consuming and cumbersome process,
allowing the sun to rise still higher into the sky. The wasted time
was irritating, but at least it meant that by the time his intended
lookout reached the proper vantage he had enough light to see quite
clearly. In fact, after scarcely time for a single sweep of the
surroundings he called down.

“S-sir! To the east! The surface of the snow
is broken! And I think I see wheel tracks!”

Anrack’s lips curled into a triumphant grin.
“After what we’ve found here, I can scarcely imagine a reason for
anyone to come to this forsaken, infested corner of the kingdom
unless they knew of the storehouse. Come down and return to the
storehouse to tell the others. Tell them we’ve gone to investigate
and shall require four more soldiers as support as soon as they can
be adequately prepared for combat.”

#

Desmeres stumbled inside the storehouse once
more, alternately gasping and coughing. He had always had fine
stamina, but hauling more than three full shelves of books and
assorted other goods over many trips while breathing stinging smoke
had taken its toll. His lungs felt like they were on fire, and he
couldn’t stop his eyes from tearing. Only a few rows of the oldest
books remained, and he’d even managed to haul a bag of gold and two
bags of silver in prior trips. If he was lucky, he might actually
finish clearing the books and have time for a few more of his
weapons. Dust was pouring down from the roof in a continuous stream
as picks and shovels hammered at the soil above, but the sounds
were subdued enough to suggest a good deal more work to be
done.

He set down his canvas and took a moment to
catch his breath.

“One more load of books…” he said. “Those
were the focus. I’ll have them all with time to spare.”

Desmeres glanced to the one wall in which
he’d yet to carve a hole.

“Perhaps a brief moment to restore my
strength…” he said.

He slipped his sword from its scabbard. The
edge, honed with techniques uniquely his, had carved through two
walls already without blunting, and in the darkness, its mystic
gems shed some dim light. His strength, however, had long ago lost
its edge, and as such it took half a dozen swipes to finally open a
path to the next room.

His lantern had burned through most of its
oil, adding only a dim flicker to the sword’s light, but what it
revealed was a sight for literally sore eyes. This room was perhaps
the most crucial at times, stocked as it was with dried meats and
pickled vegetables. Crates brimmed with casks of water, liquor, and
wine. He flipped the lid off a crate and grasped a bottle of water,
then frowned. Though the storeroom was out of the wind and thus not
quite as cold as the surface, it was still below freezing. The
water was rock solid.

He reached down and plucked a wine bottle
from another crate and sloshed it side to side.

“Bless the Ulvard and its potent wines,” he
said.

Desmeres pulled the cork free and washed away
the horrid taste of smoke clinging to his tongue. He took a second
and third grateful swallow, then paused as something unnerving
caught his attention. The hammering from above had entirely
silenced. He’d once before been present when such a thing happened,
and only a few moments had passed before the sounds resumed. He
listened closely, waiting for the shoveling to continue.

“Come on…” he muttered.

More time passed in silence. He paced to the
main room and began to stack the books, mindful of even the
slightest sound. All he heard was the tapping and chattering of the
handful of oloes lingering at the edge of the smoke in the
tunnel.

“Don’t tell me you’ve given up already.
That’s not the Elite I know.”

He packed the books as carefully as possible
and cinched the canvas tight. His aching muscles objected to the
task of hoisting it to his back. For better or worse, a dull hiss
from above convinced him to set it down again. The sound was
growing steadily louder. Something told Desmeres it would very
shortly become crucial to be unencumbered. He rushed to the weapon
room and snatched some key items from the walls.

“Elite soldiers. Heavy armor, but nothing my
weapons can’t pierce. Sword and dagger should do, but exhausted as
I am… something a bit more direct.”

Desmeres selected an oddly shaped weapon. It
was a war hammer, end of the head broad and blunt, the other coming
to a cruel point. Somehow it managed, at a glance, to be both
elegant and savage. As he hefted the cold metal in his grip, the
hair on the back of his neck began to rise. He set down the hammer
and tugged his cloak open to reveal his cluster of charms. One of
them had taken on a bright blue glow.

“D’Karon magic? That certainly explains how
they are clearing the soil so quickly, but I don’t like the idea of
those soldiers tinkering with things of that sort… More
importantly, it changes the equipment indicated.”

He reluctantly drew his sword again to
accompany the hammer. It was more thoroughly enchanted, designed
specifically to offset his lackluster mystic knowledge when
fighting those with better training in that regard. Just in case,
he paced into the weapon room again. Ages ago he’d tucked a wooden
case in the corner of the weapons room. It contained some of the
simpler potions he’d concocted in his earlier days of experimenting
with alchemy. Those potions were coarse and clumsy, clearly the
work of a beginner and no great loss if he were never able to
return to collect them. That was extremely fortunate, as if they
were more valuable they would already be in the cart with the other
potions he’d already hauled. Of course, he still required one more
bit of good fortune if they were to be of any use to him.

“Alchemical formulas concocted by the
uninitiated aren’t known for maintaining their potency for months
and years at a time,” he said.

The chest was filled to the brim with
walnut-sized glass globes arranged neatly in rows and nestled with
layers of velvet protecting one layer from the next. He plucked one
and held it up in the dim light. Unlike the water, it was still
liquid, and when he tipped it side to side it produced a dull amber
glow. He collected two more and held them as securely as possible
in his right hand, entrusting the sword to his off-hand.

The thick wooden planks of the roof rattled
and splintered, wisps of coiling black energy threading between
them. Desmeres hefted the potion globes and judged the distance not
only to the ceiling, but to the surface of the soil above. He
typically preferred not to kill people when there wasn’t a
substantial payoff involved, but he couldn’t risk having a cluster
of soldiers following him down the tunnel. All of the weapons that
would make for suitable traps to merely slow his pursuers had
already been stowed in the cart. If he was going to make it back to
the cart without being harassed he would have to discourage the
soldiers personally, or else unleash something that they weren’t
likely to survive.

“I don’t imagine this is the most direct way
to absolve myself of my supposed sins…” he muttered, keeping his
reddened eyes on the planks.

Dark energies eroded the planks, causing them
to rot as though exposed to a century of the elements. Desmeres
knew that the morning had broken, and by now would have expected to
see daylight sifting through the weakened planks, but through the
widening holes there came only more billowing blackness. Splinters
of sizzling wood clattered to the floor along with icy chunks of
dislodged soil. The wood finally eroded to the point that it could
not support its own weight and collapsed in a heap of dry, powdery
wreckage. Black tendrils of vapor spread across the floor, thinning
to nothingness as the spell came to an end. The grim magic left a
gaping hole in the ceiling shrouded in black haze.

Desmeres waited. Though it seemed unlikely
the timing of their arrival—and, moreover, the timing of their
entry—was a coincidence, they couldn’t know precisely
where he was. Therefore he had the element of surprise, if only in
that the soldiers didn’t know that they did not have the
element of surprise. His own timing would be critical.

He knew the proper moment had come when a
coil of rope dropped through the foggy breech in the roof. If there
was a rope, there was also a cluster of soldiers who, if they were
intelligent at all, were arguing over who should would be unlucky
enough to climb down into a chamber that had already illustrated
itself to be highly dangerous. The rope slapped to the floor. He
tossed the potion vials up from whence it came and dashed for the
bundle of books. Above him, startled outbursts turned into cries of
fear and yelps of pain. A brilliant burst of light flared bright
enough to shine through the lingering mist. Pounding footfalls
traced the retreat of the men. He glanced back to see drops of his
mystic concoction sprinkle down and burst to flame on wooden
floor.

“Ah. Flame potions age like wine. A valuable
lesson,” he said.

The flames spread slowly across the floor. It
was now doubly important that he get the remaining books clear. He
groaned and wheezed in effort, hoisting the bundle to his back.
Three steps from the door, he heard a thump and turned.

Against all expectation and good sense, one
of the Elites had dropped inside. It was Stocklin, and he stood
with a look of unnerving calm on his face. He held the wand in one
hand. Its gems were very nearly depleted, only offering the barest
flicker of light. The soldier’s eyes shifted and locked upon
Desmeres after not so much as a glance elsewhere. A look of
challenge came to the man’s eyes.

“Desmeres Lumineblade,” he said.

He flicked the wand down and the flames at
his feet were snuffed like so many candles.

“You are sought by Queen Caya. If you return
to face justice, you have my word that you shall be treated
fairly.”

Desmeres moved with slow care, wary of the
danger that the wand represented and unwilling to turn his back on
it. “Twice now I’ve set members of her Elite aflame. You will
understand if I feel that justice is at this point something I’d
rather avoid.”

“Of course I will understand that. But I
cannot allow it. Fortunately for you, I need to take you
alive.”

He thrust his hand forward and the wand
flashed. A lance of the same black mist spewed forth and coiled
about the hole leading to the weapon room. Desmeres dropped the
books and dove aside.

“You don’t seem overly concerned with
following those orders,” Desmeres said, both sword and dagger now
in hand.

“Oh no, Desmeres. I am quite dedicated to
following orders. But the line between life and death is so very
wide. Far wider than most would realize. Hold still, though. It’s
so easy to push someone farther across that line than one
intends.”

He slashed the wand through the air again.
This time a crackling violet burst of energy rushed toward
Desmeres. He rolled aside again, now backed against the wall.

“You speak much more eloquently than I would
have expected for a common soldier.”

“Have you no respect at all for the Northern
Alliance, Desmeres?” He stalked forward. “I am no common
soldier. I am an Elite. We are the most experienced and best
educated soldiers the north has to offer. And the Alliance Army has
a long history of maintaining only the finest among its ranks.”

Stocklin sent another blast at Desmeres. He
dodged aside and slashed his sword through the mist blocking the
way to the weapon room, slipping inside.

“The most experienced and best educated?”
Desmeres said from within, the only light in the room coming from
the gems of his sword and the still smoldering floor behind the
soldier. “Tell me this, sir. If you are so educated, why make such
an obvious tactical blunder.”

“You are cornered. Your means of escape is
blocked. And you face a foe armed with magic you cannot begin to
comprehend. Where, in that, lies a tactical blunder?”

“You chose to corner me in a very
unwise place.”

Desmeres snatched a trio of throwing knives
from the wall and dashed back toward his foe. He hurled them in a
neat spread. Though combat was never his focus, at so short a
distance even his hasty and poorly aimed throw delivered one of the
blades to its target. The knife sunk deep into the man’s leg,
piercing effortlessly through the armor. The man growled in pain
and dropped to one knee. Desmeres continued his charge, snatching
the hammer from where it stood and swinging. Stocklin turned his
stricken fall into a dodging roll, using his own body as a
stumbling block for the sprinting elf. Desmeres in turn extended
his stride into a leap. Even before he’d reached the ground he’d
begun plotting where each subsequent step would take him. One to
the right, drop the hammer, snatch the books. Two to the left…

His calculations came to a sudden stop as a
gauntlet tightened around his ankle. Desmeres’s momentum carried
him forward and he sprawled across the floor. His dagger clattered
into the corner of the room. Before he could wrench his ankle free
and recover, Stocklin was on top of him, the tip of the wand
pressed to Desmeres’s neck.

“Overconfident,” Stocklin stated, the pain in
his expression now entirely replaced with calm. “The word litters
every account and assessment of you. Overconfident, smug, and
arrogant.”

Desmeres glanced briefly to Stocklin’s leg.
The throwing knife had certainly sunk deep enough to meet flesh.
There was even a splash of blood trickling down the armor. The
trickle of blood wasn’t nearly what it should have been, and the
blade seemed to be backing out of its own accord. The wand had to
be to blame, as its weakly flickering gems pulsed with each tiny
motion of the blade.

“Judging from my level of success over the
years, I submit that my present level of confidence is well
warranted.”

Stocklin shifted his free hand to grip
Desmeres’s throat. “There is some truth to that. If we didn’t need
what was floating around in that head of yours, you can be certain
we would find a reason to kill you. But the orders are sound. So
you’ll be coming along with us. But not before I get these blasted
charms off you.”

He slid his grip down to the tangle of chains
about Desmeres’s neck. Desmeres shut his eyes and turned his head
aside. The motion prompted Stocklin to tighten his grip on both
chains and wand in expectation of some attempt at escape. It was
prudent insight, but a poor choice of action. One of the charms
flashed and sparked, some manner of potent enchantment triggering
at the attempted removal. It wasn’t much, barely enough to cause
Stocklin to flinch, but Desmeres took full advantage of the
distraction and heaved himself to the side. Stocklin tumbled aside
and Desmeres pinned him to the ground.

The shift in fortunes was painfully
short-lived. Desmeres tried to bring his weapon across the
soldier’s throat, but the blade had barely drawn blood when
Stocklin conjured a blast from the wand that struck the half-elf in
the side. Searing pain shot through him and the impact knocked the
wind from his lungs. A raw mystic impact that would have killed a
man lacking Desmeres’s protection. Instead it sent him hurtling
across the room to clash painfully with the opposite wall.

Both men coughed and fought their way
upright, but each was much the worse for wear.

“Those charms,” Stocklin muttered, on hand
clutching his throat. “The first thing we’ll need to learn is where
you learned to make those charms.”

Desmeres drew his sword. “I don’t think
you’ll be learning much of anything. That’s a nasty slash you’ve
got on your neck there. If you get the others to treat you, you
might not bleed to death.”

“I have all the treatment I need right
here.”

Stocklin raised the wand and gripped it
tight. Nothing happened. Its gems were dim, its power drained.

“Always count your arrows, soldier,” Desmeres
said, sliding his sword from its scabbard. “There’s no quicker way
to an early grave than to reach for an empty quiver.”

The soldier wavered slightly. His wound was
quickly taking its toll. The skin of his face was pale and his eyes
were fluttering. Unwilling to admit defeat, he raised the exhausted
wand.

“Really now. You can at least die with some
dignity,” Desmeres said, advancing with his sword to deliver the
final blow.

Two strides away, Desmeres stopped. He
couldn’t place his finger on it, but something was wrong. His foe
remained shakily on his feet, looking as though a breath of wind
could knock him over, but still Desmeres refused to advance any
further. Then the corner of Stocklin’s mouth twitched ever so
lightly into a weak grin.

Desmeres rolled aside half a heartbeat before
a blast of raw mystic energy that dwarfed those earlier in the
battle tore through the air. The blast buckled the wall behind him.
Stone fractured and wood splintered. The masterpieces of weaponry
stored in the room behind clattered to the floor or embedded
themselves in the far wall.

Above them, the roof began to crackle and
sag. Between the digging the Elites had done and the damage to the
wall, the integrity of the storehouse was badly compromised. Yet
the threat of the roof collapsing and burying him beneath heaps of
frozen earth was the least of his concerns.

The dust of the blast settled to reveal
Stocklin standing solidly. The gems of the wand had a brilliant,
almost blinding glow, casting his long, crooked shadow across the
floor and wall.

“What’s that you were saying, Desmeres?
Something about an empty quiver?” he growled.

Desmeres stood and shuffled aside. He edged
with his back to the wall and let his gaze flit back and forth
between soldier and ceiling. One of them was likely to kill him.
Right now the task was determining which would do it first.

“You’ve got your share of tricks up your
sleeve, I’ll give you that. I wouldn’t have imagined anyone but a
D’Karon to be capable of using their spells like that.”

“And to think, I’ve always admired your
imagination. As long as we are dispensing vital wisdom, I have two
pieces of advice for you. The first is to come long now before this
storehouse becomes your tomb.”

“And the second?”

“Always be certain of precisely who you are
fighting. Now… charms off, weapons down.”

Desmeres backed away one step at a time. He
was making his way unsteadily through the widened hole in the wall
between the wealth and weapons.

“No… No, I don’t think I will… You want me
alive. And from what I’ve seen, you could have easily killed me if
you wanted to. And anything else you might have wanted to do, my
charms have made impossible. As far as I’m concerned, keeping me
alive is your problem.”

“That’s quite a gamble.”

“As you’ve observed, I’m not short on
confidence.”

The soldier thrust the wand at Desmeres as he
retreated fully into the weapon room. Though there was no visible
evidence of the spells at work, the raw intensity of the magic was
undeniable. The already-icy air took on an unnatural, soul-curdling
chill. At the same time, three of the charms became scalding hot
against his chest as their protective properties were pushed to
their very limits. Desmeres slipped behind the damaged wall and
looked desperately about. Again, the only light came in the glow of
the sword. Its gleam in the polished blades of the fallen weapons
painted blotches across the walls. Though any number of the weapons
left could turn away standard magic, most were made long before he
had been tasked with specifically countering D’Karon spells. They
were subtly different from traditional magic and had a nasty habit
of slipping past otherwise impenetrable warding runes.

The ragged hole that led to the tunnel was to
his left. He could try to escape. But that would mean a long,
straight run with a well-armed magic user behind him. Worse, it
meant leading that warrior to the cart he’d loaded with
irreplaceable books and artifacts. It also meant that he’d have to
leave the last bundle of books behind, and if there was one thing
Desmeres couldn’t abide, it was leaving a job half done. If he was
going to leave this place, he was going to do it with the last of
the books, and with the knowledge that his foe wouldn’t or couldn’t
follow. Unleashing a spell from his own sword’s gems would be
suicide, damaged as the walls were. A blade had not proved
sufficient to stop his foe, nor had a bit of fire. As his options
were limited, he had but one tactic available to him. More of
each.

He navigated to the dark corner and pulled up
the edges of the velvet in the potion chest, gathering a dozen
ampules at once. Stowing his sword back in its scabbard, he instead
selected a battle ax from the floor. Stocklin appeared in the
slowly widening hole between rooms. Desmeres heaved the ax at him.
A flicker of magic raised a glimmering shield. It was not enough to
fully stop the weapon, but it slowed the attack enough for him to
dodge.

Desmeres rushed into the soldier, knocking
him to the ground. He dashed to the pile the books and hoisted them
to his back. One hand gripped the improvised satchel of potions,
the other the bundle of books. Fresh soil rained down through
running cracks along the roof. The fallen soldier slashed again
with his wand. Weighed down as he was with the books, Desmeres
suffered a glancing blow stumbled into the damaged wall. The impact
loosened his grip on the potions and they slipped from his
hand.

If not for the cloth they had been wrapped
in, the globes would have surely shattered. Instead they bounced
and rolled, picking up weak cracks and flaring with light. He
rushed through the weapon room and paused just long enough to shove
the chest with the remaining potions in front of the door and
snatch a final one. He squeezed into the tunnel and watched the
walls around him flash with the red of bursting potions and the
violet of his foe’s wand.

“You will not escape me, Desmeres!” called
the man from behind, his wand now casting a bright and steady glow
down the tunnel. “I will have what I am after!”

Desmeres turned to see him, smoldering char
marring his armor and madness in his eyes as he rushed for the
entrance to the tunnel.

“Not you, and not today,” Desmeres said.

He tossed the final potion, aiming not for
the soldier but the chest at the tunnel’s opening. The potions
ruptured and filled the air with scalding heat and a blinding
flash. He tumbled forward from the force of it, then found himself
in utter darkness as the rumble and crackle of a complete collapse
of the storeroom assaulted his ears. The sound continued. The
ground quaked beneath his feet. He ran in the darkness until he was
able to slide his sward from its scabbard again, lighting the way
with the gems he’d thankfully not exhausted during the battle.
Having made it this far it would be a terrible shame to have the
tunnel come down on top of him due to an inability to see.

After a full minute, the rumble came to an
end. No violet glow. No flicker of flame. Nothing. Desmeres took a
deep breath of the cool, clear air of the tunnel and continued
forward. He moved along as quickly as he could with what little
strength he had left. His steps echoed through the tunnel… and
shortly after, the skitter of tiny feet…

“The oloes… The smoke!” he said.

In the chaos, he’d lost the smoke flare, and
the spare was missing as well. The lingering smoke on his clothes,
and that from the explosion, might be enough for a time. But more
than likely, the tunnel was going to become a very unpleasant
place.

“Well… this will be exciting…”

#

Genara squinted at the glare on the snow from
the rising sun and waited impatiently for it to imbue at least a
dash of additional warmth to the field. She’d lived her whole life
in the Northern Alliance, and thus had endured far worse cold than
this, but when there was nothing to do but wait, the cold always
cut that much deeper. As much as she disliked the hairy bundle of
slobber that Desmeres had left in her charge, Genara found herself
sitting in the cart with the puppy in her arms. If nothing else,
the little beast was wonderfully warm.

“Where is that fool?” she grumbled.

She glanced nervously to the center of the
field and back again. Here and there, as the glow of the sun had
given her a better look at the expanse of white, she’d seen a dark
form scamper across its surface. Catching even a distant glimpse of
an olo was closer than she’d ever hoped to get to the horrid
creatures. Right now there was definitely something dark heading
toward her, but the size and speed both greatly surpassed any of
the fleeting glimpses of oloes she’d had. Reluctantly she pulled a
gloved hand from Dowser and shielded her eyes from both sun and
glare as best she could. She could just barely make out figures of
two men on horseback.

“Lovely,” she muttered. “Just
lovely.”

Genara continued to mumble angrily as she set
Dowser on his back on the floor of the cart and pinned him between
her feet. It was a position she’d learned the puppy was unable to
escape from, and had thus become her default way of keeping him out
of mischief when she needed both of her hands and didn’t want to
have to brush snow off his coat afterward.

“You had to take your bloody time, didn’t
you?” She turned and opened the hatch to the bed of the cart to be
sure that everything was secure. “Well, you made it clear, if
something happens, I’m to leave you behind.”

She made ready to snap the reins, but
stopped.

“Wait… what am I going to achieve by running?
These are the Elite. If they want to catch me they
will catch me. I certainly hope he doesn’t expect me to
fight them, because I am a loyal subject of Queen Caya and I simply
will not disrespect her soldiers.”

Dowser wiggled and tried to squirm free,
whimpering.

“Oh, be quiet, you,” Genara said. “We’ll
cooperate. These are still our soldiers. If we cooperate
there will be nothing to worry about. And even if Desmeres seems a
fool, he’s a fool who has gotten himself out of tighter spots than
we’ve ever been in, so we’ve got to assume he’s got some
insight into what it takes to survive. So … Listen to me. He’s got
me talking to you now… He’d better show up soon…”

She heard a distant thump and a breath of
wind burst from within the tunnel. There was no telling what it
was, but she knew it couldn’t be any good for Desmeres. Suddenly
the approaching soldiers didn’t matter to her at all. The potential
fate of the man who had minutes ago disappeared into the tunnel for
the last time and not returned was all she could think about.

“You there! Stay where you are!” bellowed a
voice that Genera, to her chagrin, recognized.

“Naturally it would be the commander himself.
The one Elite who knows my name and face and knows I’ve had
dealings with Desmeres.” She clenched her fists. “This was
your decision, Genara. You can’t say you hadn’t expected
it.”

Two soldiers thundered along and took up
positions around the cart. Commander Anrack eased his horse to a
stop beside her, looking down from his place in the saddle as she
pulled back her hood to return his gaze. The look of recognition
was immediate.

“You are the woman from the brothel,” he
said.

“I am pleased and honored that you remember
me, Commander.”

“What are you doing so far from your place of
business, in the middle of a treacherous field.”

“I’ve made a series of rather poor decisions
lately,” she replied.

“Step down.”

“Yes, Commander. And what shall I do with the
puppy?”

He glanced disdainfully down at the animal
between her feet.

“Dowser can be a handful if he’s left to his
own devices,” she explained.

“Then gather him up and keep him in hand. But
be quick about it.”

She obliged him, picking up the increasingly
squirmy pup.

“We are going to search your cart,” Anrack
said.

“I am sorry, Commander, but it isn’t my cart
to give you permission to search.”

“I did not request permission,” Anrack
said.

He dismounted his steed and directed the
other man to do the same

“Commander, I cannot say for certain if you
can safely search this cart.”

“And why not?”

“Because this is Desmeres Lumineblade’s
cart.”

“Of course it is. And we are familiar with
his treachery.”

“As you say, Commander. I only wished to be
careful to give you proper warning.”

“Do not attempt to ingratiate yourself to me,
woman. There is no denying that you’ve allied yourself with an
enemy of the Elite.” He turned to his man. "You, search the
cart.”

His subordinate, with marked reluctance, cut
through the rope securing the canvas and began gingerly picking
through the cargo. Reasoning the books were what Desmeres cared
about most, Genara had placed them nearest to the seat of the cart.
This left sacks of deeds, bundles of weapons, and chests of potions
as the first items the soldiers discovered. Genara realized as more
and more of the weapons of war were uncovered that it was
admittedly quite an incriminating bit of cargo.

“Weapons. Gold and silver. Precisely what we
were told we would find within the storehouse. He is clearing it
out.” He turned and peered into the opening of the tunnel. “And
precisely through the means I suspected, a second entrance. Did he
send you, or is Desmeres here as well?”

“He is inside the storehouse,” Genara
said.

Anrack turned to his subordinate. “We have
Desmeres trapped. Climb to the top of the bluff and blow the horn.
Be sure that the four reinforcements find us here quickly.”

“That will leave you without support,
Commander.”

“I can handle the woman. Our target is as
good as captured. I will not allow him to slip through my fingers
now simply because my reinforcements couldn’t find their way to me.
Go.”

“Yes, Commander.”

The soldier hastily did as he was told,
climbing the short distance to flag down the others. Anrack limped
to the rear of the cart, his cane sinking into the snow as he
went.

“What is your full name?” he said.

“Genara Copperwright.”

“Miss Copperwright, I want you to tell me
precisely what Desmeres has planned.”

“I am not entirely certain of the details,
but there is something I’m quite certain you would be interested
in.”

He rummaged through one of the sacks.
“Speak.”

She stepped closer. “This may be difficult to
believe, Commander, but Desmeres is on a mission of divine
importance.”

“Upon what do you base this claim?”

“He and I were contacted by a man who knew
things he couldn’t know. He claimed to be an emissary of fate, and
according to Desmeres he reveals himself only in times of great
importance. Evidently he last revealed himself to the Guardians of
the Realm themselves.”

“Desmeres made this claim?”

“The Duke and Duchess of Kenvard said
something like it as well. I don’t recall the details, but I’m sure
if you were to ask them they could provide—”

“I will not trouble the Duke and Duchess with
such spurious claims.”

“Commander, I assure you, I am telling the
truth.”

He set a jingling bag down on the snow and
stiffly crouched beside it to get a better look at its contents.
“Do you have any proof?”

“Of what?”

“Of anything you’ve claimed. Of the truth of
this emissary’s identity. Of the truth of his supposed quest. Any
proof at all.”

 

“The man—Oriech, I believe he was called—knew
of things I’d never told anyone.”

“A worthless claim that itself cannot be
proved. What are these bottles?”

“I don’t know. But I know I was to be careful
with them, and knowing Desmeres, they are quite dangerous.
Commander, surely you must at least entertain the—”

“I must entertain nothing. I have my orders,
and I shall follow them. If Desmeres has some higher purpose, he
shall return to it when and if the Queen deems him absolved of his
crimes. And unless you can make yourself useful to me, I can
foresee very little that will stay the hand of the
executioner.”

“The executioner? You don’t mean to suggest
that I might be put to death…”

“Lumineblade is a traitor to the throne. That
is an act punishable by death, and owing to the threat it poses to
the safety of the kingdom we serve, one that it is within the
authority of the Elite to carry out in the field if we deem it
necessary. You are plainly aiding him, and thus equally
guilty.”

“But all you know is that I’ve encountered
him twice! You haven’t even seen us together! For all you know he’s
kidnapped me or he’s forcing me to do something against my
will.”

“None of that matters. I am dedicated to
completing my assignment and ensuring the safety of this kingdom.
If acting upon my unproven intuition is necessary to do so, then I
shall act without hesitation.”

“And if your intuition turns out to be
wrong?”

“Innocent blood is sometimes shed in the
pursuit of a necessary victory. In the pursuit of a man willing to
do this to an Elite to merely escape—” He indicated his
scars. “—certain unsavory means are sometimes necessary. Once
again, it would behoove you to make yourself useful.”

She gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes.
Genara, like most denizens of the north, had always had a genuine
reverence for the Alliance Army and the Elite in particular.
Commander Anrack was working quite efficiently to cure her of
that.

“What would you have me do?”

“Whatever I ask, immediately. For now,
silence.”

Genara watched as he turned back to the cart
and loosened the ties to a bundle to unroll it. His eyes sparkled
at the assortment of weapons contained within. He plucked a sword
in its scabbard and slipped it free.

“Remarkable… I wouldn’t have believed a
weapon so fine could be so light.”

He strapped the sword to his belt and
continued to paw through the assortment available. Each blade
received the same careful consideration. He held them up to the
light and tested their balance. It was chilling to Genara how
thoroughly invested in the task of comparing the weapons he became.
This was a man who at this very moment was waiting to corner and
capture what he at least seemed to believe was a dangerous
criminal. It was a man who had threatened without an ounce of mercy
or empathy to have Genara killed if she did not obey his every
whim. And yet in this moment a bundle of weapons seemed more
important to him than any of it. He likely could have spent hours
poring over the assortment, but Dowser of all things distracted
him.

The puppy, who had been difficult enough to
keep quite simply because Desmeres was not present, wriggled and
barked a bit more with each weapon revealed.

“Would you get that animal under
control?”

“I’m sorry, but he’s still being trained. He
seems to like shiny things.”

“I didn’t ask for excuses. Silence it.”

“With all due respect, Commander, you may
have greater concerns than the dog.”

She gestured with her head. Anrack turned and
scowled further. Not just some, but all of the Elites seemed
to be heading toward them.

“The idiots cannot follow the simplest of
orders… There had better be an excellent excuse for this.”

The remainder of his force, dragging their
precious smoking boughs and nursing recent burns, told the tail of
their application of the magic, the burst of flame, and the
eventual loss of both a fellow soldier and the entirety of the
storehouse. Anrack’s fury grew with every word. When they were
through, he silently indicated the mouth of the tunnel and drew his
weapon.

“We stand our ground here. No one enters.
Desmeres is too dangerous to be met on his own terms.

For a few moments, Genara, Anrack, and the
Elite stood at the mouth of the tunnel and waited. A dozen horses
huffed their breath. Armor jingled. Wind wailed. And yet amid the
din, Genara couldn’t help but feel the terrible weight of
silence.

Dowser was the first to react. He squirmed
and howled, desperate to be let down. Anrack glanced at the puppy,
then motioned to his men. One by one they drew their weapons and
formed a half-circle around the mouth of the tunnel.

“Desmeres Lumineblade,” he bellowed. “We know
you are there. We know you have murdered one of my men, and in
doing so have trapped yourself within that tunnel. You face eleven
Elites and their commander. We have your cart. We have your cargo.
We have your woman.”

“I’m not his woman,” Genara snapped.

He silenced her with a hard look, then turned
back to the tunnel. “Your only chance to survive is to come quietly
and without further resistance.”

The answer came after a long pause.

“Commander Anrack…” Desmeres called, his
voice echoing from within. “I may have underestimated you.”

“A mistake few would live to regret, and one
you are long past due to admit to.”

“Do not mistake me, Anrack. It isn’t a
compliment. I thought even you would not be so foolish as to
utilize D’Karon magic.”

“You made it necessary,
Lumineblade.”

“Do I have your word if I step into the
light, I will be treated as a prisoner rather than an enemy?”

“That would depend entirely upon your
willingness to behave as such.”

“I am not certain I could behave
otherwise.”

Desmeres approached, his form slowly
resolving from the darkness. Far from the cocky swagger that
normally carried him, his gait was labored and irregular. When he
emerged into the light, the toll of his battle and journey became
clear. The legs of his trousers were shredded and wet with blood.
He held his sword in a white knuckled grip in one hand. The other,
despite an obvious ordeal, still held tight to the bundle of
books.

“What happened?” Genara said with a gasp.

“Some oversights left me at the mercy of the
oloes. It did not go as well as I would have liked. Weren’t you to
leave if there was any risk of capture?”

“I decided getting caught a few dozen paces
in that direction wasn’t worth the effort,” Genara said.

“You will address me and only me,
Lumineblade,” Anrack barked. “Now drop your weapon.”

Desmeres glanced to the man’s belt. “I shall
drop my weapon when you drop my weapon, Commander.”

Anrack motioned to the men on either side.
Four moved in to wrench the sword and books away from him.

“Open the canvas and show me its contents,”
the commander said.

They obeyed, tossing down the tied canvas and
pulling it open to reveal the ancient books. Anrack knelt down and
pushed them about, clearly hoping to unearth something more
sinister.

“Books. And more of them loading down your
cart. You risked your life and freedom for ledgers?”

“There’s nothing more powerful than a book,
and ledgers are among the most powerful. You are a commander,
Anrack. You ought to know that. How many pages of soldiers' names
have you read? Those heading to the front? Those failing to return
from it?”

“You will answer questions, not ask
them.” He glanced to the men holding Desmeres. “The two of you,
load his books. This man is a scoundrel, but he would not waste his
time on something that was not worth the effort.”

“How kind of you,” Desmeres said. “I don’t
suppose you could do me the kindness of having one of your men
bandage my legs. As I recall, that is what a properly trained
member of the Alliance Army—”

“Do not tell me what a proper soldier
does!” he snapped. “You will be treated when I am satisfied you
are willing to cooperate fully, and you’ve done little to convince
me of that. … Now, before we go any further… There are claims of a
place called Entwell. A place of great warriors and wizards.
Trainers of Stealth, a Master Weste…”

Desmeres raised an eyebrow. “Well, well. You
have been reading some interesting books, haven’t you?”

“Answer me!”

“Of course such a place exists.”

“Did you come from that place?”

“I did.”

“And is that where you learned to make
weapons like this?”

He directed soldiers to select one of the
sacks to set down on the snow.

“These blade on my belt, and these potions in
this sack, are these the products of this Entwell
place?”

“Entwell planted the seed and nurtured the
seedling. It was my own ambition that coaxed it to full bloom.”

“And could you find your way back to that
place?”

“You would do better to ask Myranda or
Deacon.”

“I am asking you, and if you value
your life, you will answer me.”

“If I were you, Commander, I would try to
decide upon tactics and goals before going any further.” He
wavered, his legs unwilling to support him for much longer. “It is
my understanding I am to be captured alive. Threatening to kill me
if I do not comply is a mixed message. It is at worst a toothless
threat, and at best insubordination. I’m a rather useful man while
breathing. As a corpse, I would be quite conventional.”

A tremor of anger shook Anrack. “Very well.
You are correct. Threatening you would be a hollow gesture.”

He motioned to two of the soldiers, who
seized Genara’s arms and forced her to drop the saggy puppy she’d
been clutching.

“My orders and aims do not require
your woman to survive. Do as I say or Miss Copperwright
dies.”

Desmeres seemed nonplussed. “If you think you
are holding a bargaining chip, Commander, then you misunderstand
our relationship.”

“Do not attempt to deceive me. This woman is
your ally.”

“Oh, yes, my ally she certainly is. But I
have a somewhat notorious reputation regarding the longevity of my
allies. Threatening her gains you nothing, and killing her gains
you even less, as I can tell you from experience that murdering her
would deprive the Norther Alliance of one of its more delightful
conversationalists.”

“What a touching assessment…” Genara
muttered. Though terrified, she was unwilling to allow it to show
on her face.

All held still, waiting. The puppy, a bit too
dim to realize the danger his keepers were in, merely sniffed about
and pawed at the legs of random soldiers. As no one else seemed to
know what to say next, Desmeres helpfully filled the silence.

“If I recall my indoctrination to the
Alliance Army during my brief partnership, the proper course of
action is to bring me to the capital for further questioning and
sentencing. I might also suggest some treatment for my wounds if
you want me to be alive to answer those questions and serve that
sentence.”

“Don’t think I don’t know what you are trying
to do,” Anrack said. “Anything that delays your questioning
provides opportunities for you to escape.”

“If you think I need that sort of a delay to
provide me with an opportunity to escape, you underestimate
me.”

Anrack hissed with anger.

“Search him. Disarm him.” He glanced down to
find Dowser snuffling at his feet. “And someone do something with
this mongrel.”

“He’s purebred,” Desmeres jabbed as the
soldiers tugged at his cloak and pulled weapons from his belt.
“There simply must be an accurate way to insult
him.”

“Silence!” Anrack snapped.

One of the solders gathered Dowser up, but
his saggy skin and shaggy coat sent the pudgy animal flopping from
his grasp. He rolled to his feet and waddled quickly toward the
sack they had set on the ground.

“I’d hurry if I were you,” Desmeres warned.
“There isn’t much in that sack I would trust him to play with.”

Twice more the soldier had the puppy slip
through his grasp, until finally Dowser got his legs sorted out
enough to break into a bounding run. As expected, he galloped right
to the sack of potions and plunged his head inside to sample the
complex aromas.

“Dowser, no!” Genara shouted.

Dowser pulled his head from the sack and
turned. He was clutching bottle of thick red glass. It had a fat
bottom and clearly had not been intended to be held sideways. The
stopper had been loosened in the puppy’s jostling, and a fat drop
of syrup-thick brown liquid oozed slowly toward the ground.

Desmeres’s eyes opened wide. “That is the
antipode potion. Very dangerous. Very, very dangerous.”

“He is bluffing,” Anrack said. “Fetch the
dog, now.”

The soldier hesitated. Dowser helpfully
trotted toward him, eager to present the bottle, perhaps for a pat
on the head in return. His bopping little walk shook the drop free.
The concoction sizzled when it touched the ground, then flared to
flame. Dowser whipped his head around to see the source of the
sound. The motion flung an arc of fresh drops. They spattered on
the ground and produced their own flames while the first drop
shifted from flame to ice. The other drips followed suit, and the
area around the puppy became a cluster of alternating spouts of
flame and jagged pools of ice.

Dowser’s attention span quickly reached its
limit and he turned back to the soldier. The man had retreated, a
wise decision if threatened by a human with a dangerous
weapon. When the creature wielding it was a puppy, running away
simply turned it into a new game. He romped after the soldier,
sloshing drops of the dangerous potion along the way.

“Do not run! Kill that blasted beast
before it causes any more damage!” Anrack ordered.

The order came just a moment too late.

Soldiers of the Northern Alliance,
particularly the Elite, were profoundly well trained. They could
stand up to the most terrifying threats their enemies could throw
at them. Tales had been told of Alliance Army soldiers facing down
forces five times their size without their resolve breaking. They
had stood firm against packs of wolves and fierce dragons. They had
not, however, had to face the terror of a happy puppy attempting to
‘fetch’ a devastating work of alchemy. As seemed to happen so
frequently around Desmeres, things dissolved into chaos. Terrified
soldiers ran in every direction, giving Dowser a dozen new targets
to chase after. Anrack shouted for order and limped after the
puppy, but it was far too interested in the dashing soldiers to pay
attention to their hobbling commander.

Horses, spooked by the gouts of flame,
scattered. Soldiers rushed after them. Only Anrack and two of the
men holding Desmeres kept their heads about them. Even the ones
holding Genara ran for cover when the puppy turned their way. Then
the puppy’s eyes locked on the woman herself.

“No, Dowser…” she said, taking a nervous step
back. “Don’t. Don’t you dare…”

The puppy didn’t even hesitate, instead
bounding excitedly toward the person who had been clutching and
fondling him for the last few hours to present this wonderful toy
to her. Every ounce of poise vanished from Genara as she squealed
and ran from the puppy. It clearly decided no one else mattered.
This toy was for Genara. It awkwardly wove between the pillars of
flame spurting from where some if its prior drops had fallen,
evidently too thickheaded to view the fire as a threat, and made
its way after the fleeing woman.

Anrack approached Desmeres and grabbed the
tie of his cloak to yank him forward. “You will get control of that
dog.”

Desmeres grinned. “What makes you think
I can control him?”

“Get it away, get it away, get it away!”
Genara squealed, rushing toward them.

She dashed past Anrack, Desmeres, and the
remaining two soldiers. In her present state of panic, they were
not enemies, they were potential obstacles to keep the puppy away
from her. She slid to a stop behind Desmeres and clutched his
shoulders.

“I swear I’ll kill that thing if I ever get
the chance, Desmeres!” she cried, attempting to maneuver the
half-elf between herself and the dog.

The sight of the puppy charging directly at
them, trailing a mind-bending string of burning ice as it went, was
the breaking point for the commander and his last men. Anrack and
the others moved away. Now only Desmeres and Genara stood in the
puppy’s path of destruction.

Desmeres painfully crouched to receive the
puppy. He caught the neck of the bottle with one hand and wrapped
the other around the puppy’s middle. A gentle tug upward kept the
mouth of the bottle high enough to keep any new drops from pouring
out, but despite the now-happy puppy wagging his tail at the
attention he was receiving, Dowser wasn’t willing to release his
toy.

“Drop it,” Desmeres said, lifting the puppy
as he stood again. “Drop it, Dowser.”

The puppy shook his head slightly, the game
having now switched from tag to tug-of-war.

“Fine…”

Desmeres held the puppy across the front of
his body with one arm and did his best to control the potion bottle
with the other. He advanced a step forward, wielding the puppy like
a weapon and carefully navigating the obstacle course of fiery
geysers that were only just beginning to relent.

“Genara, pick up my weapons,” Desmeres said,
turning the puppy menacingly to any soldiers that attempted to
approach.

“What do you imagine you will do, Desmeres?”
Anrack growled from a safe distance. “You can’t hope to escape the
Elite forever.”

“So far, since you targeted me, I’ve scarred
your face, defeated the man you sent after me with a D’Karon wand,
and now my dog has bested your entire squad. I’m growing more
confident of my chances with each passing moment.”

Genara joined him. She’d gathered the small
armory of blades the guards had stripped away from Desmeres under
one arm. The only exception was his short sword. That she held out
in the other hand. Her grip suggested she’d never used such a
weapon before, but the gleam in her eye suggested she was ready and
willing to use it now.

The soldiers gradually returned to their
senses as they discovered that the dog’s reign of terror had come
to an end, but the horses were long gone. It would take time to
round them up again. Desmeres’s cart would likely have been lost as
well, if not for the fact that the weight of the heavily laden
vehicle and the inability of the two draft horses to agree on which
way to flee had kept it from rattling too far away. They edged
carefully toward it. Every time a soldier came too close, Genara
would swipe the blade or Desmeres would tip out a fresh drop of
potion. Soon they came near enough for Genara to dash for the seat
and gather the reins. Desmeres continued to keep the soldiers at
bay, but the bottle was nearly empty, and without it, a dozen
soldiers were well beyond his capacity to overcome. Certainly he
had a cartload of the finest weapons in the world at his disposal,
but he was badly injured and horribly outnumbered.

As he’d been walking, Desmeres had been
gently turning and twisting the bottle. Finally he eased it free of
Dowser’s jaws.

“Good, good,” he said. “Get ready. What comes
next, if the last time I did it is any indication, might be a bit
unnerving.”

He moved as swiftly as he could to the rear
of the cart and tossed Dowser inside.

“It might help if you told me what you
were planning.”

“Nonsense. It would spoil the surprise, which
at the moment is a rather crucial element.”

Desmeres climbed into the back of the cart
and held tight to some of the straps holding the cargo in
place.

“You did fine work strapping all of this in.
Except for these last few sacks.”

“They rummaged through those, don’t blame
me.”

He tried his best to layer some canvas over
the loose bags and cinch them down with one hand. The soldiers
formed up behind the cart.

“Get us moving. Straight ahead, slowly,”
Desmeres said.

“Lumineblade! Surrender and we shall assure
the safety of both you and your woman! Resist and I shall
personally receive permission from the queen to kill you at
next sight.”

“Fine advice, Commander. I shall take it
under advisement. And now may I offer some advice of my own? Head
for cover. Now.”

He lobbed the potion bottle underhand. It
twirled through the air, tracing stripes of freezing and burning
liquid along the ground. When it reached the end of its arc, it
smashed directly atop the sack of other potions.

To describe what came next as an explosion
would fall well short, but it was as near a word as seemed
appropriate. Fire, wind, and smoke rushed from the sack. Foul fumes
and sizzling acids spewed in all direction. A thunderclap of
detonation joined wailing and whistling gouts of steam and smoke.
It was a maelstrom. The draft horses reared, now in agreement of
which way to run, and the cart lurched into motion and rattled
forward. It was all Desmeres could do to keep himself, Dowser, and
any loose cargo from sliding free.
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The horses ran at a full sprint for several
minutes before they calmed enough for Genara to control them. In
time, Desmeres was able to navigate the jostled cargo to the hatch
and pulled it open, slipping through to the seat to join
Genara.

“I’ll take the reins,” he said. “Fine work
back there.”

“Fine work? That was a complete disaster!”
she said. “You couldn’t possibly have planned that.”

“Certainly not, but when fate hands you
tools, you must be willing to use them.”

“And you!” Genara growled, snatching
up Dowser. “I don’t know if I should hug you or slap you! You are
lucky you didn’t get us all killed!”

Dowser practically wagged his entire body and
tried to lick her nose. Genara decided hugging was the proper
course of action and held the puppy tight against her, drinking in
its warmth and trying to settle her hammering heart. As she
embraced the creature, she noticed an odd, charred smell, then
spotted a black patch of fur along the puppy’s side.

“Oh, he’s all singed up!”

“Is he hurt?” Desmeres asked.

“He isn’t acting hurt. Hold still, you
inbred numb-skull,” she muttered as her attempts to investigate the
possible burn were stymied by the puppy’s insistence on rolling to
its back for a tummy rub.”

“Yes, inbred. That is a proper
insult.”

“It looks like the fire didn’t get through
his fur. Lucky devil. And what about you?”

“I’m a lucky devil as well, I assure
you.”

“But what about your legs?”

“That depends. Are you any good with
bandages?”

“I’ve applied a few in my day.”

“Then I’ll be fine. There are a few in my
pocket there. If you think you could bind the worst of my wounds
while we are on the move, I would be much obliged.”

She fished out the rolled strips of linen and
quickly yanked them out of range of Dowser’s nipping teeth. The
bandages smelled strongly of some kind of ointment and the puppy
evidently felt the scent was irresistible. Desmeres helped wrangle
him and she maneuvered to her knees in the narrow foot well to
slide up his shredded pant legs and begin minister to his wounds.
When she saw the state of his injuries, she felt a flutter of fear
in her chest.

There must have been a hundred slashes and
gouges in his legs. Some were the shallow stripes of claws and
teeth dragging lightly across the surface. Many were deeper, where
oloes had the time to gnaw at him. It was a gruesome sight, and
though the bandages slowed the bleeding, she didn’t have nearly
enough to take care of all of his wounds.

“Desmeres… you are in very bad shape.”

“I’ve still got my legs, which is more than I
would have expected. Luckily, not many oloes found their way to
me.”

“Are these bandages magic in any way? Because
that’s what it will take to close some of the largest gashes. That
or a needle and thread.”

“No magic, I’m afraid. I had healing potions
in the sack with the rest, but we all know what happened to
that.”

“Then we have a problem.”

“We have several problems. More of them than
you realize.”

“Let us see. The Elite is after us. And I do
mean us, as it’s been made clear that I’m now fully
complicit in your crimes.”

“Something you had to realize would
occur.”

“Naturally I was afraid such might be the
case, but that doesn’t make it any more pleasant to find out. In
addition to that, you are badly injured. What other problems have I
missed?”

“I faced a man inside the storehouse. I
killed him, in fact. He had used a wand and hurled D’Karon magic.
That in and of itself is bad, but not terrible. One of the more
nefarious things that helped the D’Karon to so thoroughly secure
control of the military and keep Tressor at bay for so many years
was the nature of their magic. They fueled it with gems and as such
the magic could be used by complete novices until those gems were
drained. Once the empty, the gems would need to be refilled, often
to the detriment of the user. The man I fought drained the wand
fully and was able to continue casting spells.”

“So he was a wizard?”

“Perhaps… But some of the things he said…
Listen, if Oriech spoke to us, it means the D’Karon or a similarly
dangerous threat still exist. As such, am hesitant to dismiss this
as simple coincidence.”

“But the D’Karon are dead, right?”

“Banished, actually, though I’m sure if they
had returned I would be aware. If Deacon and Myranda can be
believed, the D’Karon called Bagu was killed outright and Demont
was sent back through the portal. Teht was already long dead by the
time they killed him as well. Trigorah was not D’Karon, but is dead
besides. That just leaves Epidime. If I recall her story correctly,
Epidime spoke to Myranda shortly before the portal closed. Unless
he was destroyed in the resulting incident or left of his own free
will, he might still be on the loose.”

“Where did you hear her tell her story? Given
the reputation you’ve built among the queen and the Elite, you
don’t strike me as the sort who would be hobnobbing with the
Duchess of Kenvard.”

“I didn’t hear it from her directly. She told
it to the queen and thus it was in the royal records, which I spent
some time with while I was tracking down the weapons I’d loaned her
and her people.”

“Then a detail like that could surely have
been left out, or you could have missed it.”

“No. Myranda was quite explicit in her
concern that Epidime might still be present in our world.”

“This is the man who… took Trigorah’s
life?”

“It was.”

“And was he the man you faced in the
storehouse?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know. If I saw a man kill
the one I loved, I would like to think I would remember his
face.”

Desmeres sighed. “Something must be done to
spread the truth in its entirety. Ignorance of what remains of the
threat is liable to do more damage than the potential panic the
knowledge of the threat might cause. Epidime isn’t the sort of man
you recognize. He changes bodies the way you would change an
outfit. A difficult creature to kill.”

“How precisely does he change bodies?”

“I don’t know. Physical contact seemed
necessary for those with a stronger will. For the willing or weak
he simply… slips his way in, like an errant spirit choosing a new
home.”

“And you’ve fought him?”

He smiled. “He could not have subverted me.
Not to worry.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Desmeres caught the bundle of chains about
his neck and jingled them. “One of the more difficult things I
managed while I was in the service of the D’Karon was to get a good
enough glimpse at their magic to work out how to create charms
against such a thing. As you might imagine, the other Generals
weren’t fond of the idea of Epidime attempting to supplant them, so
they produced enchantments against him. Nearly half of these charms
are specifically designed to ward him off. I’m glad I never stopped
wearing them.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve got any extra.”

“I don’t, but fortunately for you, I don’t
need to make one for you or most others. Tell me, do you have any
of the freshly minted coins from New Kenvard? The ones since
Myranda and Deacon became the Duke and Duchess?”

“I… I suppose I may.”

She opened her coat and revealed a coin
purse. After rummaging for a bit, she turned up three copper coins
that had the fresh, unmarred faces of something recently
pressed.

“Yes, excellent. Give them here and take the
reins. I have some thread…”

He took the coins and selected the stiletto
that had been among the weapons Genara had rescued from the ground
at Desmeres feet. A bit of twisting and pressing was all it took to
drill a neat hole through. He strung a bit of thread through and
draped the makeshift amulet around her neck.

“Desmeres, if you keep making me jewelry,
people are liable to start talking.”

“If it tempers the gesture at all, I’m making
one for Dowser as well.”

“I don’t understand, is this Epidime
character allergic to copper?”

“No.” He held up one of the coins, revealing
the seal on the tail side of it. “Do you see this?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what it is?”

“I imagine it is the seal of New
Kenvard.”

“No. It is the Mark of the Chosen. Myranda
and the others were all born with such a mark. It is, among other
things, a test of purity. Its touch is agonizing to the D’Karon or
those who have betrayed the world to aid them. Wear the amulet with
the mark against your skin and you should be safe against Epidime.
It is a stroke of genius that they’ve minted these coins. Soon
anyone with coins from the Kenvard mint will have a weapon against
Epidime.”

“If this is all that’s required to keep me
safe, why waste all of that time on all of those charms? Why not
just spend the copper?”

“For the same reason I only handle money
while wearing gloves these days.”

He raised his arm until his sleeve slid
enough to reveal some of his bare arm, then gingerly touched the
simple coin to his skin. Though the mark barely kissed his arm, it
caused him to wince, and a faint red welt raised beneath it as
though Desmeres had been scalded with boiling water.

“Thanks to my association with the D’Karon,
however brief, I fail this particular test.”

“So for all I know, you could be this Epidime
character right now.”

“Yes. For all you know, I could be.
Unsettling, isn’t it.”

“Come here,” she said. She held his chin.
“Look at me.”

Genara gazed deep into his eyes. It wasn’t a
look of longing or adoration. It was a measurement, a test. The
sort of look that caused the spirit and mind to twist and turn
uncomfortably. She continued staring into his eyes until a look of
certainty came to hers.

“You’re alone in there… I’m sure of it.”

“Oh?” he said. “Are you an expert on demonic
possession now?”

“No. I’m an expert in eyes. A window to the
soul, that’s what Father always said. I’ve not yet a man or woman
who could lie to me without their eyes betraying them.”

“A handy skill, that,” Desmeres said.
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Anrack leaned heavily on his cane and
surveyed the damage. It was telling that, when Desmeres yelled his
taunting warning to take cover, most of his men had. This
had kept casualties to a minimum. Two men had broken arms, a third
had a broken leg, and there were numerous likely sprains and minor
burns. He himself had a pain up his left side which suggested
something in his chest was either broken or nearly so, and the
throbbing remnants of Desmeres’s first attempt to burn him
alive had been re-inflamed. It was similarly lucky that the horses
had been startled by the early portions of combat, because it meant
they’d been entirely spared the effects of the massive
demonstration of Desmeres's alchemy knowledge.

He stood at the edge of the crater in the
ground where the bag had once sat. It was a gouge half Anrack’s
height into the ground, revealing rich black soil that hadn’t seen
the light of day in years. Bits of the dirt and stone had a glassy
look. Most of the larger pieces were shattered to jagged bits.
Pieces of stone peppered the countryside and a few were still
embedded in his armor. Somewhere toward the middle of the infested
field, a slumped bit of broken earth marked the final resting place
of the one man in his current squad who knew how to use the D’Karon
tools, and buried with him was the tool itself.

“So much power…” he said.

The injured commander slipped the sword from
his belt and admired it. This, at least, he had earned from the
clash. Without a doubt it was the finest weapon he had ever held,
and it gave him no small amount of satisfaction knowing that
Desmeres would smolder with anger at the thought of it hanging on
his belt.

“Who among you has served in the Elite the
longest?” he called without looking up.

“I have, sir,” came the reply.

He turned. The man who had stepped forward
was indeed one of the men under his command who was nearest to his
own age.

“Are you injured?” Anrack asked.

“Not badly, Commander.”

“Good. Select five of the healthiest
remaining men and horses and do your best to follow Desmeres’s
trail. Do not attempt to confront him. We clearly require greater
resources than the queen has seen fit to provide if we wish to
apprehend him alive or dead. But if you find he has settled
for a long-term stay somewhere, send a messenger with the location
so that I can bring a proper force. I shall return to the capital
with the injured men and have a word with Queen Caya about
expanding and equipping our force.”

“Yes, Commander,” the soldier responded.

Anrack lingered for a moment longer, sword in
hand.

“Entwell… Within our own borders, a
place with the training to make this weapon.” He looked to the
crater. “And magic of that potency… And all of this time Desmeres
knew of it. If he’d shared it with the proper people, the Alliance
Army could have won this war. We could have beaten
the blasted Tressons instead of enduring this false peace.”

He slipped the sword back into its
scabbard.

“Perhaps we still can beat them.” He smiled.
“Perhaps we will.”


Chapter
5

 


Desmeres and Genara sat beside each other in front of
a meager fire. For the first time since they’d begun traveling
together, they’d chosen to make camp in the wilderness rather than
finding a town. In point of fact, chosen might have been too
strong a word. After clashing with the Elite and killing one to
avoid capture in his storehouse, Desmeres reasoned the soldiers
might be just a bit more dedicated to capturing them. Keeping their
heads down and their faces hidden had thus become preferable to
spending the night in an inn. So they had found some cover from the
wind, dipped into the meager provisions Desmeres had brought along,
and begun to cook a long overdue meal while sitting on makeshift
chairs fashioned from some of the sturdier chests and boxes they’d
rescued from the storehouse.

“I can’t remember the last time I’ve
been so exhausted at midday,” Genara said.

They had continued riding for six long hours,
leaving the sun high overhead by the time their horses wisely
decided a good long rest was in order. The journey had taken them
to the outskirts of Ravenwood. If one had to pitch camp while on
the run, Ravenwood was a fine place to do it. Plenty of trees for
cover and firewood, excellent hunting—and, most importantly, it was
large and dense enough to easily lose a pursuer if one were to
present itself.

It wasn’t a perfect hiding place,
however. Dowser, who had been kind enough to doze through most of
the past few hours, was positively vibrating with excitement and
curiosity over the symphony of new scents carried by the breeze.
While the food cooked, Desmeres began some basic obedience
training, but his results were so far limited to barely
keeping the puppy from setting himself on fire in his attempts to
inspect the bubbling cooking pot.

“If you think you are tired now, try serving
as the partner of an assassin. Day and night have a way of trading
places when one makes one's living in the seedier professions.
Though I would have expected most of your money would be made at
night.”

“You keep making snide remarks about my
profession and you’ll be laughing out the other side of your
face.”

He chuckled. “Did I touch a nerve?”

“You’re practically sitting on my nerves. I’m
not sure this Oriech character knows his stuff if he’d single
you out for something heroic.”

“Something tells me he’s not as selective as
you might think. When a job needs to be done, you can’t always
afford to find the perfect person to do it. Sometimes you have to
make do with what you’ve got.”

“Times must be tough, then,” she
muttered.

Genara slipped off her gloves and blew into
her hands, then leaned down and snapped her fingers. Dowser had
spent the last few minutes unraveling the mysteries of a tangle of
weeds near their fire and ignoring Desmeres’s commands. At the
sound of her snapping fingers, he turned and galloped over to
Genara. When he was near enough, Genara pulled him forward and
buried her hands in his plush fur.

“At least he’s worked out what snapping
means. That’s some progress,” Desmeres said. “Training this beast
is going to be a greater challenge than I’d anticipated.”

“If you’d asked me before our little
encounter with the Elite, I would have told you the little pup
wouldn’t have been good for anything besides drooling, making
trouble, and being a hand-warmer.” She brushed at the singed bit of
fur from the battle. “He did save the day back there,
though. Even if he did it through pure stupidity.”

“You’d be surprised how often pure stupidity
has saved the day over the years. Ignorance and bravery are
interchangeable. But enough philosophy. We’ve got problems to
solve. We’ll start with the simple ones. Food. I’m not the best
hunter, but I’m confident I could keep us fed here in the forest.
The horses are another matter. I’ve only got enough feed for
another day or so, so we’ll have to find a proper stable if we are
hoping to get much use out of them.”

“What about your legs?” she asked.

“They’ll need attention if I’m hoping to get
much use out of them as well.”

He tugged up the leg of his mis-matched pair
of trousers. After his previous pair had been shredded along with
his legs, he’d had to swap them for thinner pair that weren’t
nearly as well suited to the cold. The layers of bandage beneath
them made up for that. He adjusted the rather gruesome-looking
wound dressing and slid the leg back into place.

“At least the cold is a blessing. They’re
more or less numb.”

A light breeze rolled through the campsite
and Dowser, as he’d done off and on since their battle, burst into
a long, energetic howl.

“We’ll have to train him out of that in a
hurry if we’re going to stay ahead of the Elite,” he said, snapping
his fingers to distract the dog.

Dowser bounded over and gave a few more short
howls. When he quieted down, Desmeres ruffled his fur and praised
him. He paused, then pulled the collar he’d fashioned a bit to
reveal the coin affixed to it.

“And then there’s the issue of Epidime.”

“Right…” Genara said. “Call it wishful
thinking but… are we sure he’s the one after you? Maybe it
was someone else you fought. Someone who would stay dead.
You don’t even know if he’s really still around.”

“If there’s a chance, then it’s something
we’ve got to plan for. Myranda obviously has her concerns about
him, or she wouldn’t have minted those coins so quickly.” When
Dowser remained silent, Desmeres fed him a hunk of dried meat. “If
we are going to protect ourselves from him, we are going to need to
know what he wants and why he wants it. That will allow us to
predict his actions, and thus stay ahead of him.”

Genara stood and slipped her gloves back on
to tend to the pot sitting among the coals.

“What… exactly are you cooking?” she
asked.

“Beans,” he said.

“And?”

“And water.”

“You aren’t much of a cook, are you?”

“A man can only have so many skills. Now if
we can stay focused?”

“Right, right. Epidime.” She scratched her
head and took a seat again. “What do we know? You think he was one
of the Elites. And the Elite is after you. Probably not a
coincidence.”

“Knowing Epidime, he probably found a way to
manipulate them into it. The new question becomes why Epidime would
want me. Do you recall what Anrack said? When he mentioned Master
Weste?”

“Yes. What about it?”

“He was a stealth master in Entwell some
years ago.”

“Entwell… right, right. The, err. The
training ground that’s supposedly on the other side of the Cave of
the Beast. … Good heavens, these last few weeks taught me a
tremendous amount of dubious information…”

“As far as I know, the only people who have
been to Entwell and now call the Northern Alliance home are
Myranda, Deacon, Myn, Lain, and me. Master Weste was from before
Myranda and Myn’s time there. I know for a fact I didn’t mention
it, and Deacon would know better than to mention it as well. But
Lain was host to Epidime for a time. I’m quite sure that
information came from his head.”

“And now Anrack knows. You think he might
have, err… taken over Anrack?”

“No. Why he hasn’t done so is anyone’s guess,
but if he’d taken over Anrack, that chaos in the field would not
have gone our way as easily as it did.”

“Seems odd he’d share that information then.
I’ve dealt with my share of men in a position of power, and the
ones that stay in power aren’t the kind to spread
information around. They’re all about secrets.”

“Exactly. Which means if Anrack knows, it’s
because Epidime wants him to know. Epidime wants Anrack to be
obsessed with Entwell. It wouldn’t take a master manipulator to
reason that once a lifelong soldier and aspiring general like
Anrack learned of the martial potential of Entwell, he would want
to go there. A few tantalizing mentions and examples were probably
all it took.”

“So it’s a safe assumption that if Anrack
wants to go there, it’s because Epidime wants to go there.”

“It’s as good a theory as any, but if he
wanted to go there, why not just go? He must know at
least where it is. Lain has been there and back more than
once, and spent a few years there. If he got anything from Lain’s
head at all, he at least must have worked out where to find the
place.”

“Obviously there’s some reason he can’t, or
he doesn’t want to go himself.”

“A mortal would certainly have reason enough
to avoid it. The Cave of the Beast is no simple path to navigate.
It’s claimed far, far more people than it’s delivered.”

“Funny, I always thought that beast was a
myth.”

“It is a myth. The cave itself is the
threat. Twisting pathways, rising waters. It’s passable for only a
small portion of each year, and if one doesn’t find the way to
Entwell quickly enough, it is quite possible to become stranded
inside.”

“But if Epidime is a spirit, he could just
pass through the whole mountain.”

Desmeres sat back and tipped his head.
“Perhaps not…”

“Oh?”

“I was never much interested in what they
were doing on the Wizard’s Side of Entwell, but one can’t be raised
there and avoid at least overhearing some of their constant
debates. The mountain—a fair stretch of the Eastern Mountains, in
fact—is riddled with flakes of the same gems wizards use for their
staffs and the like. It makes it positively confounding to magic. I
understand the effect continues to lesser but still substantial
degree all around the village.”

“Why would something inside the
mountain affect the area around it?”

“If you cup your ear to the east, you might
still hear Cresh and Solomon arguing about that. As best I can
recall, the latest theory before my departure involved the mountain
developing some sort of will of its own after trapping so many
souls within its bowls. All I know is it’s kept Entwell hidden from
even those actively seeking it, and makes entering and leaving
through even mystic means profoundly difficult. It took someone
like Ether to manage it.”

“Ether. The shapeshifter? One of the
Guardians of the Realm? She’s from Entwell?”

“She was summoned there, yes.”

“You left her off the list from before.”

“… So I did. I’m glad you’re paying
attention.”

“As you demonstrated, sometimes people
seeking my services seem more interested in being listened to than
the other activities. I always tell the girls to pick that skill
up. Unfortunately, the problem with telling someone to learn to
listen is, if they actually need to learn, then they don’t listen
to you tell them to.”

“Fascinating… But—”

“I know, I know. ‘Stay focused.’ Epidime
might not be able to get to Entwell any more easily than a
mortal.”

“Correct. But that doesn’t explain much.
After all, he could simply select a suitable host and navigate the
cave the same as anyone else.”

“You’re a suitable host, aren’t you?
Couldn’t that be why he wants you?”

“I’m certainly able, but there’s no reason it
would have to be me.”

“Sure there is. You’ve been through the cave
before. You know the way.”

“I suppose that’s a reason, but why go
through the trouble? Every person in Entwell who wasn’t born
there arrived via the cave. It is dangerous, certainly, but what
difference does that make to a creature for whom death is
cheap?”

“Are you honestly asking that question?”

“Yes. Why, am I missing something?”

She looked at him flatly. “Imagine you’re
Epidime. You’re this powerful wizard spirit thing. You can go from
body to body, flitting wherever you chose and never having to worry
about being kept out of anywhere you want to be. Now you learn of
this mountain you can’t get through. For the first time, there’s a
place you can’t go. Wouldn’t that drive you mad?”

“That’s one of many excellent reasons why he
would want to go to Entwell. As I understand it, he may have
an unhealthy obsession with Myranda for the same reason. She was
able to fully resist him. But that doesn’t explain why he would
want me in order to go there.”

“I wasn’t done. So again, you’re Epidime.
Never once have you encountered anything that could keep you
out. But once you find it, you realize you’ve also found
something that could keep you in. Sure, if he kills whatever
body he uses to try to get there, he won’t cease to be. But
what if he is trapped? Surely the very thought of being
trapped at all would be terrifying to him. And he could possibly be
trapped forever.”

“Interesting. Epidime could be
frightened of the cave. He might want me so that he can be
absolutely certain he can find his way through. I know from when I
served under him that he’d not been able to fully mine Lain’s mind.
If he’d failed to extract a reliable memory of the path through the
cave…”

“The pieces fit, right?”

“It would explain why he doesn’t outright
kill me. He can’t risk losing the information. Yes… That might be
as close as we’re going to get to working out his plans.”

“And now that you think you know what he’s up
to, how exactly does that help you?”

“It tells me that I’m as safe as a baby in
his mother’s arms just as long as I can keep him out of my head. He
wouldn’t dare kill me, nor can he afford to have me killed. It also
means that for the rest of my days I’ll have to cope with the fact
that every single set of eyes pointed in my direction could have
Epidime staring out from within. That suits me fine.”

“Does it now? That’s odd, because I’d thought
you were at least moderately sane. Learning I would be the eternal
target of some sort of demon would most certainly not suit
me fine at all.”

He smiled and wrung his fingers for warmth.
“Come now, Genara. You told me that you were a good listener. Why
did I come to you all those days ago?”

“You were out of sorts and needed a shoulder
to cry on. You decided you needed a new distraction.”

“A new purpose,” he corrected.

“Whatever. And I said what you needed
was redemption.”

“Precisely. This provides me with the
opportunity for both. It presents me with a task that is by any
measure a worthy purpose for my life, something that would without
a doubt redeem me for any past wrongdoing, and one that I really
ought to have been dreaming of for some time.”

“Running from Epidime?”

“No. Killing Epidime.”

“You want to kill him. Kill a man you say
brushes off death like snowflakes on his jacket.”

“Certainly. It must be possible. And if it
isn’t, at least trying to do it will keep me busy.”

“Desmeres… I realize I joined you because I
wanted to be part of something important for once. And this is
definitely important. But don’t you think it is a little too
important for you to handle? I say we head south, we go to
New Kenvard. That’s where most of the Guardians of the Realm spend
their time now, right? This is clearly the sort of thing they were
meant to handle.”

He shook his head slowly. “We can’t get the
Chosen involved.”

“Of course you can!”

“It would mean war.”

“What? Why?”

“Myranda and Deacon are two of the key
ambassadors and negotiators. They are splitting their time between
rebuilding their city and meeting with delegates from Tressor. A
peace this fresh is fragile. Any disturbance could shatter it.”

“Surely that… malthrope isn’t an
ambassador. Or the dragon. Or the shapeshifter. Seeking
their help won’t hurt negotiations.”

“Oh, no. It won’t hurt the negotiations. It
will completely destroy them. Your family lives in Verril. They’ve
seen Ether, Myn, and Ivy in action. Did their tactics strike you as
subtle?”

“Absolutely not. My father and brother were
lucky their home wasn’t damaged. But a bit of chaos is probably
excusable in light of the threat.”

“Not when that threat is specifically a
D’Karon. The war was entirely their doing, something the Tressons
are only beginning to believe. In fact, the only thing they are
even more incredulous about is our claims of having entirely
removed and defeated them. If Epidime turns up, and worse, appears
to be in a position of power, then the Tressons will certainly
interpret it as treachery and rally the troops once more. And if
Ether or Ivy clash with Epidime then there is no chance of it being
kept secret.”

“And you’ll be subtle? What happened in that
field counts as subtle?”

“In comparison to what the others would do,
it was positively elegant.”

She released an exasperated breath.
“Desmeres, we don’t even know for certain Epidime is the real
enemy. There could be other explanations for all of this. At least
take the time to make sure you aren’t losing your head about
this.”

“Fortunately for me, it doesn’t take me very
much time at all to be sure of something. At this point in my life,
I find it quite safe to assume my intuition is accurate.”

“Yeah? Maybe we should ask Trigorah how
accurate your intuition is.”

The instant the words left her lips she
regretted them. Desmeres’s expression barely changed, but she could
see the glimmer of something smoldering under his gaze.

“I’m sorry. That was out of line.”

“No. Well said. It doesn’t change a thing,
though. My own poor judgment may have contributed to her death, but
Epidime delivered the final blow. Maybe more than anything else,
that’s why he has to die. There’s something to be said about simple
revenge. It’s a classic purpose to live and die by.” He looked to
Dowser and scratched at him. “Everything about this reeks of
maneuvering, manipulation. Epidime has crafted a scenario in which
he and I must meet again and again. Alone. He’s guaranteed himself
repeated attempts at his prize.”

“But you aren’t doing it alone.” She placed a
hand on his shoulder. “You’ve got me. And though I’m loathe to
admit it, Dowser’s not entirely worthless either.”

Desmeres grinned. “Like I said. Manipulation.
Epidime moves his pieces to bring me to him. Oriech makes his play
and brings me help. Welcome to the game, Genara.”

“That suits me fine. It means that at least
someone involved has a decent head on her shoulders.” She
sniffed. “But now that you’ve decided what you need to do, how do
you get it done? We are talking about killing a man that
even the Guardians of the Realm couldn’t kill.”

“That may be so. But we have quite a few
things they didn’t have.”

“Like what?”

“Like access to all of their records, and a
considerably less scrupulous ‘hero’ with vengeance driving him
rather than justice.”

Dowser, unsatisfied with the quality of the
pats and scratches he was receiving, stood and nudged Desmeres’s
leg. He stiffened with pain and gently guided the puppy away from
the injuries.

“But first, we’ll need a few things,” he
said. “I need a healer. I also need someone with greater mystical
insight than I have. Someone with some connection to the Alliance
Army would be useful as well. Deacon would, unfortunately, be
ideal. My mystic acquaintances are otherwise limited. … Though
there may be one. Would you be kind enough to fetch the maps from
just inside the hatch?”

Genara stood to collect the maps.

“In the depths of the war, healers were hard
to come by. For the most part, Lain and I made do with the healing
potions I made, but while it is relatively simple to conjure
elemental effects like fire and ice, my formula for the health
restoration elixir always left something to be desired, so I made
it a point of finding a healer we could depend upon just in
case.”

She handed him the maps. “Is she nearby?”

“He, actually. And while he’s had to move
about a bit, the last I heard he had returned to his old roost.” He
flattened the map on his lap. “We are here, right on the edge of
Ravenwood. The man we’re after his here, nearer to its center.”

“He lives in the middle of Ravenwood?”

“Indeed. They say it has to do with the
meeting of lay lines and keeping him from prying eyes. Having met
the man, I think it has more to do with being left alone. It will
be a bit difficult. Ravenwood isn’t the most pleasant place to
drive a full cart. After a visit to Isntist to replenish our horse
feed, we may be able to make it in a few days. Hopefully my
legs can hold out until then. But that’s enough planning. Those
beans should be ready. Best to keep our strength up. Plenty of
travel ahead.”

#

After a few days of travel, Anrack reached
the capital. There was much to do within Verril itself, but before
his meetings with the queen and his staff, he knew he had to pay a
visit to Fort Greenworth. His attempt to capture Desmeres and his
goods had been a dismal failure, but it had proved that Scriben’s
notes and research were accurate broadly accurate. Further analysis
would turn up other worthwhile targets, he was sure of it.

On Anrack’s orders, a small field-post of
sorts was added to the fort in his absence. Workers were still
clearing one of the outlying buildings but already he could see
crates of fresh supplies and the beginnings of a semi-permanent set
of quarters for additional guards. He had always known the value of
good information, but until he’d seen it for himself he’d not
realized just how precious the contents of the fort were. As such
he couldn’t risk it falling into the wrong hands—or, more
importantly, slipping through his fingers.

When he stepped inside, he found the main
building of the fort even more difficult to navigate than his first
visit. The gems on the walls, which supplied most of the light last
time, were quite dim. Only a pair of oil lamps shed any real
illumination, and both of them were set on the record-keeper’s
desk.

“Scriben!” Anrack barked, limping into the
circle of light around the workspace.

The sound of his voice startled the excitable
scholar. He looked up and squinted, recognition slow to dawn in his
eyes. When he finally dredged up the name and rank of his visitor
from his tattered memories, he hastily stood. A pile of scribbled
notes fell from the desk and fluttered to the floor.

“A thousand pardons, Err… Commander…
Commander Anrack. It took some time to place your face.”

“Never mind that. I’ve been to the
storehouse. It was precisely as well stocked as you’d suggested,
but your information was not complete. The traps at the entrance
still triggered.”

“Err… oh. That’s… that’s unfortunate. Is that
why you seem to be… rather more poorly than I remember?”

“My more recent injuries came at the hands of
Lumineblade. He was present in the storehouse when we arrived. It
cost me one of my men, as well as the wand you provided.”

“The wand? Did I… did I give you a wand?”

He stood and shuffled to a nearby shelf,
lantern in hand.

“Ah… yes, there is one missing here.” He
rubbed his forehead. “My word, I’ve not been as clear-headed lately
as I would like… That’s why… Err… That’s why I must have written
these notes.”

The record-keeper returned to the desk and
gathered the first of the fallen notes.

“Have you been drinking, Scriben?”

“Drinking? No. Err, I’ve not been drinking.
It’s just. That curse. The one that struck me when I was first
looking into the notes… Did I tell you about that?”

“Yes, of course you did.”

“I don’t remember. I have good days and bad,
sir… I lose large swaths of my day… of my week. On the good
days, I leave notes to guide me during the bad. There are certainly
a lot of notes today…”

“Clearly you’ll be no good to me right now.
Take a note then, for when your wits return to you.”

“Yes. Yes, I can certainly do that.”

He fetched a clean sheet of parchment and
dipped his quill.

“What would you have me do?”

“Gather more of those wands. And any D’Karon
weapons you have. Anything that might be wielded by my men. If they
require training, summarize it. Desmeres is proving a worthy
adversary, and if I am to best him, I must be well-equipped.”

Scriben finished recording the request, then
read it to himself as though he was just learning what it said.

“D’Karon weapons. I think…” He rummaged
through the notes. “Yes. Yes, I have two points here. The queen
sent a man asking for a report on what you’d discovered while you
were here. Croyden Lumineblade, if I’m correct… Why is that name
familiar…”

“He’s the queen’s consort and the son of the
blasted scoundrel I’m after. What did he have to say?”

“Mostly he said he was irritated how much
you’d learned and failed to report. Err… No… No, that’s how much
I’ve learned and failed to report. I suppose I’ve not been
comprehensive in my summaries to the queen… I could have sworn I’d
been thorough…”

“Did he have anything that concerned
me, or has this entire pointless conversation been a
complete waste of my time?”

“He wants to see you immediately. He wants a
report on what steps you’ve taken so far and the progress you’ve
made… I think that bit was for you… It may have been for me
as well… I think I need to lie down and gather my thoughts…”

Anrack pounded the table. “Listen! The
information in this fort is crucial to my mission and to the
continued safety of the kingdom. If you cannot handle its
stewardship on your own, then I shall have an assistant assigned,
but I cannot afford any more setbacks.”

“Yes, Commander.”

He tapped the note. “Gather the weapons,
gather the information on their use, and have them ready for me.
Understood?”

“Yes, Commander. Yes, that much is quite
clear. The weapons will be ready for you. I know I have swords and
bows. Perhaps—”

“Swords and bows I have. Unless these have
some mystic quality to them, I have no interest in them. I want
their magic, Scriben. If you can’t find any more things as simple
to use as the wand, then dig up spell books or something. I’ll
recruit a wizard if I must, but I’m certain that D’Karon magic will
be indispensable. Their spells kept the Tressons at bay for over a
century. It is madness that the queen has tied our hands by denying
them from our troops.”

“Err… As you say, sir.”

Anrack turned and paced back to the door.

“It is a wonder this Kingdom hasn’t collapsed
a thousand times over…” he muttered.

#

A few hours later, the Commander arrived in
the Capital and made his way into the entry hall of the castle.
Servants took his cloak and led him to a small room to the side of
the throne room to sit await an audience with the queen. When the
heavy door opened a few minutes later, a tall, thin man with the
distinctive features of an elf stepped inside. He had golden blond
cut to shoulder length and the same lean, muscular build that
seemed to be assigned to every elf upon reaching adulthood. He wore
impeccably tailored clothes, a military dress uniform in the three
shades of Alliance blue. When he looked upon Anrack, it was with an
artful combination of dispassionate superiority and thinly masked
contempt.

“Elite Commander Anrack,” he said.

“Lumineblade,” Anrack said. “I understand you
wanted a word with me.”

“I did. In a few moments you’ll be meeting
with Queen Caya. She is not pleased with you. I thought I would
take this opportunity to give you a chance to explain
yourself.”

“I was unaware I had any explaining to
do.”

“You have been monopolizing the time of the
record-keeper, but that much she can tolerate. What she cannot
tolerate is the profound amount of information you uncovered and
chose to act upon without first sharing it.”

“What information would that be?”

“I personally visited and found that
volumes of notes from the former General Epidime had been
analyzed.”

“Is it now the job of the Elite commander to
serve as a courier for the record-keeper? Surely if new information
has been uncovered it is his job to deliver it.”

“This isn’t about the information, Anrack.
And I will thank you to keep a civil tone. The issue is that you
acted on it without clearing it with us. As the current
state of the record-keeper clearly illustrates, the Generals were
treacherous.”

“Scriben only shared books that had been
deemed free of enchantment.”

“It does not take an enchantment to set a
trap, Commander. A great deal of disinformation has been uncovered
in the D’Karon records, and many deceitful instructions and lessons
intended to either open a new path for them to invade or lay the
groundwork for one in the future. We have defeated the D’Karon
once. We do not relish the thought of having to defeat them
again.”

“Do you believe I would be so foolish as to
engage in some behavior that might threaten our world?”

“I believe sharing your intentions with
regard to D’Karon issues is the best safeguard against such a
result, intentional or not. From this point forward, if the D’Karon
factor into your decision-making, you will clear any decision with
the crown before continuing.”

“That would lead to unacceptable delays. Our
quarry is a wily one. Every minute we delay acting is another
chance for him to slip away entirely. But then, I suppose that may
be the purpose of this absurd requirement.”

Croyden raised an eyebrow. “What are you
implying, Commander?”

“The man I’m after is your father. Clearly
you have an interest in seeing him escape justice.”

“I have never met the man, Commander. Though
I share his family name, I assure you I have no love for Desmeres
Lumineblade. I thoroughly resent the implication that I would allow
simple sentiment to interfere with the proper running of this
kingdom. And moreover, even if that had been my goal, if you
believe I have any influence over the queen, you are sadly
mistaken. The kingdom is hers to lead. I merely ensure her orders
are carried out smoothly and efficiently.”

Croyden turned head and twitched a pointed
ear.

“The queen is coming now. I suggest you treat
her with greater respect than you’ve treated me.”

The door swung open and nearly broke from its
hinges. Tus, the leader of the Honor Guard, filled the doorway. He
glared at Anrack, then stepped aside. Queen Caya thundered into the
room with fire in her eyes.

“Commander. How nice of you to grace us with
your presence. I hope we haven’t inconvenienced you with our
request for this meeting,” she jabbed. “Croyden, did you give him
an earful?”

“Not with the same spirit I suspect you would
have preferred.”

“I couldn’t hear you screaming from down the
hall, so you were definitely falling short of what I had in mind.
Anrack, would you like to explain to me why my infirmary is filled
with injured Elites?”

“We had an encounter with Lumineblade.”

“You are supposed to apprehend him.”

“We made every attempt, my Queen. He was
quite well-armed during the clash.”

“So I heard. What did you expect? You ran
into him inside his personal armory! It doesn’t take a brilliant
tactician to know you don’t corner a world-class weaponsmith in the
very workshop where he produced some of his finest pieces! And
what’s this I hear about one of the Elites dying?”

“It was unfortunate. I was not present at the
time; I’d joined some of my men to locate and guard a secondary
exit to the storehouse.”

“And why does it not surprise me that you
found a reason to use the wand the very first time you had the
opportunity?”

“You gave us permission to use the wand in an
emergency. As the encounter turned out to be a lethal one, I think
calling it an emergency and utilizing the wand was simple, sound
leadership.”

“The point was to use the wand to save the
life of one of your men if he was in danger. The man with the wand
died! That’s not sound leadership, but it is certainly
simple.”

Anrack kept his face impassive, but his anger
was evident.

“Have you got something to say, Commander?”
the queen said.

“I was taught to treat the crown with
deference and respect, so I will hold my tongue.”

“I don’t care how you feel about the crown,
Anrack. The woman wearing it is the one you need to worry about. So
speak up. That’s an order.”

“As you wish, my Queen. How do you expect me
to do as you say if you refuse to allow me to act in the ways I see
fit? In our first meeting at Clennock’s Den, I will admit to being
bested by Desmeres because I was unprepared for his level of
treachery. If not for your pointless limitations, I would have had
him, and my man would still be alive.”

“Pointless limitations? Oh, please, do go
on,” Caya said.

“If you’ve spoken to my injured men, then you
know that we spent hours attempting to dig our way into the
storehouse. Yet the moment I discovered Desmeres’s second entrance
and decided times were drastic enough to deploy the wand, its magic
was able to clear the way in minutes. Had we been given permission
from the start, we would have been inside the storehouse when he
arrived. We would have been waiting for him, armed with his
own weapons. He would be in your custody right now.”

“If only I’d let you use the D’Karon magic as
you chose,” Caya said.

“Yes. You have selected me to command the
Elite. Let me do it as I know is appropriate.”

“Well now. That was very enlightening. Tell
me, Anrack. Can you stand?”

“I can.”

“Then on your feet!” she ordered. “If
you were trained to respect the crown, then you know that when the
queen enters the room, every man woman and child must rise. I’m not
a stickler for protocol and formality, but if you’re going to make
the claim of respect for my position, you’d better show
it.”

He stiffly rose.

“Good, now follow me. Tus, help him if he
needs it.”

Queen Caya strutted out into the entry hall.
Though Anrack moved swiftly to follow, Tus did not feel it was
quickly enough, and stepped behind him to practically heave him out
the door. The whole group, including Croyden, stepped into the
entry hall. She pointed down to the marble floor.

“Look at this,” she said. “Brand new marble.
Why? Because the old was damaged by the Chosen when they fought
their way through here. Look there, on the wall. Fresh paint
touching up a faded mural that took damage as well. And there.
Bagu’s personal office, barred and barricaded after nearly costing
my record-keeper his life and certainly costing him his clarity of
thought even after the monster was already gone. We are rebuilding,
Anrack. And the damage we patch is the damage left by the D’Karon.
We are repairing the things they have done to us, and worse, we are
repairing the things they had us do to ourselves. That is why you
aren’t to rely upon their workings. That is why you aren’t to use
their magic. We are leaving them behind. We are moving past them.
They cannot be trusted, even in their absence. Everything they have
ever done has been to facilitate conquest and control, and I am
through seeing my subjects suffer through it. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, my Queen.”

“Good. As it happens, I have spoken to
your men in the infirmary. They explained how their fallen
squadmate lost his life when he entered the storehouse of his own
accord. As it was his mistake and not yours—at least, not
directly—I won’t take your command from you. But you have
made it clear that I was not clear when I assigned this
mission. We want Desmeres. And he is only good to us alive.
But we do not need him. Seek him, keep tabs on him, harry
him, keep him moving. But do not risk the lives of your men. Yes,
he stole from me. It is a slap in the face, but I have greater
concerns at present.”

“This man killed one of your subjects, one of
your Elite, and you would not make his apprehension a
priority?”

“If someone came after me hurling D’Karon
magic I would kill him, too, regardless of who it was. He’s got
plenty to answer for, and he shall, because I’ve got the best
soldiers in the world at my disposal and not even Desmeres can stay
ahead of them forever. But the important thing is that the people
know the Elite is together, active, and competent. I want
you to succeed, but more crucially I do not want you to
fail. So take your time, be sensible, and don’t pull another
stunt like that. All D’Karon magic, all D’Karon artifacts,
everything of theirs is off the table now, and you will act
upon their information only after it has been cleared by me,
Croyden, or one of the Guardians of the Realm. Understood?”

“Yes, my Queen.”

“Good.” She looked him up and down. “Now get
to the infirmary. It looks like you took your lumps as well.”

“I prefer to let my wounds heal and use their
lingering effects to motivate me not to make the same mistake
twice.”

“You’ve got your bad leg and your burns for
that. Heal the rest. That’s an order. I would stay to be
sure you follow it, but Myranda and Deacon are due for a visit in a
few days do discuss their progress and there is much to do to
prepare.”

Caya marched off to other tasks. Tus lingered
long enough to give Anrack a threatening glare before following the
queen. When they were gone, Croyden stepped in front of Anrack.

“The infirmary is this way,” he said.

“I know the way,” the commander
fumed.

Anrack headed to a hallway leading to the
less ornate and more functional portions of the palace. Croyden
matched his pace.

“Now that you’ve had your discussion with the
queen, how do you plan to proceed?”

“The remains of my squad are, at this moment,
tracking Desmeres. Would you permit me the use of a few runners to
keep in contact with them?”

“Certainly.”

“I shall need to recruit a replacement for
the man I lost, and bolster my ranks with a few new recruits. I
would prefer if I would be permitted to make my own
selections.”

“Under my oversight, that is
permissible.”

“Furthermore, the queen mentioned a visit
from the Duke and Duchess of New Kenvard. I wonder if I might be
permitted a brief meeting with them.”

“To what end?”

“If I understand correctly, they each had
dealings, in some cases extensive dealings, with Desmeres. Their
insight into this matter and some others would greatly aid me.”

“I shall arrange it. Naturally you shall need
to remain near to the capital in order to meet with them.”

“That suits my purposes. When I have received
my treatment I intend to return to Fort Greenworth and continue
investigating the records from the Generals. If I must clear every
scrap of insight with you before acting upon it, I would do well to
gather as much as I can as quickly as I can. And tell me,
Lumineblade. Why have I not found any records and notes from
General Teloran among the rest?”

“My mother was not a D’Karon. As such her
notes and dispatches are not subject to the same scrutiny and
security. Her formal military documents are in the palace
archives.”

“And had she any personal effects?
Diaries?”

Croyden did not reply immediately.

“Surely you see the value. Your mother had a
relationship with my target. Such documents could contain valuable
assessments of his character and behavior.”

“I shall endeavor to locate them and
determine if they have anything of value for you.”

“With all due respect, if they contain
something of value is for me to determine.”

“No, Anrack. We are discussing the personal
writings and correspondences of my deceased mother. I consider it a
profound violation to even share a word of them with you. I
am a soldier, though, as was she. The kingdom comes first. But do
not expect me to lay bare the private matters of my family simply
to satisfy your curiosity.”

“Very well.”

They reached the infirmary and stepped
inside. It was a neat, well-kept room. A royal infirmary often was
meant to serve only the royal family and the nobles, and as such it
would have been acceptable if there had been only a handful of
beds. Verril was as much a fortress as a castle, built to house
troops and withstand a siege, so it was far better appointed.
Simple wooden beds lined each wall of the long room. Beside each
was a table stacked with clean linen, basins of fresh water, and
assorted tools of the healer’s trade. Only the first few beds were
occupied, by his men. The rest of the beds were empty and ready to
receive patients.

At the sight of their commander, the veteran
Elites attempted to stand at attention, though several were heavily
enough bandaged to make such a gesture difficult.

“Remain as you were, men,” he said.

Two white-robed clerics approached Anrack and
led him to the nearest bed to look over his injuries.

“Did you have your meeting with Caya?” asked
one of the Undermine men turned Elite.

“I spoke to the queen,” he replied,
emphasizing her title. “She has taken a keen interest in our
tactics.”

“So what are we going to do now?”

“You shall have your orders when I deliver
them, soldier. But I assure you, we shall be facing Desmeres again.
And despite the rigid limitations under which we must serve, I
intend to bring him to justice.”

#

Two days and one short supply run later,
Desmeres and Genara worked their way carefully through the forest.
The sturdy cart was quite capable of rolling over the uneven ground
and fording the scattered streams that threaded through the woods,
but staying on course was another matter.

“I’d always heard stories about Ravenwood,
but I never thought I would actually travel through it,” Genara
said. “How do you keep your bearings in this place? We may as well
be indoors for all this foliage.”

It was a fair assessment. Ravenwood’s size
alone would have made it a daunting thing to traverse. The forest
ran along much of the length of the kingdom, hugging the base of
the Rachis Mountains and stretching far out into the Lowlands. But
what made it a particular challenge for those wishing to find their
way was the canopy. Strange for a forest so far north, the mix of
evergreen and other hardy trees grew tall and thick. Their branches
entwined with one another and filtered all but the rarest slivers
of light. On the brightest days, the heart of the forest existed in
an eerie sort of twilight. At night, it was black as pitch.

A handful of roads ran along the edges of the
forest, but those were well behind them. Now they depended upon
Desmeres’s sense of direction to lead them where they needed to go.
With nothing to show for their travel but an endless stretch of
identical forest and a few nights sharing what little space was
left in the bed of the cart in lieu of a tent, there was little to
suggest he’d been having much success.

“One of the key aspects of my business
partnership with Lain was my ability to have dealings in cities and
other places he could not, so I’ll admit didn’t develop
quite his level of intuition when it comes to navigating the
wilds. But I did spend several years finding him, and
that taught me a fair bit.”

Dowser, who sat between them, made a sudden
break for the edge of the cart as some new, irresistible scent
drifted by. Genara caught him by the collar and hauled him back.
His little outbursts had become a constant part of their journey as
they traveled deeper into the forest. Genara was barely fazed by
them now, the retrieval of the puppy little more than a reflex.

“It seems like that would be a different set
of skills. You’d be following a trail then when tracking him
down.”

He laughed. “Lain didn’t leave a
trail. The only chance I ever had to find him before the
days when I could arrange to meet him was to figure out where he
was going to be and get there before him.”

“And how did you figure that sort of thing
out?”

“The trick to finding an assassin is starting
with the whole map. Once a killer attains a certain level of
notoriety, rumors start to fly about people he or she may have
killed. You sift through them and discard the ludicrous. Then you
figure out where the remaining deaths occurred and when. You trace
out which might have been near enough to one another to have been
performed by the same person. That was actually a bit of a setback
for me, because I vastly underestimated how quickly Lain could
travel without resting.

“After you make a list of probable jobs your
target may have done, you visit them and learn what you can about
who was killed, and then who would have wanted them dead. Once you
find a few people who have hired the assassin in question, you can
work out how he finds clients, and thus what clients he’s likely to
find in the future, then you find your way to those clients first,
and then you find your way to the victims, and eventually you catch
a glimpse of the assassin. It can all be done in just a few years.
Simple.”

“Yeah. Simple,” she said. “Did you ever find
your way to the wrong assassin?”

“Twice. Fortunately, there tend not to be
very many prolific figures in that line or work. At least, not with
very lengthy careers. And it helps when you know the person you are
looking for is a very rare species.”

“What did you do when you found the ones you
didn’t intend to find?”

“I kept searching.”

“I mean, what did you do to the
assassins.”

“Nothing.”

She gave him a hard look. “Nothing.”

“They weren’t who I was after.”

“Did it ever occur to you that you could have
stopped them? For that matter, did it ever occur to you that
you could have used these skills to continue finding
them?”

“What purpose would that serve?”

“You would be ridding the world of
bloodthirsty murderers!”

“No. You misunderstand the concept of
assassins. I had to explain the same thing to Myranda. To be an
assassin is to be a professional. They do not choose to kill
people. They kill people that others choose. They are more of a
murder weapon than a murderer. And they certainly aren’t
bloodthirsty. A bloodthirsty killer is indiscriminate. An assassin
targets only who he must, and acts only when a price is paid. That
isn’t bloodthirsty. If anything, it is money-hungry. Or, as I
choose to view it, enterprising.”

“You have a troubling worldview…”

“So I am told.”

“Should I be concerned about how forthcoming
you are being?”

“Afraid I’m only telling you these things
because I plan to silence you?”

“I wasn’t going to put that fine a point on
it, but yes.”

“Lain’s dead. He has no need to keep secrets
any longer. And I am no longer in that business. This is just idle
chitchat now.”

“I see. And here I was thinking you might
actually trust me.”

“I would say I trust you as much as you trust
me.”

“… I suppose that says it all, doesn’t
it?”

Again, Dowser burst from silence into a long,
drawn-out howl. He was so vigorous that he dislodged himself from
the seat and plopped into the foot well of the carriage again.

“His training is really coming along
swimmingly, isn’t it?” Genara said, fetching and replacing the
fallen pup.

“I’d expected to have a bit more time to
dedicate to it. Although I suspect I know why he’s howling this
time. … Ah, there, you see? He smells our future host.”

Just visible in the distance, a clearing
shone bright light upon their intended destination. It was a
curious thing to find in the center of a forest. Dominating the
glade was a tower just tall enough to peek over the tops of the
trees around it. Even from a distance, it was plainly in a state of
disrepair. Bricks were missing here and there, with the whole tower
skewed to one side as though the next stiff breeze would topple it.
As they drew near, a cottage built around the base of the tower
became visible. It was moderately better kept, its thatched roof
holding up well under its load of snow.

They splashed through the icy crust of the
nearby stream and rumbled up to the relatively clear courtyard
surrounding the cottage. A small stable was attached to one side,
and a single elderly nag stood inside.

Desmeres stepped down from the carriage and
approached the door. He’d not taken two steps when it swung open to
reveal a frail man in a white robe. He wore long white hair, a
longer white beard, and a withering scowl.

“I don’t know what you came for, but you
won’t find it here. Off with you!” he barked.

“Mr. Wolloff, I presume?” Desmeres said. “I
believe you’ve worked with some friends of mine.”

“I’ve not worked with anyone I care to
discuss. Now off!” he said.

“Would you at least consider taking payment
in exchange for a bit of treatment?” Desmeres asked.

Wolloff glanced at Desmeres, then down to his
legs. Bloodstains and a heavy lean upon Genara made the poor state
of his legs quite clear.

“A man with injuries as bad as yours heading
out into the center of Ravenwood for treatment is likely not the
sort of man one should associate with. … How much money have you
got?”

“How much will it cost to fix my legs, give
our horses a rest, and possibly spend the night?” Desmeres asked,
limping back to the carriage to access the hatch behind the
seats.

“And forget you ever came, I imagine?”
Wolloff said. “More than you’ve got.”

Desmeres hefted a small sack, then plunged
his hand inside to pull out a fist full of gold coins. “Are you
certain?”

Wolloff narrowed his eyes. “Right, inside
then. The woman, too. The dog stays outside.”

“The dog isn’t trained, sir,” Genara said.
“I’m not sure we can—”

“If the dog isn’t trained, that’s an
excellent reason for it to stay outside! Put it in
the stable along with your horses. But be quick about it.”

He stomped back inside and slammed the
door.

“Well. He’s a ray of sunshine,” Genara
said.

“He is one of the only trained healers
available outside the main cities. When you are the only one
filling a very important niche, you can be utterly intolerable and
people will still tolerate you,” Desmeres said.

He hobbled up to the horses and began to undo
their harnesses.

“You just get inside and have him work on
your legs. I’ll see to this.”

“Nonsense. I can’t keep leaving you with the
drudgery.”

Genara shoved him away from the cart. “Go!
You’ll be doing me a favor. It’ll keep me from dealing with that
old man for another few minutes.”

Desmeres nodded with a smile. “As you
wish.”

#

Desmeres pushed open the door and stepped
inside. He knew Wolloff lived alone in the cottage, but from the
mess of the place one would have imagined it was home to half a
dozen slovenly people. The three rooms offered barely enough space
on the floor to walk. If the place had any semblance of order at
all, it was in the placement of the piles. Dried provisions were
heaped near the door of the pantry, never having made it
inside. Clothes were piled on and beside the bed on the other side
of an open door from the main room. And everywhere else, books.
They littered every flat surface in teetering piles: Old books, new
books, well-kept tomes, and ratty pamphlets. The only place free of
them was a large stuffed chair near the hearth.

Wolloff grumbled and transferred the books
from one of the chairs surrounding the simple table near the door
to the kitchen and pantry.

“Sit,” he ordered, pointing at the chair.

“They certainly didn’t waste any time getting
you back into your tower, Wolloff.” Desmeres dropped his sack of
gold beside the chair and took a seat.

“What would you know about that?”

The healer leaned down to a small chest
beside his chair and moved the books from atop it to rummage
through.

“I’m a friend… well, an associate of
Myranda Celeste. I’m one of the people responsible for sending her
here. I know all about you, Wolloff.”

“Well, then you’re to blame for all of these
blasted distractions. Off with the trousers.”

“You do get straight to the point, don’t
you?”

Desmeres stood and undid his belt and slid
down his trousers. Along the journey, he’d changed the dressings on
his wounds twice, but their limited supplies meant they’d had to
wash out and re-use the old while on the move. It was less than
ideal, and the state of his legs showed it. Wolloff took a curved
blade from the chest and efficiently sliced away the dressing.

“Looks like oloes did this,” Wolloff
said.

“Keen eye.”

“Considering the state a man is
usually in when he’s had a run-in with oloes, the sight of
one of their bites is something that stains the mind a bit.”
Wolloff sniffed. “Starting to go south. It’s a wonder every last
one of these slices isn’t blighted by now.”

“I know a bit about treating wounds.”

“If you knew a bit about treating wounds,
you’d have used clean bandages,” he griped, tossing the soiled
linen aside and tugging a murky yellow gem from beneath his tunic.
“Shut your mouth for a moment. We’ll have this started.”

The healer stood and eased into his chair.
Desmeres watched with interest. While he didn’t know a word of
magic himself, he had witnessed enough during his time in Entwell
and his adventures after to know that it required a calm, tranquil
state of mind to properly work it. It would be fascinating to see
how the brusque and sour man before him could attain such a
state.

Wolloff’s expression didn’t change in the
slightest, his put upon scowl evidently a permanent fixture on his
face. Nonetheless, the heart of the crystal clutched in his fingers
took on a warm, steady glow. He murmured incantations almost
silently, and the glow pulsed along with the words. The effects of
the spell became evident as the largest and deepest of Desmeres
injuries began to tingle uncomfortably. He gazed down at the wound.
Weeks of healing took place before his very eyes. The dark,
worrisome flesh lightened. A wide gash narrowed until its ends met.
Of the three wounds he had selected to heal first, one of them had
become little more than a smooth white scar and the other two were
well on their way toward the same condition when the door swung
open and Genara stepped inside.

Her entrance shook Wolloff’s concentration
and he turned angrily toward her.

“Must you lumber about like an ox? Healing is
a delicate art! It requires complete concentration!” he barked.

“A thousand apologies, sir,” she said,
slipping into something of a character, no doubt one she put to
good use back at Clennock’s Den. “I did not intend to interrupt
your important task.”

Wolloff replied with a half intelligible
grunt and motioned to the remaining chair. “Clear it and have a
seat. It’ll be another few minutes yet before the day’s treatment
is through.”

“Yes, sir; thank you, sir,” Genara said.

She proceeded to clear the seat one book at a
time, keeping silent as possible while Wolloff resumed his work.
When he shut his eyes, Genara’s expression slipped from the demure,
respectful woman she’d presented to the healer to the irritated
look the acerbic old man deserved. It didn’t last long, however.
From her vantage she could see a bit of what the wizard was
achieving. The annoyance faded and in its place grew a
fascination.

Desmeres watched her face and grinned. Magic
had been all around him since he was born. Seeing the impossible
conjured through raw will was as commonplace and normal as seeing
the sun rise for him. Genara was different. Wizards were rare in
the north. What few there were spent their times serving the
wealthy or fighting at the front. What she witnessed now could well
have been the first bit of genuine mysticism beyond the flashy and
destructive potions thrown about during the clash outside the
tunnel. It was a curious thing. Destruction was always so much
easier to accept. Though fire bursting from a drop of elixir is
remarkable, anyone with enough time could create a flame. Likewise
for shattering stone or any other bit of raw, elemental combat
magic. Anyone can break things. But what she was seeing now
was the opposite. She was watching something only time and luck
could have achieved. Swift destruction was a fact of life during a
war. Swift healing was unthinkable, a miracle.

Wolloff leaned back and tucked the gem away
when the third of the most dire wounds had healed. There was still
much work to be done, but the fatigue was evident. He was not a
young man, and though he was clearly knowledgeable, he was not very
powerful. In Entwell they likely would have guided him away
from white magic, the strength of his spirit better suited for less
demanding disciplines like enchantment or scrying.

“That is remarkable, sir,” Genara said.

“Bah, it’s a poor showing from a tired old
man,” Wolloff said. “But it’s better treatment than you’ll get
anywhere but the capital, so I’ll have a gold coin for payment now
and a second when you are fully healed.”

“Well worth it, sir,” Desmeres said, plucking
a coin and handing it to the old wizard.

He accepted it. “I have fresh bandages.
Proper ones. Can you apply them, or shall I?”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” Desmeres said,
taking the bandages from him.

Wolloff turned to Genara. “And what of you,
lass? Anything I need to see to?”

“No, sir. I am quite well, thank you.”

He grunted again.

“I had another reason for coming here,”
Desmeres said, pulling a bandage tight.

“Of course you did. They always do. Whatever
it is, you can save your breath. I’ll have none of it.”

“It is very important, sir,” Genara said.

“It is always very important.”

“Lives could depend upon it,” she added.

“I’m a healer. Lives depend upon everything I
do. It’s my blasted job description. Honestly, if it isn’t some
rich idiot trying to hire me, it’s some idealistic fool trying to
recruit me. What am I, a drifting servant in search of a master?
I’ll have none of it. All my life, I’ve been doing this or that,
putting myself in service of the proper cause. I served the
military until I found there was no real attempt to end the
fighting. Then I agreed to work with the Undermine in hope that
perhaps that could do some good. And now what happens? The
woman in charge is the blasted queen and moves all of her cronies
and cohorts into the Alliance Army and I’m right back where I
started! So no more. I’m through. I’ve only just gotten back
to a place quiet enough for me to think. I haven’t even had the
time to put my books away, and here comes some other
empty-headed fool who doesn’t know enough not to take a walk in an
olo field, and he has something important for me to do.”

“This won’t be a long-term arrangement,
Wolloff. I have a bit of research I need to do, and you are the
finest arcane scholar available,” Desmeres said.

“I’d wager I’m the only ‘arcane
scholar’ available.”

“That does not diminish my prior
statement.”

He crossed his arms. “What would you have me
do?”

“What do you know about spirits?”

“Not my expertise.”

“Is it possible that any of these books
contain something about them?” Genara asked.

“I’ve got as comprehensive a private library
as you’re likely to find. If it’s been written on the subject of
magic in the Northern Alliance, I have it. And my library has
doubled since the end of the war. Gifts from the queen as a
long overdue thanks for the work I’ve done for her.”

“So with a bit of effort you might be able to
help us.”

“If I’ve not made myself clear, lass, let me
correct that. I’m through making a blasted effort,” Wolloff
said. “Look at me. I can’t even fix the man’s legs up proper in one
go.”

“Are you familiar with the D’Karon?”

“I’ve heard the stories. I don’t know how
many of them I believe, mind you. But I’ve heard them.”

“And the name Epidime?”

“One of the five Generals. And I imagine the
reason you’re asking me about possession.”

“Indeed.”

“Cut to the end, lad, I’m tired and hungry
and I’ve quite reached the end of my patience.”

“We need to find a way to either kill him or
imprison him.”

“So Epidime isn’t dead, then?”

“I don’t believe he is.”

“And he isn’t banished.”

“I suspect not.”

He thought for a moment. “And you aren’t
speaking to the Chosen now because half of them are busy keeping
the swords from clashing again and the other half are lunatics who
would do more harm than good.”

Desmeres turned to Genara. “You see? I was
right to come to him.”

“Why is this your concern?” Wolloff
asked.

“He’s taken an interest in me.”

“That is reason enough for me send you on
your way right now, you realize.”

“But you won’t, because as a man who has had
his fill of war, you know exactly how dangerous it is that one of
the driving figures of the Perpetual War is still roaming the
countryside unchecked.”

“Don’t tell me what I won’t do, lad. I’m
contrary enough to send you out on your ear just to prove you
wrong.” He released a sigh angry enough to be a growl. “Put your
pants back on. I’m through looking at those skinny legs of yours
for now.”

Desmeres obliged.

Wolloff turned to Genara. “And what’s your
part in this?”

“Desmeres and his former partner did a
service for my family in the past. I wanted to balance the scales.
When I learned how important it was he do what he needs to do, I
decided to help him,” she said.

“How long did it take you to regret that daft
decision?”

“I regretted it almost immediately, but I’m
not one to give up easily.”

“Sticking with poor decisions out of
principle is a fault, not a virtue, lass. Take it from a lifelong
idiot in that regard.”

“Those sound suspiciously like the words of a
man who has chosen to help us,” Desmeres said.

“Oh, I won’t be doing it for free, you can be
sure of that. Here are the facts. If what you’re saying is true,
then you’re after the sigil Duke Deacon dug up.”

“Duke Deacon found a sigil regarding
Epidime?”

“He and Myranda were worried about Epidime
and beings like him. Deacon spent some time researching and found a
sigil he believed might be effective. Made sure to send duplicates
of indicated books to any wizards in the Northern Alliance who
might have the wits to understand the necessary casting and
crafting. I assume both of you can read?”

“Of course,” Desmeres said.

Genara nodded.

“Then this is what we shall do. The title of
the book we are after is Master Feldon’s Wards and Sigils.
We are going to open each one of these books until we find it. If
the book isn’t the one we are after, then we are going to put that
book in its proper place and we won’t open another until that’s
been done.”

“We are asking you to help us protect your
very world, and you would have us help you organize your library?”
Genara asked, her incredulity coaxing her to abandon the demure
act.

“That’s right, lass. You’re dragging me into
a mess I was glad to be out of, so I’d call that a small
price.”

She muttered for a moment before selecting a
book. “Apparently heroism is an even split of interminable travel,
ridiculous grunt work, and frenzied self-defense.”

“What did you expect?” Desmeres asked.

“I’d anticipated at least some degree
of glory, or at least something a bit more fulfilling than the task
of a librarian.”

“Anyone who becomes a hero in hopes of glory
is scarcely a hero at all,” Desmeres said.

She shook her head. “I heard about the Battle
of Verril from my brother and father. It was this grand battle
against horrid creatures. It liberated our city and with it the
whole of the Northern Alliance. I remember thinking, ‘What
wonderful people, risking their lives for us all.’ I’d imagined
when I decided to help Desmeres I’d be living that part of
Duchess Celeste’s story. Instead I got the bit when she was sorting
books and wearily trudging through snowy fields…”

“Myranda didn’t sort books. She cooked
meals,” Wolloff said.

Genara looked at him hard. “You had a
Guardian of the Realm cook for you?”

“She’d not brought the proper payment.
Everyone earns their keep. Now keep sorting or we’ll be at this all
week.”

She took a breath to steady herself. “Forget
defeating the five Generals. Myranda deserves every ounce of praise
she’s received and more just for dealing with this sort of
thing.”

“Now you’re catching on,” Desmeres
said.

#

In Verril, Commander Anrack found himself
with little to do until he and the most badly injured of his men
were healthy again and a solid indication of Desmeres's location
and intentions could be found. Fortunately, the one worthwhile
discovery in his otherwise disastrous encounter with Desmeres was
the identity of his accomplice. The vile woman was Genara
Copperwright. He should have known better to believe her when she
claimed to have no affiliation with Desmeres during their first
meeting. Finding her might be simpler than finding Desmeres, but
the recent clashes had stretched his already undermanned force to
its very limits. For now, he would have to assume they could be
found together. If the two were to separate, he would not be able
to justify sending more than a single soldier after her. Desmeres
was simply too dangerous and too valuable. That did not mean that
her presence left nothing to gain. Because after only brief
investigation he’d discovered that her family, or what remained of
it, resided in the capital itself.

He limped along the cobbled street, flanked
by two of the recovering Elites, and approached the door of her
family’s humble home. After a rap on the door, a young man
answered.

“Hello,” he said cautiously, speaking through
the merest crack of an opening.

“Mr. Copperwright?”

“Yes…”

“My name is Elite Commander Anrack. I believe
you were told to expect me?”

“I was sent home to wait for you.”

“May I come inside to ask you some
questions.”

“Should I be worried?”

“Only if you have something to hide.”

He reluctantly opened the door and allowed
Anrack inside. Anrack turned to his men.

“You may guard the door from inside, but at
no point should you leave it unobserved,” he instructed.

“Please don’t misjudge my behavior,
Commander. It is a tremendous honor to have a member of the Elite
as a guest in my home, let alone their commander. But… the nature
of my preparation was… jarring. I was told to report to my home and
remain here, with no other indication of the reason. Have I done
something wrong?”

“Not you specifically, no. But your sister
has become an individual of extreme interest, and I had to be
certain you did not attempt to leave the city before I was able to
question you.”

“My sister? Has something happened to
Genara?”

“Genara has become associated with an
individual by the name of Desmeres Lumineblade. She has aided him
in not only escaping, but assaulting the Elite. I understand she
spent some time here following a brief visit by Desmeres to her
place of business. Did she speak at all of her plans regarding
him?”

“No. No never. Genara never spoke of business
in specifics during her visits. She knew better than that. But you
must have the wrong woman. Genara is a loyal subject of
Queen Caya. She honors the—”

“Do not waste my time with assurances of her
allegiance or instance that I am incorrect. I interviewed her
personally following my first encounter with Desmeres. Some days
ago, I came face to face with the very same woman. I am not
mistaken. And if you believe by hiding her actions you are helping
her, you are gravely mistaken. All you achieve through your lies
and deception is a place beside her in the dungeon when she is
finally caught.”

Lem stood. “The dungeon? Commander, you must
understand, I—”

“Sit and be silent!” Anrack ordered.
“I interview you here only because I cannot prove you have a part
in this, but if you do not behave yourself we can move you to the
dungeon now and continue your questioning at my
leisure.”

Lem shakily returned to his seat.

“Now. I do not expect you to know the
business of Clennock’s Den. I do not require insight in that
regard. I already know that a great number of our nobles and even,
I am loathe to discover, several of my own Elites have spent time
there. This give Genara the potential to amass and control a great
deal of very sensitive information. In my research, I have found
little remarkable in her past. In fact, any information of her past
at all has been limited and difficult to confirm. She has made no
waves, and as far as I can tell there has been no direct leaking of
information or other espionage through the Den. For a sinful,
wretched place, it has remained spotless in that capacity. I must
then assume that Genara has acted alone. Tell me, have there been
any significant changes in her life recently?”

“I… I don’t know what you might mean.”

“Has she come into any money lately. Has she
expressed any concerns.”

“Genara doesn’t visit very often… I really
don’t know…”

“She visited recently, did she not?”

“She did.”

“What did the two of you discuss?”

“Very little. She… She said something about
wanting to leave behind a legacy. Then I went off to bed. The next
thing I remember was her waking me because my father was having one
of his moments.”

“Moments?”

“His mind isn’t right. He’s very old and
sometimes he becomes confused. This time he had me burn a
letter.”

“And what did the letter say?”

“It was something about passing debts to
Genara when he died.”

“Debts… what manner of debts?”

“It was from when he was a slave. Years
ago.”

Anrack drummed his fingers on the arm of the
chair. He stood.

“Lem Copperwright, you shall remain in
Verril. Each morning, you will meet with the city watch, and each
evening you shall do the same. If you fail to meet with the watch
for even a single meeting, you shall be considered a traitor to the
crown and treated accordingly.”

“What have I done!”

“Our target is currently focused upon debts
owed to a figure known as the Red Shadow. You confess to a family
debt discovered at the same time your sister became associated with
Desmeres. That is evidence enough to suggest that you are under his
influence and cannot be trusted.”

“But—”

“Open your mouth again and what little
freedom I have permitted you will be revoked immediately.”

Lem nodded.

“Good… now, if you recall anything which may
help us locate your sister or her accomplice, you will tell the
city watch immediately. If it proves valuable, that will be taken
into consideration when the time comes to assess your guilt.”

Anrack stood and addressed his men. “We are
through here.”

They stepped from the house and into the
street, pacing toward the carriage that would carry Anrack back to
his quarters.

“Lumineblade… the man has a son with the ear
of the queen. As if that wasn’t enough, he holds the life-debts of
countless individuals throughout the kingdom. In the very capital!
It is baffling that a single man could be allowed to amass so much
potential influence. He must be stopped and the extent of his
treachery must be revealed. This runs far deeper than I ever could
have feared…”
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“This one is called The Poisons and
Potions of the Daggergale Mountains. Do I put it with the
poisons pile or the potions pile?” Genara asked.

“Potions,” Wolloff said.

Hours of sorting, Genara had to admit, had
not been as unpleasant as she’d imagined. It was one of those rare
tasks where one knew precisely how much had been done and how much
was left to do. As the stacks of books shifted from disorderly
heaps to orderly stacks, then vanished stack by stack up the
rickety steps to the tower, one got a clear feeling of
accomplishment. More than that, however, it treated Genara to
glimpses of the pages themselves. Authors of mystic tomes had a
flair for illustration and illumination. Brilliant, vivid
calligraphy covered page after page, and images depicting the
symbols and effects of the spells described were rendered with
incredible precision and care. It painted a picture in her mind of
the sort of meticulous personalities that drifted toward wizardry.
How exactly an ogre of a man like Wolloff had happened upon the
role was anyone’s guess.

The most engaging part of the experience,
however, was the conversation. After a few minutes of sorting,
Desmeres found a thin volume on the subject of treating burns. It
reminded him of a story he ‘had heard’ about the Undermine. That
was the first of what had become an unbroken string of tales. He
was a fascinating storyteller. Each story was rich with details and
colorful phrasing, but remained vague with regard to anything that
might nail down when exactly it had occurred or the precise
identities of those involved. The tales came off as spirited
accounts learned second and third-hand, things he’d heard tell of
and wished to share. Genara, knowing what she did of his past, knew
they could only be stories of various missions of his exploits as
Lain’s partner. In keeping with his unique brand of honesty, he
never actually claimed otherwise.

Wolloff, after a few yarns had been spun,
joined in. Years of working with the Undermine, as well as the
lengths to which he’d gone to gather the many books, provided him
with a thousand stories of his own. Once the cork was pulled from
that bottle, there was no closing it again. Though he lacked
the elegant vocabulary and gift for turning a phrase that Desmeres
had, he was not without his own narrative skill.

“So where did you get that one, Wolloff?” she
asked.

“Drunken dwarf up north. There’s a gaggle of
them in the Daggergale mountains, over toward the western edge.
This one was a fat lout with a beard down to the ground, which
wasn’t that far, mind you. The dwarfs have their own
language. The little devils like it that way. Don’t want their
hard-earned knowledge to leave the holes they live in. It took me
two weeks of passing notes with an ore trader just to get a name of
someone who might have a few translated editions. Turns out this
one had a weakness for cider.”

“Cider, really? I thought they had stronger
tastes than that,” Desmeres said. “Every dwarf I’ve ever dealt with
seemed to think the stuff we drink on the surface was weak as
water.”

“Oh, they do. But Caya’s father’s got
something that’ll curl your toes.”

“You know her father?”

“What do you suppose got me mixed up with
that madwoman in the first place?”

“That madwoman is our queen,” Genara
said.

“And? Do you imagine having a crown on your
head means you’ve got a brain in it? Do not get me started on
royalty. A bunch of well-heeled buffoons who lead whole nations
because their parents did, as though that’s a qualification. At any
rate, don’t interrupt. I got a few barrels of triple X and hauled
them to a ratty old mine. Turns out he was one of those rare dwarfs
who’d had his fill of swinging a pick and worked out that he could
earn his keep just scrawling words. Probably made his share of
enemies back in the bowels of the mountain for doing it. Only
person I’d ever met with nothing but gold teeth, by the way.
… Ah. Here we are then. Wards and Sigils.”

“You found it?” Genara said.

“The cover is blue. Thought it was red.”

He opened the dusty cover and leafed through
the pages. Genara paced over and pulled up the second chair. The
pages were rendered with the same care that was the hallmark for
the spellbooks, but this one was notable in that while the mystic
writing was flawless, the Varden descriptions weren’t quite
right.

“What is wrong with this writing? ‘Thi bareor
roon werks best wen paird with thi poshun ov bonding.’ Should we be
trusting a book with scarcely a single word spelled properly?”

“More dwarven. I’ve seen enough of their
runes to know these are properly drawn. I’ll muddle through the
rest.”

“And you believe there is something in those
pages that will help you kill Epidime?”

“Not at all,” Wolloff said. “If what I’ve
heard is true, he’s a wandering soul. Souls are eternal. You can’t
kill one. There are some entities that can devour a spirit,
but if you’ve got one of those around, you’ve got a bigger problem
than this Epidime character. Deacon seems to believe there are
runes here which should make it possible to capture him. Here, this
one here.”

He tapped his finger on a page that featured
an intricate rune. Rather than displaying it complete and whole,
the page split it neatly in half with a gap in the middle.

“I don’t understand how tracing a certain
shape could trap a spirit.”

“It’s very simple, lass. We’ve all got rules.
Spirits have rules different from ours. Walls are as immaterial as
fog to them. But magic holds sway. And these symbols evoke magic.
This rune renders something impassible by spirits. It makes an
object as solid to mystic beings as it is to physical ones.”

“And you are confident that Epidime will
follow this rule?”

“This isn’t a law. It isn’t a sign asking
nicely not to pass through. Those sorts of things we can break if
we so choose. These are hard and fast rules. You can’t breathe
under water. If you step off a cliff you’ll fall to the bottom.
There are ways the world works, and we can’t change them. For a
spirit, this rune is just the same.”

“But it’s just a symbol.”

“It is a thought, in written form. Just as
you and I are sharing thoughts in spoken form. Why should spells
spoken aloud or conjured within the mind have any more impact than
those written? All it requires is the power to make it work, and
the proper medium to adhere itself to. In this case, it must be
paired with a potion, the potion of bonding.”

“This seems awfully simple,” Desmeres
said doubtfully.

“Nothing’s ever simple, lad,” Wolloff said.
“Let’s look into this potion of bonding…”

He flipped through the book and came to a
massive list. Written in tiny letters, it covered two full pages
and read like a recipe.

“There. The potion of bonding. Without it,
the rune’s no more powerful than a bit of wishful thinking. Looks
to be a bear of a concoction, too.”

Desmeres glanced over the page. “Powdered
Lapis. Mmm… Ferryman’s Weed. Lesser Hornroot… Some very rare
ingredients here. I’m familiar with most of them. I may be able to
pay a visit to one of my better suppliers at the southern edge of
Ravenwood for most of them… but this one here. Marten-spores. I
don’t know that I’ve even seen them outside of Melorn
Forest.”

“Aye. They don’t store well. You need them
fresh.”

“I don’t suppose you have any
suppliers,” Desmeres said.

“I don’t muck with potions anymore. A few
words of a spell does the same job for my purposes and doesn’t cost
more than a few hours rest to recover. Assuming you don’t pick the
wrong spell.”

“Well, then. That’s the task. Gather the
ingredients for the potion and prepare a batch of it.”

“But what will you do with it then?”

“Trap Epidime somewhere.”

“How?”

“One hurdle at a time, Genara. We don’t even
know if we will be able to find what we need. No sense wasting our
time dreaming up how we’ll use it if we aren’t even sure to have
it,” He stood. “I thank you for your help and hospitality, Wolloff.
I shall be off to—”

Wolloff shoved Desmeres, knocking him back to
his seat. “You aren’t going anywhere just yet, lad.”

“This is a fairly important task.”

“You paid me good money to fix up those legs
of yours and they aren’t even half healed. I’m not letting a paying
customer hobble off to fight a demon until he’s had his money’s
worth, and I don’t leave a job half-done.”

“Thank you,” Genara said. “I thought
I was going to have to argue him back into his seat.”

“I’ve suffered through worse,” Desmeres said.
“And if I’m going to be mixing up one potion, there is no reason I
can’t mix up a few healing potions as well.”

“That’s fine. You can do that. After I finish
patching up your legs. That’ll be tomorrow.”

“Time is a factor,” Desmeres said.

“I may not be the finest healer in the land,
but I trained the finest healer in the land, and I won’t
have you mar my reputation by limping out of here after paying me
for treatment. Now you sit, you eat, and tomorrow when I’m ready to
finish my work, you’ll leave here healthy. Until then, you may as
well finish sorting these books with me. I don’t suppose any of you
know how to cook.”

“I can say without reservation or fear of
rebuttal that you are not likely to find two people worse at
cooking than the two of us,” Genara said. “If I have to eat one
more bowl of boiled beans and boiled oats, I am going to lose my
mind.”

Wolloff grumbled and hefted himself from the
chair. “Fine. I’ll make supper then. I’m tempted to have one of you
do it for being such a nuisance, but I’d rather eat a proper meal
than have you make a mess of one. Just get these books sorted, and
yell out if you’ve got any questions. No sense you making a mess of
that as well.”
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For all of his surliness, Wolloff turned out
to be a reasonable host. The meal wasn’t magnificent, but it was a
hearty and filling stew. When they had eaten and the wizard gave
Desmeres’s legs a check to see that they were coming along well, he
offered them use of the bed in the tower.

“I wish it was a bit warmer here,” Genara
said, pulling back the covers of the bed and inspecting it. “But
it’s nice to have a roof over our heads. Sleeping in the back of
that cart of yours is not for me. The bed is clean as well.
I suppose a healer keeps a neat house.”

“It’s not so long ago Myranda was staying
here, so I’m sure she’s got something to do with the relative
livability of the tower.”

Genara’s eyes widened. “Oh my heavens! That’s
right! This is the bed she slept in, right? We’ll be
sleeping in the bed a hero and noble slept in. Humbling…”

She slid into the bed, still wearing a few
layers of clothes to ward off the cold.

Desmeres set a blanket down on the floor
beside the bed. “You will sleep in her bed. I’ll be on the
floor.”

“Nonsense. It’s not the largest bed, but
there is room enough for two,” she said. “And a bed is warmer with
two under the covers.”

“It will be fine.”

“Don’t be an idiot. You’re still healing,
we’ve both got a long journey ahead of us tomorrow. Who knows the
next time we’ll be lucky enough to have a bed? Get up here.”

“Genara, this isn’t a drunken evening of sob
stories after which I fully expect never to see you again. We’ll
have to travel together tomorrow.”

“It’s not that kind of an invitation,
Desmeres. And besides, we’ve been sharing a cart for
heaven’s sake.”

“Necessity is one thing, this is
another.”

Genara slid her feet off the bed and sat
up.

“Sit down, Desmeres.”

“Are you going to attempt to talk me into
sleeping with you?”

“I’m going to find out why you are suddenly
unwilling to sleep beside me. Now take a load off of those
chewed-up legs and talk to me. Remember, it wasn’t so long ago you
were paying good money to talk my ear off. Listening is part of my
job.”

“Almost as big a part as forgetting,
right?”

“Almost. Now sit.”

He sat down.

“Out with it. You’ve got a warm, soft bed for
the night and you’re opting for the floor. There are plenty of
reasons why a man might turn down having someone to help keep the
bed warm, but unless I’ve read you wrong, you’re a touch more
pragmatic than you are chivalrous.”

“Can’t a man be both?”

“A man can be a damn fool, too. Now if you’re
afraid you won’t be a gentleman in bed with me, you should be,
because if you aren’t, those legs of yours will be the least
of your problems. I’ve dealt with my share of folks who don’t know
how to treat a lady and not a single one of them would volunteer to
be dealt with again. But I’m not worried about that. If you had
those colors to show, you’d have shown them ages ago. So what’s
left?”

“I’m not entirely sure I have an answer that
will satisfy you.”

“Then give me an unsatisfying one, because
I’m tired and that pillow is calling my name, but I won’t sleep
until I get an answer.”

He paused for a moment, gathering his
thoughts. “Epidime’s probable presence behind this madness… my plan
to end him… They’ve brought certain… events to mind. I’ve
been thinking about Trigorah quite a bit.”

“Thinking of what might have been?”

“Thinking of what should have been.
And what should not have been. I’ve spoken at length about
the hazards of a very long life. Perhaps the greatest of them all
is the certainty that there will always be time. That no matter how
important something is, it can wait a day, a week, a year, a
generation. The world moves quickly, but for us, the important
parts have always moved very slowly. Trigorah was always supposed
to be there. When she came to her senses, when I came to my senses,
when the time was right, she was supposed to be there and so was I.
But it wasn’t to be. Now she’s a memory. And the possibility of
facing her killer is keeping that memory bright and vivid at the
front of my mind. Epidime has to die. It is the right thing to do
morally, as he’s committed the sort of crimes for which no one
should be allowed to escape justice. It is the intelligent thing to
do, because if I am his target then I shall not be safe until he is
dealt with. But a disturbingly large part of the decision is based
upon her memory. This is as much about revenge as anything
else.”

“It takes a fine woman to make someone like
you do something for an unselfish reason,” Genara said.

“You have no idea how correct you are.”

“I’m not going to ask you any foolish
questions about fidelity. Instead, I’m going to ask how exactly you
feel that sleeping on the cold, hard ground is going to honor her
memory.”

“It won’t.”

“So why do it?”

“It seems like the right thing to do.”

“You don’t have much experience doing the
right thing, Desmeres. So allow me to explain. You offer the woman
the bed. ‘How very kind, sir, but there is room enough for two.’
Now you accept the lady’s kind offer.”

“Oh, is that how it’s done?” he said with a
chuckle.

“Yes. And for future reference, for someone
in my profession it does not speak well of me when I have to
convince someone to share a bed.”

“I would hate to malign your reputation.”

He climbed into the bed, taking care keep to
the edge and give her the proper space. She immediately rendered
those efforts pointless by throwing the blanket over them both and
draping an arm across his chest.

“Don’t read too deeply into this. I’m cold
and you’re warm. That’s what this is about.”

“I wouldn’t dream of suggesting
otherwise.”

“Good. Now sleep well.”

It took some time for the chill to leave the
bed, but with two bodies, several layers of clothes, and a few
heavy blankets the pair were soon warmer and more comfortable than
either had been since the adventure had begun. Just as she was
drifting off, Genara felt a hand rest lightly atop hers.

She smiled dreamily. Her life had been a
glorious dance of aloofness and detachment. With the exception of
her family and a handful of people at the Den, there were few
constants in her life. She didn’t have anyone she would call a
friend. Perhaps she still didn’t. Nonetheless, there was something
comforting in having someone to talk to each day. Someone to share
a lifetime of stories with and who would endure her little faults
without asking for anything in return. She’d not avoided
finding such a person over the years. Life simply had arranged
itself in a way that she’d never found one. Desmeres was by no
means an ideal friend. He brought trouble in vast disproportion to
stability, and though she had the sense he’d never lied to her he
certainly wasn’t someone she felt she could trust. Still, he was
here, and he was kind in his own way. For this moment, that was
plenty.

Someday soon he would slip from her life. It
would take a huge amount of work and a fair amount of luck to
return to the life she’d made for herself. But all of that was for
the future. If one could not learn to enjoy the present, one would
surely go mad. Here, amid the danger and confusion, was a moment
that approached perfection. It was something she could save in her
memories to help her through the hardships ahead, and that alone
made everything to this point worthwhile.

Moments are, by definition, brief, however,
and this one came to an end with a quiet howl.

“Dowser is lonely,” Desmeres muttered,
half-asleep.

“He’ll be fine,” she murmured in
response.

“One of you get down here and shut this dog
up!” Wolloff bellowed from below.

She hoisted herself up and glared at him.
“Desmeres, explain again why dogs are such fine animals…”
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By noon of the following day, Desmeres and
Genara were on their way again. Despite the interruption, and the
eventual need to share their bed with the dog to keep him quiet,
the both of them slept like the dead and awoke refreshed in a way
that simply didn’t happen while on the road. Wolloff provided
breakfast, though it was just the reheated remains of the prior
night’s meal, and finished healing Desmeres’s lingering wounds.
After that, he’d ushered them out the door with what notes were
necessary to implement their plan and the promise that Deacon would
be told of the potential threat of Epidime only as a last
resort.

Since then, they had made their way back
across the bulk of Ravenwood, and were once again approaching
Isntist to resupply. That meant the time had come to solidify what
their next moves would be. Genara held the reins and did her best
to guide the cart while Desmeres leafed through one of Lain’s books
and wrangled Dowser.

“What happens next?” Genara asked.

“There are several things that need to be
done. Foremost is the collection of these ingredients. Most of them
are easily available or already present among my things here. But
those spores only remain viable for potion making for a few weeks.
We won’t find them anywhere but Melorn, and even then they will be
difficult to find.” He tapped the book. “I am quite sure
we’ve had dealings in Melorn. A favor from a local should make an
otherwise difficult task simple.”

“You haven’t done much scent training for
that puppy yet. Are you certain you’ll be able to find someone who
owes a debt?”

“I’ve always found I learn more quickly with
a practical task. I’m sure Dowser will be the same.”

The puppy, at the sound of his name, poked
his head up from between them. One of his floppy ears draped across
his eyes, and in his attempts to shake it away, he managed to
tumble to his back.

“I’m not sure this puppy is bright enough to
find his own feet,” Genara said.

“He’ll come around,” Desmeres said. “And it
may be a good deal simpler. Those liberated frequently linger
nearby and even continue in their old life, simply without the yolk
of slavery.”

“What else needs to be done?”

“I’m not fond of the fact we’ve been riding
around in a cart loaded with all of my most precious possessions.
We need to find a place to hide them. Though I would normally stow
them in one of my other storehouses, obviously they’ve been
compromised. I don’t know how completely they were able to raid
Lain’s mind. I would hesitate to trust anything he was aware of,
and though I took pains to keep a few secrets from him, I very much
doubt I succeeded.”

“That’s a tall order then, finding someplace
secure enough to keep your things while still being chased.”

“I’m well aware.”

Genara pulled the reigns and eased the horses
around a gully. “I wonder if you’d be willing to add another issue
to your heap of considerations.”

“If there’s something else I need to deal
with, better to be aware of it now.”

“I know I volunteered to come along with you,
but given our encounter with the Elite, it strikes me when this
adventure comes to an end, I might have a hard time putting this
adventure behind me. Or, at the very least, the Elite might not be
willing to let bygones be bygones.”

“Very true. However, look at the bright side.
There is a very good chance you won’t live long enough to have to
face that problem.”

“Yes,” she said flatly. “But on the off
chance I don’t die, I was hoping some thought could be put
into how exactly I might go about clearing my name.”

He shut the book and looked at her. “That is
a complicated problem to solve. But let’s start with the heart of
it. Do you want to return to that life?”

“I do.”

“Are you certain?”

She glared at him. “Don’t think that after
our little chats you know anything about me, Desmeres. Yes, I want
to go back to that. I’ve carved a nice little living out for
myself. I do my job well, I work hard, and I’m respected by my
peers. I’ve met wealthy nobles who couldn’t dream of achieving so
much. So don’t think you’ll rescue me from what you could only wish
you had for yourself.”

“Fine, fine. You’ve achieved the pinnacle of
social bliss and I apologize for any implication to the contrary.
Regardless, I wouldn’t worry. The solution to your problem is
Myranda Celeste.”

“The Duchess? What will she do?”

“She’ll see to it you are treated fairly.
Myranda is very compassionate and will certainly be sympathetic to
your plight. She spent more than her fair share of time on the
wrong side of the Elite. Provided you don’t do anything too
heinous before we’re through, she’ll have a word with the queen and
you’ll be back to your old life in no time.”

“You say that like getting an audience with
the duchess is simple.”

“Compared to the other problems we’ve got to
deal with, it is a stroll through the meadow. You may have met
nobles, but never any like her. Show your face in New Kenvard while
she’s about and I doubt you could avoid meeting her… Though Myn
might have to give you a few sniffs first. Any other points you’d
like to make?”

“Not at the moment… Actually, I’ve got
something that might help you.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“You need someplace secure to hide your
things, and anyplace Lain knew about is off the table. My father,
as I’ve told you, spent time in the mines until he was liberated by
your partner. He decided to leave that line of work. Quite a few of
his fellow workers chose to continue elsewhere, working for
themselves. One of them became one of father’s favorite suppliers
of copper. It was a very small mine, and he worked it with just a
few others. Four or five years ago, it dried up and he and the
others abandoned it. I know where it is. It isn’t too
difficult to get to from here, and I’m willing to bet a worthless
hole in the ground in the Rachis mountains would be a safe place.
Granted, eventually the Elite might treat my own history with the
same scrutiny as yours and find out where it is, but surely that
won’t be for quite some time. With the number of dead ends and
rabbit holes you’ve left in your wake, it’ll be ages before
they begin to consider some of mine.”

“Interesting. Pressed as we are for time,
that may well be the best option available. How far away is
it?”

“Let me see the map… We’ve just left the
tower here, yes?” She ran her finger across to the foot of the
mountains, then down along them until she reached the southern tip
of Ravenwood. "It’s off the road, due west of this fork until a
bluff he called ‘the old man’s chin.’ He said the trip took him
about three hours.”

“Hmm… And my best bet for finding someone in
Melorn to help me is near the lumber camps near the northern edge.
That puts our two possible destinations in opposite directions. It
may be time to split up, Genara. You deliver my things to safety, I
seek out the means to capture our opponent. That would also put you
well on your way to New Kenvard to solve your Elite problem.”

“Split up… You mean to tell me you’re
comfortable with sending me off with everything you
own?”

“Comfortable isn’t the word I would use, but
times are desperate and you are vastly more capable than I think
the Elite has given you credit for. If we separate and I display a
strategic lack of subtlety, as their primary target, I can likely
keep them from following you long enough for you to hide the goods.
At the very least it will divide their attentions.”

“I’m touched that you would trust me to do
that.”

“Again, trust isn’t the word I would use. I
don’t anticipate betrayal, but I’m confident if you were to fail or
turn on me I’d still be able to reclaim my things in time.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who
could flutter back and forth between charming and infuriating as
quickly and consistently as you do.”

“I strive for distinction in all my
endeavors. So the task is clear. We continue east until we reach a
town where we can buy a horse for me to ride. I’ll take the
ingredients I have and money enough to purchase those I lack. I’ll
also take the books appropriate to the area and Dowser to see if I
can find a few debts to wipe clean. With any luck I’ll have the
potion made quickly and can devise a worthwhile trap in short
order.”

“And where shall we meet up again?”

“We won’t as I’ve said, you’ll continue on
to—”

“Not with the job half done. So where shall
we meet up again?”

Desmeres briefly considered arguing, but
thought better of it. “Are you familiar with The Titan?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“At the western edge of Melorn, just as the
woods are getting thick, you’ll find a truly massive tree, twice
the size and triple the thickness of the others. It is in view of
the nearest crossroads.” He tapped the map. “Simple enough to spot.
If I get there first, I will leave instructions under one of the
roots at its base. Follow them to find me. If you get there first,
you do the same.”

“Very well.”

“On the subject, particularly if you’ll be
the keeper of my goods for a time, have you had any training with
weapons?”

“Not training, no. Combat is something I’ve
chosen to avoid. The way I prefer to use weapons doesn’t require
much training beyond knowing which end is the sharpest and knowing
where someone least wants to be stuck.”

“That’ll do. You strike me as the sort who
would be most comfortable with a stiletto.”

He leaned aside and tugged a bundle of
weapons out from the hatch between them. From inside, he selected a
long, elegant blade. He slid it from the scabbard to reveal a thin
blade, wide as Genara’s little finger at the hilt and coming to a
needle point. The handle was made from twisted and brushed bronze.
It bore the same spider web-thin etchings on handle and blade as
many of Desmeres’s pieces, tracing intricate and arcane
designs.

“It’s very lovely. And it is for me?” she
asked.

“If you think you will be able to put it to
proper use if the need arises.”

“I thought you had a strict policy of not
putting a weapon in any hands that didn’t deserve it. I’m hardly
world-class with my blade work.”

“I’m entrusting the most precious part of my
collection to you. An unscrupulous woman would take her pick, along
with the mounds of gold and silver and everything else. As I’ve
said, I don’t think you’re that foolish. The least I can do is give
you the blade I think best suits you in order to defend yourself
and the collection. And who knows, perhaps you’ll find you are a
prodigy.”

She smirked and tucked it into one of her
inside pockets. “Perhaps.”

#

A few hours later, the pair were outside
Isntist. Genara fastened the tie on a heavy gray cloak she’d
bought. She’d learned the hard way that a coat that might be fine
for a few hours pacing along the streets of a city was not nearly
adequate for a long, windy ride through the countryside. The sturdy
garment would supplement her own coat and go a fair way toward
keeping her from being recognized.

“You know, for the longest time I tried to
avoid the infamous ‘Everyman Cloak’ as father called it,” Genara
said. “I suppose there’s a point in everyone’s life where you just
hate the idea of being ‘common.’ And there is nothing more
common than a gray cloak. Father thought I was insane that I
wouldn’t wear one. He used to look forward to the visits from the
king’s people every few years to provide a free one for each of us.
It was one of the few acts of genuine charity the throne ever did
and there I was turning it down because I wanted to stand out.”

Desmeres dressed similarly. He’d also
purchased the largest and healthiest of the three horses available
for sale and heavily loaded its saddle bags with supplies, money,
and other necessities.

“I assume you’ve heard the tale of why
the king handed out so many gray cloaks by now,” he said, packing a
final book.

She glanced at him. “Are you going to sully
one of the few positive feelings I have about the fallen
regime.”

“Yes.”

“What could possibly be wrong with giving
your subjects something warm to wear?”

“The D’Karon employed a sort of manufactured
troop that was little more than an animated gray cloak. In order to
ensure that they could send those troops wherever they pleased in
whatever numbers they wished without fear of drawing attention,
they made sure that most of the residents of the north dressed in a
gray cloak as well.”

She put her palm to her face. “Wonderful.
Just wonderful.”

“You’ve got to admit, it’s got a sort of grim
brilliance to it.”

“More grim than brilliant.”

Desmeres picked up Dowser and mounted his
horse. “We’ve both got a great deal to do, we’d best move
quickly.”

“I suppose so.”

“Say goodbye to Genara now,” Desmeres said,
holding the puppy up.

Dowser released a long, wavering howl and
tried desperately to lick her face. Genara leaned just out of
reach.

“You I won’t miss,” she grumbled to the puppy
before looking back to Desmeres. “Take care of yourself. Once we’re
through untying the latest mess you’ve made of your life, I’ll need
your help cleaning up the mess we’ve made of mine, and I will be
very cross with you if you get killed before then.”

“A strong motivation to stay alive, then. You
do the same. I’ve only just finished rounding up the last
batch of my weapons. The last thing I want to do is spend another
few months or longer trying to retrieve the contents of that
cart.”

“Your concern for my well-being is touching.
Goodbye, and good luck, Desmeres.”

“Until we meet again,” he said in reply.

Genara watched as the cocky half-elf rode off
to the east toward the rising sun. He stopped briefly and turned
back. The puppy released a longing whimper she could just barely
hear. He patted the dog, and for a moment she thought she saw a
flash of the same longing in his expression before he continued on
his way.

She let her eyes linger on him longer than
she’d intended, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that where he
went, outrageous fortune followed. He was the one tapped by
fate to serve some higher purpose. She was simply along for
the ride. When she finally turned away and snapped the reins to
move along to the south, she was struck by just how empty the cart
felt without him. That irritating confidence of his was like a
shield. As much as circumstances had repeatedly illustrated the
contrary, he never failed to give the impression that nothing bad
could happen while he was there.

She tried to ignore the dark, empty feeling
inside her and focused on the road ahead. It didn’t work for very
long. Without conversation every groan of the cart or scamper of a
half-seen animal made her jump. As the hours and cart rolled on the
feeling cut deeper, like a stain creeping across her mind.

“Steady, Genara,” she whispered to herself.
“Pull yourself together. What is there to be frightened of?”

Speaking aloud underscored just how deeply
the fear cut into her. Her voice was shaking. By the end of the
first day, her hands were shaking as well, and her mind twisted
every shadow into an approaching soldier ready to take her away. If
she’d been more familiar with magic, she might have suspected
someone was influencing her, but in the absence of that degree of
insight she could only assume it was her mind playing tricks of its
own accord.

The rosiness of the sunset convinced her the
town in the distance was likely to be the best place to spend the
night, as she surely wouldn’t pass another before morning. She
coaxed the horses to a stop just after a bridge that spanned an icy
stream and consulted her maps.

“Let’s see,” she muttered, running her finger
along the map. “I think this village is Rosen. So I should be on
course…”

A sudden, vigorous scratching sound
interrupted her train of thought. Something, a wild animal of some
sort, sounded like it was doing its best to burrow through the
wooden awning that hung over the seat of the cart. Genara leaned
away from its forward edge and watched cautiously, her heart
fluttering at the unexpected din. It sounded like whatever had
climbed atop the cart was trying to burrow through the wood.
Splintering and creaking suggested it was making progress. Rather
than have an unknown creature fall atop her head, Genara abandoned
the seat of the cart and backed away.

The fading light of the sun wasn’t enough to
show the creature clearly. From her angle it was just a tangle of
dark brown fur in a frenzy of scratching and digging, not much
larger than a cat. She drew her recently acquired stiletto and held
it at the ready. The beast stopped its digging as quickly as it had
started, and raised a pointed snout into the air, sniffing. As it
did so, more of its form became visible. It was a raggedy beast
with a long body and entirely too many legs: an olo.

“What? One of those? Here?” she gasped.

Genara whipped her head around, scanning the
area. It simply wasn’t possible. She was on a well-traveled road.
If there was another olo field anywhere nearby, surely the road
would have been blocked off. Sure enough, there wasn’t another
skittering brown form in sight, but that made even less sense. As
far as she knew, oloes didn’t travel alone. Could this one have
stowed away among their things for so long without them
noticing?

As much of a mystery as it was, the larger
issue was what she was going to do about it. One look at what
they’d been able to do to Desmeres’s legs was more than enough
motivation to avoid tangling with the monsters. Even one of them
was sure to be a handful. Ideally she could put the knife to work,
end the creature quickly, and be on her way. No, ideally the
thing would leave on its own and she wouldn’t have to take even
that risk. Regardless of what was ideal, though, the blasted thing
had chosen to sit atop her cart like a gargoyle, sniffing at the
air and refusing to budge.

“Go. Go, you filthy thing,” Genara said,
waving her hands. “What am I doing? It hasn’t got any eyes.
What good is waving going to do?”

She shook her head and muttered to herself as
she walked beside one of the horses and grasped its harness. A good
sharp tug and a few spoken commands got the animal walking. Genara
hoped a few rattling bumps would startle the stowaway, but it
remained firm.

“I’ve had quite enough furry, disobedient
creatures for one adventure already.” Genara scooped up some icy
show from beside the road and formed it into a ball. “Off the
cart!”

Growing up in the Northern Alliance,
particularly the far north of the kingdom as she had, provided a
person with a handful of universal skills. The one few appreciated
was a flawless proficiency with snowballs. She hurled the packed
snow at the olo and scored a direct hit. It tumbled over the side
and disappeared through the icy crust of the snow mounded beside
the road.

She dashed for the cart and tried to climb on
before the thing could recover, but it burst from the snow and ran
directly toward her, galloping under the cart to reach her. Before
she could react, it spiraled up her leg and around her body,
heading with purpose toward her face.

After the growing tension of the long ride
thus far, this was the last straw. Her usually steady and measured
disposition shattered into a tizzy as the small but ferocious
creature managed to get itself trapped in the hood of her cloak.
Any semblance of dignity vanished behind the urgent need to get the
thing away from her. She tore the cloak from about her neck and
threw it to the ground, but the oloes claws had become snagged in
the chain about her neck. Her fingers dug into its loose, filthy
fur and she tore it and the chain free. For a brief moment she held
the struggling thing before her, then heaved it with all her might
into the icy stream. It cracked through the ice near the bank and
disappeared into the frigid current. A few seconds passed, but it
did not resurface.

Genara’s heart hammered in her ears. She gave
herself a few moments to calm down, then checked herself over.
Without a mirror it was difficult to tell, but it appeared she’d
escaped the encounter without even a single scratch. She’d received
a few smudges of what she chose to believe was mud, but washing
those away could wait until she was out of the cold. She fetched
her discarded cloak and shook away the dusting of snow, grumbling
as she did.

“There, happy? Something’s gone wrong. A
journey like this was bound to have something go wrong, and
now it has, so fate has been appeased.” She climbed back into the
cart and snapped the reins. “From here on, thing’s will go
smoothly. … Perhaps if I repeat that a few times I’ll actually
believe it.”

 



Chapter
6

 


Melorn Forest was not nearly as large as Ravenwood.
It clung to the Eastern Mountains in much the same way that
Ravenwood clung to the Rachis Mountains, and at their widest points
each was visible from the other, but once within the borders, the
two may as well have been different worlds. Melorn Forest was so
dense with trees, most of it was entirely impassible by cart or
carriage. They were a taller, more sparsely branched breed of tree,
allowing light through to feed the undergrowth and further
differentiate Melorn Woods from its shadowy counterpart to the
west. Frequently, the trees grew so near to one another, and with
so much thick brush between, that even a traveler on horseback
would have trouble finding a way forward without straying far off
course. This made it a haven for wildlife, with hunters rarely
venturing much further than its outskirts. It also made it the
perfect place to train a hound to track. Every corner of the woods
was the crossroads of a dozen animal trails.

Desmeres plucked a tuft of tawny fur from a
bit of bramble. The various trials and tribulations that had
presented themselves since he’d acquired Dowser had kept him from
truly exploring the results of the treatment he’d given Dowser’s
nose. It was clear from the manic enthusiasm the pup showed when
even the slightest breath of wind stirred the scents around them
that his already remarkable sense of smell had been improved. Mere
improvement wouldn’t necessarily do the job Desmeres required,
however. And even if Dowser now sported a sense of smell utterly
without match, it wouldn’t do any good unless he could be taught
how to follow a specific target.

He crouched and held the fur down to the pup.
Dowser practically inhaled it, then tried to slurp it from
Desmeres’s fingers.

“Follow, Dowser. Follow.”

Dowser chased the original tuft for a few
moments more. When Desmeres refused to let him have it, he
abandoned it and turned to the bush. Within moments of snuffling at
the branches he’d pricked his nose and yelped three times.

Desmeres sighed and snagged his collar,
pulling the pup back before the animal could prick himself again.
“Clearly if we do get you properly trained, I’ll have to
keep a close eye on you to be sure you don’t fling yourself off any
cliffs in pursuit of a target.”

He kept the dog just out of harm’s way and
let him sniff and tug along. Within a minute, he’d found another
tuft of the same sort.

“Good. That’s fine work, Dowser,”
Desmeres praised, feeding him a bit of dried meat. “That’s enough
for today. You’re coming along fine, and we’ve still got a long way
to go.”

The pair climbed back to Desmeres’s horse and
continued on their way.

“At least you seem to grasp I want you to
follow a particular scent rather than whatever tickles your fancy,”
he said. “We’ll definitely make a tracker out of you. But for now
the good news is already know exactly where we need to go, and a
former ‘North Melorn Forced Labor Lumberyard’ I’ve got marked down
is a recent enough entry to Lain’s books that I’ve got names to
work with. We won’t need to rely upon that sense of smell just
yet.”

That was the other thing Melorn Forest had in
spades: woodsmen. All around the rim of the forest, seasonal camps
would pop up when the hardest freeze of winter softened into
something a shade less lethal. They would fell enough trees to
satisfy the needs of the locals and then pack up and retreat as the
snows of the following winter began to fall. It had been going on
for generations, longer than anyone could remember, and they’d not
even begun to thin the overabundance of trees. It was
bordering upon supernatural how resilient and bountiful the forest
was. Even the rare permanent lumber camp could keep itself working
year-round without leaving much of a scar on the forest.

“I suppose the mountains may be to blame,”
Desmeres mused. “If the Eastern Mountains can keep a place like
Entwell hidden and confound the spells of the finest wizards in the
world, causing trees to grow faster and larger than anywhere else
seems like simplicity itself.”

Dowser nosed his arm, trying to beg another
pat on the head. Desmeres obliged him.

“At least you’ve calmed down. You were a bit
of a handful back in the cart. I wasn’t sure how I was going to
train you out of all that howling. Perhaps it was Genara that had
you worked up.” He scratched Dowser under the chin. “I’m not sure I
can fault you on that. Mark my words, though. Rare as it is to find
a woman of her quality, the finer the woman, the more trouble she
can cause. To say nothing of the trouble I could cause her.
And not that this weighs into your thinking, but she’s
mortal. That complicates matters for me.”

The puppy’s contribution to the conversation
was limited to a low, half-hearted "Wuff" when Desmeres stopped
scratching before he’d had his fill.

“If one can expect to live centuries, one is
ill-served by making plans that will last mere decades. Even
you are a bit of a compromise. For my purposes, a dragon
would have been a far better choice of tracker. But they aren’t
very easy to find, and a man with a dragon is likely to stick a bit
more in someone’s minds than a man with a hound. Again, not that
Genara’s company has been any less effective at turning heads.”

Dowser wuffed again and buried his head in
Desmeres’s cloak to get out of the cold. When the pup peered up, he
whimpered, much as he did when the pair had parted ways with
Genara. Desmeres patted the dog and sighed.

“I know, Dowser. I know.”

#

They continued onward, weaving though gaps in
the trees in order to keep a roughly northeast trajectory. It was
nearing evening when they came upon a rare sight in Melorn Woods, a
well-maintained road. He’d been hoping to find it, as he remembered
making use of it when he and Lain had dealt with the prior owners
of the camp. The amount of effort that had gone into carving out
this one wagon-wide strip of land was mind boggling. Chopping down
countless trees had only been the start. The worst of it was
certainly the clearing of the stumps that had been left behind.
Even with crushed stone and sawdust tracing an arrow-straight path
through the thicket, it was visibly a constant battle to keep it
clear. The trees had closed in around the path, like soldiers
forming ranks. Branches hung over the path and interlinked. It
seemed less like a road through a forest and more like a tunnel
bored through a mountain.

The light of the cloudy sky filtered through
the arch of branches, giving Melorn a dose of the same twilight
that Ravenwood was known for. This compounded the eeriness of
traveling a path that ran as far as he could see in either
direction without another soul in sight and only the merest
glimpses through the wall of trees. Still, even ground and the
certainty that a road this fine could only lead to the lumber camp
he was after made for swift travel. By the time the sun was fully
setting that evening, he could hear the sounds of saws and axes
combined with the constant ripple of a fast-moving river.

He came to the end of the road. A wooden arch
made from artfully hewn logs and branches marked the gateway to the
camp. Ages ago the workers had carved the word ‘Lumber’ into it,
though relatively recent chisel marks and the fact that word was
well off-center suggested there had formerly been other words which
had since been removed. Beyond it lay the lumberyard. Finding a
bustling, industrious facility in the heart of a primeval forest
was disorienting. A few dozen paces in any direction and Desmeres
would find himself more likely to meet a bear or a wolf than
someone who walked on two legs, yet here sturdy log buildings and
tall, smoky chimneys stood amid the hum of activity that wouldn’t
have been out of place in a marketplace.

A large, mostly clear courtyard formed the
center of the camp. Ice and sawdust had formed into an uneven and
oddly springy surface that gave his horse trouble, so he dismounted
to lead it. Long orderly rows of carefully stacked firewood lined
one side of the courtyard. Stacks of longer, rougher planks came
next, then slabs and eventually whole logs. A wide river rushed
along at the far side of the yard, turning a massive, ice-encrusted
wheel attached to the largest of the buildings. Perhaps twenty
workers rushed about, hauling heavy loads, swinging axes, and going
about the dozens of other tasks that went into producing something
as simple as a length of pine. Though they came in many shapes and
sizes, the workers all had a few things in common. Their clothes
were thick and rough, heavily patched and mounded atop what had
undoubtedly been the worn remnants of the previous year’s outfit.
They wore the wild, scraggly beards of people who hadn’t the time
or resources to devote any effort to appearance. This was humanity
in its roughest form, and not a dwarf or elf could be seen. Unless
she was hiding, he failed to spot a single woman among them as
well.

Desmeres’s appearance did not go unnoticed,
but he had to wait several minutes before any task could spare a
worker long enough for someone to greet him. When a host finally
stepped forward, it was a man with more gray in his beard than the
rest. He had a thick woolen cap on, and the sparseness of the hair
poking from underneath suggested he was mostly bald. He stepped
forward with his hand extended and a wrinkle at the corner of his
eyes that suggested a friendly smile was lurking somewhere behind
that beard.

“Welcome! Name’s Stromann. And you are?”

“Desmeres,” he said.

“Fancy name, son,” Stromann said. “You got
some elf in you?”

“A fair dose. You must have a keen eye. Most
people don’t notice it nearly so quickly.”

“You haven’t got barely a whisker on your
face, but you’ve got that road-weary look to you. Only folk I know
who can ride for two weeks and still barely need a shave are elves.
We don’t see too many new faces around here, and most of them have
empty carts waiting to haul out some fresh-cut timbers. Except for
the ones dim enough to try to run a barge up this rocky excuse for
a river.” He glanced at the puppy under Desmeres’s arm.
“Fine-looking hound you got there. Vulbaka?”

“Full-blooded, if the breeder is to be
believed.”

“They as dumb as I’ve heard?”

“He hasn’t proved himself to be one of the
more brilliant creatures I’ve associated with.”

“Still, good nose on them. I know hunters
like them. You a hunter?”

“I have found myself doing a bit more
hunting than I’d ever expected to, hence the hound, but mostly I’m
a collector.”

Stromann scratched his head. “A collector?
What kind of a collector would find his way out here?”

“Today I’m looking for Marten-spores.”

His host whistled through his teeth.
“Marten-spores? From them flat mushrooms?”

“I’ve only ever seen illustrations, but that
sounds accurate.”

“You may have come out here for nothing,
Desmeres.”

“There aren’t any nearby?”

“Not nearby, no. I think one of my boys said
something about spotting a few over to the southeast, but that
isn’t going to do you much good.”

“Why not?”

“There’s a bad curse over that patch of land.
Ax heads come off, oxen buck and lose control. Bad spirits
about.”

“I see. Funny how the most valuable things
tend to wrap themselves in misfortune. Would any of your men be
able to lead me there?”

“We’re all a bit busy at the moment, but even
if we weren’t, I wouldn’t bet on finding one of my boys willing to
traipse all the way up there just to have a branch fall on his head
for his trouble.”

“Naturally there would be proper
compensation.”

“You may not believe this, but we don’t have
much use for money around here. Food and shelter’s taken care of by
the forest. I make sure my boys have all the booze and such they
need to stay in good spirits. Just about the only thing these
fellas are liable to spend their money on are trips to town, and
what with nothing else costing them, what they’ve got in pay is
plenty for what they’re after.”

Desmeres smirked. “I think you may be
underestimating the power of gold.”

“No, son. I think you may be underestimating
just how superstitious a fella can become, tucked away in Melorn as
long as most of us have been.”

“Ah. Now superstition I can believe.”

“If I remember right, you being a collector,
those spores won’t do you much good. They wear out pretty quick.
May as well take a handful of this sawdust and say it’s
Marten-spore, for all the good the real stuff will do you.”

“I’ve got some uses in mind that would have a
longer shelf-life,” Desmeres said, reaching into his things to
select a thick book. “Believe it or not, an associate of mine and I
spent some time here a few years ago, and it’s possible some of
your men may remember that day.”

“Could be, I suppose. Plenty of us are
lifers. Took the job back when there wasn’t much of a choice. No
sense you flipping through that book there in the cold. Let’s get
inside. Since you’re itching to spend some money, we may as well
treat this like a proper business deal.”

Stromann led him to the large and
unpleasantly fragrant stable for him to tie up his horse. A small
but well-built office of sorts sat at the opposite side of the
camp, no doubt to keep it from the smell. As Stromann opened the
door and lit a taper in the smoldering fire to prepare the two oil
lamps, Desmeres had to admire the professionalism on display. It
wasn’t an office worthy of the capital, for instance, but it was
easily the match of anything he might have found in the smaller
cities. A desk, predictably built of quarter-sawn pine, formed the
center of the room. A handful of matching chairs, each a
masterpiece of carpentry, sat around it. Assorted other furniture
filled the room. Each was of similar quality and no doubt served
the dual purpose of stocking the office and serving as a sample of
some of their more expensive handiwork.

“Please, have a seat,” he said.

Desmeres sat and set his book atop the desk.
Stromann stiffly took the chair opposite him. Dowser set about the
task of romping first around Desmeres’s feet, then around
Stromann’s, then back again. Lacking as the pup was in grace, the
round trip took quite a while.

“Oooh,” Stromann said. “It feels good to get
the weight off. Now what you got here?”

“Agreements,” Desmeres explained, leafing
through the pages. “Certificates of debt.”

“You a debt collector?” Stromann said, for
the first time bearing a less-than-charitable expression.

“Not until recently, but desperate times have
a way of shifting professions. Here.” Tapped his finger and cleared
his throat. “I’m going to read off a list of names. Tell me if any
of them still work here, or if any of their children do.”

He worked his way down a list of names upon
the page. Each paired with a blotch of brick-brown and a short
description. For most of the page, that description was the same:
Liberation from forced labor, woodsman, North Melorn
Forest.

“You can stop right there. You named a good
half-dozen of the fellows swinging axes out there. And I suppose if
I wait long enough you’ll get to me as well.” He leaned forward.
“You don’t look familiar to me… But I suppose there’s plenty from
those days I’ve been trying to forget.”

“I trust you haven’t forgotten that your
freedom came at a small price.”

“That I haven’t.”

“Then I have fine news for you. My associate,
the one who rightly holds this debt, has passed it to me. And I am
willing to wipe it free for whichever of you is willing to fetch me
enough Marten-spore to satisfy my needs.”

Stromann ran pulled his cap off, revealing a
head of thin hair, and ran his fingers through what was left of it.
“How do I know you’re telling the truth? How do I know you’re
really the one who holds the debt? Suppose I do what you say and
tomorrow another man shows up and makes the same claim.”

“What I’m offering you is a bargain,
Stromann. That is a very small price for the years you’ve had
profiting from your own sweat rather than serving another. But
since you are so interested in the hypothetical, I’ll suggest
another. Suppose I accept your refusal and walk away. Tomorrow I
come back asking for a much higher price. A price it will take you
years to work off.”

“I don’t much like threats.”

“Fortunate then that we’re just speaking
hypothetically.”

Stromann drummed his fingers. “What about the
rest of the men in the camp with debts to pay.”

“There’s not much to be had in Melorn Forest.
I think I can see my way clear to crossing out the names of any of
the men present if I get what I’m after.”

He drummed his fingers some more, considering
the offer.

“There must be some particularly bad
spirits in that stretch of the woods if you’ve got to consider this
for so long.”

“Like I said, bad things happen when we head
that way. It’s easy enough to get hurt in this line of work without
tempting fate. We’ve all heard tell of a whole squad of soldiers
that more or less got devoured by Ravenwood. We’re none of
us eager to find out if Melorn’s got an appetite to match.”

Desmeres sighed. “You are in luck at the
moment. I’m normally quite shrewd when it comes to negotiating a
price, but time is of the essence, and I have my own spirits to
worry about. If one of your men can take me as far as the edge of
this cursed piece of the forest and point me in the proper
direction, when I come back with my spores I’ll consider your debt
and all of those present wiped clean.”

“When you come back? You’re so sure
you will?”

“Like I said, I’ve got my own spirits to
worry about. If the one that’s after me now hasn’t killed me,
whatever your imagination has churned up in this forest doesn’t
stand a chance.”

Stromann stood. “You’ve got a deal then. I’ll
give the men the day off, we’ll draw straws, and the short straw
will take you as far as where that branch nearly got me.”

Desmeres shook his hand. “A wise
decision.”

#

Anrack sat uncomfortably at his desk in
Castle Verril. The sprawling grounds of the palace were
distressingly empty, a testament to how thoroughly the D’Karon had
taken control. So many of the affairs of the castle and the kingdom
had fallen into the hands of the five Generals that the palace,
upon its liberation from them, was practically a husk. Anrack
selected a small hall near the royal stables as his personal
headquarters, and spent all of each day and much of each night
poring over the materials available to him. The queen’s
shortsighted limitation of the materials he was permitted to
utilize from the archives, coupled with the relapse that had
claimed the record-keeper, required him to branch into less
fruitful avenues of study. The most recent was the personal
journals and correspondences of his deceased predecessor, Trigorah
Teloran.

“'He presented me with a weapon today,'”
Anrack read. “'Like the helmet, had the palace mystics investigate,
but there are no apparent charms or curses that might threaten me.
It must be admired that he would not willingly sully his
workmanship with such things. The man confounds me. I am quite
certain he is in league with the Red Shadow. All evidence supports
it. He is well aware that I seek his associate, and that if for a
moment I could prove his connection I would have him locked up. We
are foes by virtue of our allegiances, and yet he gave me this
weapon. I know not how to feel about the gesture. Does he mean to
insult me, believing that even so armed I will not be a threat? Is
it a great honor, evidence that he believes me worthy of the rare
honor of owning one of his weapons? Perhaps most frustrating of all
is the knowledge that it would bring him no end of joy to know how
his every action ties me in knots.'”

The commander snapped the book shut.

“Lumineblade has made a lifelong habit of
frustrating the commanders of the Elite,” he grumbled.

Boot clicks along the hallway signaled the
arrival of a set of runners. He’d been running the palace
messengers ragged in his attempts to keep his intelligence fresh,
and still he was days behind on even the newest information.

The messengers opened the door. There was a
man and a woman, each with the short stature and wiry build favored
by those tasked with swift travel by horseback. He didn’t allow
them a single syllable before he barked orders.

“Report!” he growled.

“Messages from the Low Lands, Commander!”
yelped the elder of the two, the woman.

“On the desk and off with you,” he
growled.

They eagerly dropped the stacks of folded
parchment and retreated. One by one, Anrack checked the wax seals,
then broke them and set about decoding them. Each message was
brief, efficient, and confounding.

“Desmeres and Genara sighted at the Ravenwood
fringe near Shimat. … Desmeres sighted near Melorn, alone. … Genara
sighted near southern edge of Ravenwood… A customer calling himself
Desmeres purchased feed…”

He threw down the messages. “He is using his
blasted name. He spits in my eye with his sheer gall. As
though I am so minor a concern he need not hide himself. And yet he
evades me. This man has been a person of interest for the military
for decades. He has waffled between serving the Alliance Army and
being marked for death, and yet more Northerners than not don’t
even know his name!”

He shuffled through the pages.

“And now the two have split up. This is a
blasted kingdom composed entirely of dark corners and endless
fields. I am to find two wily people within it. This would be a
difficult task with the whole of the Alliance Army at my command,
and I am expected to achieve it with less than fifty. … Ah… but
what’s this?”

The final message was composed by palace
staff, the sort used within Verril to summon those expected to
attend royal functions.

“‘Duchess Celeste has agreed to meet with
you,’” he read. “Exceptional. The Duchess at least has
committed herself to the rebuilding of one of our most potent
fortified cities near the front. She just may be a sound mind in
this floundering kingdom. And having dealt with Lumineblade as both
friend and foe, she may just have some insight into his tactics.
This should prove to be enlightening.”

#

Desmeres guided his horse with some
difficulty through the woods once more. The man who had been
selected to guide the way was short and squat enough to make
Desmeres wonder if he had any dwarf in him. He certainly had the
beard for it, but he was a shade too baby-faced to be one of the
mountain-folk. Desmeres had yet to meet a dwarf more than a few
years into adulthood who didn’t have a craggy, weathered face. It
was curious, given how little weather the little miners faced.

Another thing that suggested his guide was
not a dwarf was the raw anxiety that poured from him as he rode.
Another trait every dwarf Desmeres had met shared was a
boastfulness that extended to all parts of life. Every last one of
them was the strongest, the fastest, the cleverest, and the
bravest. None would dare show the sort of fear that this woodsman
was.

They continued until the scattered stumps of
fallen trees became more and more sparse. Dowser became
incrementally more difficult to handle as they moved forward,
indicating that something was waiting ahead, though Desmeres
doubted spirits had a scent. When they reached a pyramid of stones
stacked on the ground, they stopped.

“Right…” his guide said shakily. “Past here
is where the things start to go wrong. This is as far as I’ll go.
Just continue in that direction. Marten mushrooms look like an
orange and brown cabbage leaf growing out the base of a tree.
Pretty rare, but easy to spot. I suggest you get what you need and
get out quick. These curses that start out all mischievous and the
like don’t end that way.”

“I’ll be swift. And you needn’t bother
waiting for me. I believe I can find my way back.”

“I didn’t offer to wait for you,” the
woodsman said, already turning his horse to retreat.

Desmeres watched him go, then guided his
horse forward, unconcerned. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in
spirits or curses. Naturally, he’d dealt with more than his share
of each over the years. Indeed, it was precisely the amount of
experience he’d had with spirits and curses in his long life that
made him quite sure he wasn’t going to encounter anything of the
sort here. In broad terms, one should never be more concerned than
one’s horse. Animals in general and horses in particular were quite
closely attuned to the way things should be and the way things
should not be. The scent of a predator on the air, the barely
audible rumble of thunder from a terrible storm, and any manner of
dark magic was often more than enough to put a horse on edge.
Neither his horse nor that of his guide had shown the least bit of
concern as they’d ambled forward, so at the very least it meant
there was probably nothing here that shouldn’t be here.

That wasn’t to say the woodmen had entirely
imagined the hostile nature of this bit of forest. Evidence of it
abounded. Many stout branches had dropped from the trees and driven
themselves into the ground. Most looked far too healthy to have
broken free on their own. Not far from the boundary of this
no-man’s land he found an ax head embedded in a tree near one of
the fallen branches.

“Let’s see what this is about,” Desmeres
said, hopping from his horse to investigate.

He leaned down and looked over the branch.
Its end was splintered and jagged, but irregularly so. Much of it
had short, stubby splinters, but about a third of the branch
instead ended with a much longer, much thinner spike of broken
wood. He pressed into the wood with his fingers. There was some
rot, but only at the surface. Most of it was good and solid. For a
branch this thick to fall away on its own, he would have expected
it to be practically rotted through. He glanced at the rest of the
branch. A bit of it had broken when it struck the ground, but most
remained intact. Another thing that might tear a branch from a tree
was high wind, but wind high enough to tear this branch free would
have been powerful enough to strip half the trees bare, and that
clearly hadn’t happened. There wasn’t enough in the way of foliage
or lesser branches to hold enough snow to pull it down through
sheer weight. As near as Desmeres could determine, this branch
should not have fallen on its own.

Next he looked to the ax handle. Treated as
it was to ward off rot, it was in much better shape than the
branch. This meant it also preserved clues better, and at even his
first glance there was evidence that something was amiss. It had
the same odd splinter pattern: short, almost bristly splinters for
most of the break and a few longer ones for the rest. Here, though,
the rot had not set in, and when he leaned close, he saw something
else. Tiny notches in the wood. They were a bit shorter than the
nail of his little finger, and each was perfectly straight. Most
telling was the head of the ax itself. Long strips had been carved
out of it. This wasn’t the work of evil spirits, and though their
presence was something of a curse, it certainly wasn’t the sort
that a wizard or witch would cast upon a forest.

Now knowing what he was facing, he knew what
to look for. It would be low to the ground, probably near water. He
paced along, holding his horse’s reins and clutching a now
desperately struggling puppy under one arm. If things went as he
expected, it wouldn’t take long before something came along to
startle the creatures. He’d not taken a dozen more paces when it
happened. A distant crackle filtered down through the branches. He
stepped back in time for a stout branch to fall perhaps two steps
ahead of him. It may not have hit him if he’d continued, but it
would have been a near thing. Between the rearing horse and
Dowser’s panic, Desmeres very nearly lost control of both animals,
but he barely managed to steady them both.

“All right!” he called out. “No sense hiding
yourselves. I know you’re there.”

He waited for a reply, but none came.
Desmeres muttered briefly, then reached deep into his memory for a
bit of learning he’d not had reason to use since he’d left Entwell.
When he spoke again, it was in a peculiar language. The words were
short and clipped, and the sentences rapid and musical. He sounded
more like he was chattering out a particularly complex bird call
than speaking.

“I am a friend of the burrow and seek to
trade,” he stated in the odd language.

“You’re no friend of the burrow,”
remarked a small voice over his left shoulder, speaking in perfect
Varden. “And your diction is lousy.”

Desmeres turned and looked up. A small
man—perhaps a bit more than knee-high if he were standing beside
Desmeres, stood on a branch that had seemed empty not moments ago.
He was dressed in finely tailored traveling clothes, fashioned from
the thinnest leather and finest weave of cloth Desmeres had ever
seen. The hide had a silvery white color, with careful accents in
browns and greens that blended quite well with the icy bark of the
tree he stood upon. His proportions were just a bit squat, not as
broad and stout as a dwarf but a bit more exaggerated in hands,
feet, and face than a human. Most notable, aside from his size, was
his weapon. The creature had shouldered what looked like a massive
siege-style crossbow, though to someone Desmeres’s size it would
have been far smaller than even a single-handed crossbow. Multiple
bows, each tipped with intricately fashioned pulleys and stretches
of thread that ran back and forth between them, made it clear that
this was no traditional weapon, and a pair of cranks with hand-cut
gears and coils added further complexity.

“I am certainly no enemy,” Desmeres said.

“That remains to be seen,” he said. “You came
with one of those ax-wielding dolts. That doesn’t put you in good
company.”

“You’ll note I left him behind,” Desmeres
said.

“You didn’t leave him behind—he ran off,
because he’s rightly scared of what’s here. Show’s he knows more
than you. Now tell me, how do you know gnomish?”

“I grew up on the other side of these
mountains. There were a few gnomes there as well. One of them
ground some very fine lenses I still use to this day.”

“The other side of that mountain there?” the
gnome said. “You think I’m a real fool. There isn’t anything on the
other side of that mountain there but water.”

“I can show you one of the lenses, if you
like,” Desmeres said.

“Yeah… Yeah! Toss it here! I’ll know a
gnome’s handiwork when I see it.”

Desmeres dug inside a pocket and revealed a
small velvet pouch, which he tossed in its entirety toward the
gnome. The sprightly little devil hopped from the branch and
snatched the pouch on the way down, landing deftly on the ground
and attempting to awkwardly angle the crossbow with his free
hand.

“You don’t try anything stupid, so-called
friend-of-the-burrow. You won’t spot them, but there’s a dozen more
of these bows aimed at all your softest bits.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it.”

The gnome set down the crossbow and tugged
open the pouch. He pulled out a flat lens about the size of a large
coin. It was embedded in a brass setting and larger than the little
creature’s head. He looked it over critically, then turned it on
edge and looked at the rim.

“Are you Croyden Lumineblade?”

“Desmeres Lumineblade. Croyden is my father.
And my son, but that lens belonged to the former before me.”

“All right. This is definitely gnomish work,
and we don’t do engravings for just anybody.” He tucked the lens
away and tossed it to Desmeres’s feet. “So you’ve dealt with gnomes
before. Doesn’t mean much, except you should know to get out of
here when I tell you to, because we don’t bluff.”

“I just need to get some Marten-spore for a
potion and I’ll be on my way.”

“Like fun you will. I know those lunkheads
with the axes sent you in here to talk us into letting them come
and thunder around like ogres. Just because us gnomes tend to get
along with the fair-folk, humans think they can just send a
watered-down elf like you to talk us into something. Not
likely.”

Desmeres grinned. There was something
genuinely entertaining about a creature who had to look almost
straight up to address him somehow managing to talk down to
him.

“I promise you, I couldn’t care less about
where they do their logging. I have a potion that requires the
spores and I was told they can be found here.”

“Yeah? What’re they worth to you? Make an
offer.”

“I notice you’ve been harvesting bits of that
ax head. Having some difficulty finding decent ores?” Desmeres
said.

“Bah. The ground here is terrible for
iron and copper. The mountain’s so dry of the stuff the dwarves
don’t even waste their time there.”

“I’m sure I can convince the axmen to part
with some of their spare equipment.”

“Fine, fine… That’s a good start… but
between you and me, there isn’t a Marten mushroom in this
forest that I don’t know about, and I could have my boys
strip them clean in the blink of an eye and you won’t have anything
left for your precious potion, so you’ll have to do better than a
few ax heads.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Booze.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. The good stuff. One of the dunderheads
we scared off had a flask of the stuff he dropped. Best stuff I
ever had. I’ll have a barrel of it. And some iron or steel. Plus
some gold, and silver, and copper, and brass. Then you’ll
have your spores.”

“You’re asking for an awful lot.”

“What I’m asking for, you can find
just about anywhere. What you’re asking for, you can only
find here. So I’d say I’m being reasonable.”

Desmeres glanced at Dowser. The puppy was
dangling from under his arm, desperately trying to wriggle free so
that he could get to the mysterious new creature. He didn’t seem in
the least bit interested in anything else.

“What I’m asking for, I could try to
find on my own. What you’re asking for, you need me to get,”
Desmeres countered.

“I could get what I want whenever I want.
This bow is all I need to get my needs filled.”

“It is an intriguing contraption. I’ve never
been much for weapons with too many moving parts. To be honest, I’m
not convinced it’s much of a threat.”

“Oh, yeah?” the gnome said.

He raised the crossbow and leveled it at a
low-hanging branch as thick as Desmeres’s forearm. When he pulled
the trigger, the wheels and gears clicked and whirred. A metal dart
launched with a twang, kicking with such force it knocked the gnome
from his feet. The dart bit into the branch and easily punched
through to the other side, protruding amongst a cluster of
splinters.

Desmeres glanced at the surprising amount of
damage achieved by the little weapon.

“Impressive,” he said.

The gnome scrambled to his feet, brushing off
the snow and not allowing even the implication that his dignity
might have been bruised. “My own design. Of course it’s
impressive.”

“But now you’re unarmed.”

“I’ve got three more darts just like
that, right here,” he said, turning to indicate the long metal
barbs strapped to his back like a quiver of arrows.

“Not in the crossbow, you haven’t.”

“No, but the other gnomes have
plenty.”

“Dowser here doesn’t seem to think there’s
anyone else about. Certainly no one as interesting as you.”

The gnome glanced aside, a flutter of
nervousness flavoring his expression for an instant.

“I’m confident if I were to knock you to the
ground or throw you in a sack, that would be the end of it and I’d
be free to find my own ingredients. But that’s no way to conduct a
negotiation, now is it?”

“No.”

“We don’t talk business with weapons pointed
at one another, do we?”

“No. That’s uncivil is what that is,” the
gnome said. “Matter of fact, I’m not even going to draw this for
another shot. Yeah. As a representative of my people—and there are
plenty of us, don’t you think for a minute there aren’t—I think I’m
willing to discuss terms a little further, since maybe you haven’t
got enough silver and gold to make just a raw trade
worthwhile.”

“That’s very diplomatic of you.”

“So what’s your counter offer?” the gnome
said. “And for that matter, what’s your name again?”

“Desmeres Lumineblade.”

“Gwellin Stemsprout.”

“Let’s start with why you’re doing what
you’re doing, Gwellin.”

“You mean defending my home? Can’t imagine
why a self-respecting gnome would want to do a silly thing like
that.” He set down his weapon and crossed his arms. “What do
you expect me to do when a bunch of thick-skulled lumberers
come tromping through here?”

“I expect you to do just what you
did. In my experience, gnomes love to make fools of the
larger races. But you aren’t doing yourself any favors. Eventually
someone will come in here with enough mystic knowledge to set the
woodsmen’s minds at ease about curses and spirits, and it won’t
take them long to figure out they’ve been duped. And what do you
suppose will happen then?”

“They’ll be in for a fight is what’ll
happen then.”

“Again, aren’t we diplomats here, Gwellin?
Don’t you think war is best avoided?”

“What do you propose I do? Just turn
belly up and let those nincompoops run roughshod through my
neck of the woods?”

“I suggest you open trade with them. Set
borders, perhaps lease land rights. They clearly have things you
want.”

Gwellin considered the words, then shook his
head. “Nothing doing. They don’t know how to treat a forest.”

Desmeres sighed. “What would you have them do
differently?”

“Cut down the big trees. Leave the
little trees alone. Is that so hard to understand? Little trees
turn into big trees. Simple. You cut down the big ones, that makes
room for little ones to become big ones, you cut down the big ones
again. Simple. Plus, those big trees start to really wreak havoc on
a nice little burrow like mine. All those roots, twisting and
turning, busting up my nice walls. I had a perfectly good mural get
cracked all to bits by this big tree over here. Had to dig a whole
new place.”

“I’m sure, at least within your
borders, the woodmen could see their way clear to cutting down only
the trees you indicate.”

“What’s your angle here, Lumineblade?”

“I need that ingredient, and you can get it
for me. And besides, the last thing I want is a gnome for an enemy,
Gwellin. Your kind can be a handful, and word spreads quicker than
gossip among you.”

“Fine. You want your spores? Head on back
and… no… Like you said, they won’t like that I’ve been making a
fool of them… Hah! Tell them a gnome moved in and cured the curse.
Yeah! And in exchange for keeping the evil spirits at bay, he wants
a barrel of booze, per month. Yes. And in my borders, they
only chop the trees I mark.”

“A barrel is a lot of booze. Taller than you.
I’m not sure you’ll go through it in a month.”

“You haven’t seen me drink, Lumineblade. But
more importantly, I’ll be the only gnome around with a steady
supply of the stuff. It’ll make me pretty popular in
the burrows and over in the mountains. Now go!” He pointed.
“Make my offer and tell me what they say.”

“This is a negotiation, Gwellin. I know your
terms. Now for mine.”

“You get your spores. Simple as that.”

“You would have me broker a deal with the
woodsmen, to your ongoing profit, and pay me a measly spoonful of
spores for my trouble? I think I deserve a bit more than that if I
manage to convince the woodmen.”

“Like what?”

“You become my supplier. If I ever need
Marten-spore, or any other hard to find ingredient found within
Melorn, you get it for me. And you spread the word to the other
gnomes. Desmeres Lumineblade is a friend of the burrows.”

Gwellin tapped his foot. “I don’t know…
Becoming a friend of the burrow is a pretty big honor… We don’t
just bestow than on anyone… Tell you what. You wait here.
And close your eyes!”

Desmeres obediently shut his eyes. The patter
of Gwellin’s feet signaled the gnome’s departure.

Others might have found such back-and-forth
negotiations with what is ostensibly a smaller, weaker version of a
human as beneath them. Desmeres didn’t feel that way. The truth
was, gnomes were good friends to have, and moreover they
were terrible enemies to have. If nothing else, they were
clever, ingenious, and determined. And though they were seldom
seen, they did find their way into every corner of
the wilderness, and the more dedicated among them had burrowed
their way into cities to feed their vices and their hunger for
mischief. Plus, it had been a long time since Desmeres had
been able to properly exercise his zeal for haggling.

“Eyes open, Lumineblade. And get over
here.”

He opened his eyes and found Gwellin perched
atop an eye-level branch. When he was satisfied the horse was in no
danger of wandering off, he approached the branch. Gwellin held in
his hands a stunningly intricate bit of wooden jewelry. From the
gnome’s scale it was probably supposed to be a crown or tiara, but
for Desmeres it was a fine ring. The carving was easily the match
for the best Desmeres himself had ever managed. The gnome had
encrusted it with bits of amber cut into flawless gems, and some
sort of dye brought the wood to the same silvery luster as his
cunning outfit.

“I hear tell the big folk like you would pay
a dear price for crafts like this. Is that true?”

“May I take a closer look?” Desmeres
asked.

He held out his hand and the gnome dropped
the work of art into his palm. Upon closer inspection, the artistry
was even more apparent. Every design, every curve, was precisely
selected to complement the grain of the wood. He returned it to the
gnome.

“A wealthy collector would part with quite a
bit of gold for a piece like that.”

“Do you think the woodsmen would be able to
find buyers? Maybe as part of our little agreement?”

“I think I could convince them, though it
would be up to you to set a price.”

“Naturally.”

“And for that, you would make me a friend of
the burrows?”

“No. One more thing.”

“What now?”

Gwellin beckoned with his finger. Desmeres
leaned closer.

“In this camp… are there any…
ladies?”

“No, I’m afraid not. Why?”

“Why? Why?” Gwellin looked away as
though it was the most foolish question he’d ever heard. “I’m a
painter, among other obvious areas of expertise. I’ve never even
seen a woman your size. And that’s something I’d like to
see. It’d be… inspirational. You bring a nice big woman here
and you’re a friend of the burrow.”

“That might take a bit of time. If I can
manage the rest, would you be comfortable giving me my ingredients,
and when I’m able to find a model for you, you come through with
the title?”

“Sure, fair’s fair.”

“Then I think we’ve got a deal,” Desmeres
said.

“You cut a good bargain, Lumineblade. I’d
spit in my hand to seal the deal, but it turns my stomach a bit
thinking of you doing the same, so we’ll just give our word on
it.”

“You have my word.”

“And you have mine. Now go get me my first
barrel of booze!”

#

Anrack stood at the head of a table in one of
the more commonly used rooms of Castle Verril, the banquet hall.
Like so many other important aspects of diplomacy and the day to
day operations of the kingdom, great meetings and delicate
discussions tended to be accompanied by fine food and good drink.
Even now, with the room largely empty, the long rows of tables were
scattered with sumptuous samples of the best of Northern
cuisine.

The delegation was smaller than he’d
expected. He’d scarcely had time to don his formal uniform before
the meeting began. When he was shown to the table he would share
with Myranda and—he presumed—her entourage and personal guard, he
found only the two foremost places set.

A brief burst of fanfare caught his attention
and he stiffened his posture. Moments later, a young woman in fine
clothing stepped into the hall. She was entirely unaccompanied, and
stepped quickly to the table without awaiting formal
introduction.

“Elite Commander Anrack,” she said, pulling
back her hood to reveal a glorious head of red hair. “It is a
genuine pleasure to meet you.”

She offered her hand. Rather than accepting
so familiar a gesture, he bowed. “Your Grace. I assure you, the
pleasure is mine.”

“I apologize that Deacon could not be here.
He was quite interested in meeting you as he’s developed a
fascination with the deeper functionality of the Alliance
Army.”

“I am pleased to hear that. Forgive me if I
am forward in the observation, but I was given to understand that
his fascinations lay in more academic directions.”

“Deacon is a collector of
fascinations.” She gave him a quick, measuring glance. “If you’ll
forgive me the observation, but you seem to have some fairly
recent injuries. Have the palace healers not had a chance to see to
you? Because I would be happy to cure you of your ailments.”

He raised a hand. “Thank you, no. I am of the
belief that when health returns too readily, we lose our respect
for how precious it is. And furthermore, poor decisions and
shortcomings should have real consequences.”

“I see. Well, I admire your dedication.
Please, be seated.”

When she took a seat, he did so as well.

“Let me begin by complimenting your own
dedication, Madam Duchess. Kenvard has always been a city of
tremendous tactical value. That it remained in ruin for so long is
a fine example of the shortsightedness of the fallen regime.”

“I was more personally invested in the
history of the place than its strategic significance. It was and is
my home, but I thank you.”

“I realize your time is limited so I will
endeavor to be brief. I had some questions regarding an individual
known as Desmeres Lumineblade.”

Myranda nodded. “I know him well.”

“As I believe you are aware, I’ve been tasked
by the queen with apprehending him.”

She sighed, as if she’d been told that a
naughty boy had raided the cookie jar. “What has he done now?”

“His initial crime was theft of royal
property.”

Myranda nodded. “Ah, yes. The weapons he
supplied to the Undermine. That was to be expected.”

“So he’d announced his intention to rob the
queen?”

“He’d announced his intention to retrieve the
weapons when the battle to liberate that capital was complete. They
were a loan in his eyes.”

“That does not give him the right to snatch
them from under the noses of the Honor Guard.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t see it that way, but
laws are laws. Has he done anything else?”

“In escaping the Elite, he has assaulted me
personally, resulting in the burns that still mark my face, and he
has killed one of my men.”

Myranda’s face became stern. “I see…”

“You have worked with him in the past, and
likewise have been at odds with him, correct?”

“I have. And I found him to be a formidable
individual in both capacities. At no point in that time did he
strike me as willing to take a life lightly. Under what
circumstances did he attack one of your men?”

“I was not present at the time, but we were
attempting to gain entrance to one of his storehouses.”

“Why?”

“It was a tactical decision, one that is not
relevant to the present discussion.”

“I suspect that it is quite relevant,
Commander… I’m sorry, what is your first name?”

“Preston.”

“Preston, if you are seeking insight into
Desmeres and his thinking, you need only understand one thing.
Desmeres is not like Deacon. He does not collect fascinations. He
is single-minded, a man who pursues a single goal almost slavishly.
He would do nothing if it did not further that aim.”

“And what is that aim?”

“For as long as I’ve known him he wished only
to hone his craft, to become a better weapon-maker and to put those
weapons into more skilled hands and against more challenging
obstacles.”

“You do not believe he would kill to
test his weapons? Or to protect them?”

“Not to insult your soldiers, but killing one
of them wouldn’t prove much of anything to him. He’s tested his
weapons against far greater foes. And he has no need to go to such
lethal lengths to protect his weapons either. If he can steal them
from the queen herself, I very much doubt he would have any
difficulty stealing them from anyone else.”

“And yet he has done so.”

“It isn’t like him. There must be a
reason.”

“Clearly he has a vendetta against the queen
or the military, or has been hired by someone who does.”

“That isn’t like him. It wouldn’t serve his
purpose. If he is truly fighting you, and not merely defending
himself, then it is because it benefits him or his purpose in some
way. I am certain he hasn’t been hired. He does not work for
hire. He would consider himself above that.”

“He was allied with an assassin for ages.
That was surely work for hire.”

“The assassin worked for hire,
certainly. Desmeres was merely a broker to find new ways for his
weapons to be tested. To him, that would be an enormous
distinction. I can’t explain his behavior. Perhaps he has found a
new purpose. And if that is the case, the key to stopping
him is finding out what he is after.”

“How would you suggest we do that?”

“Ask him. You’ve encountered him enough times
already—leave a message for him, or place one in a position to be
intercepted.”

“And endure the lies he would concoct in
response?”

She shook her head. “No. Call him what you
will, but there are two things that utterly define Desmeres. His
honesty and his pragmatism. He will mislead, he will conceal, but
he will not lie. And if you make a well-reasoned appeal, he will
take it as intended.”

A servant approached.

“My apologies, Duchess, but the queen
requests your presence.”

“Of course,” Myranda said. “Commander, is
there anything else?”

“No. I believe I have learned all I can from
you. Thank you for your time.”

They both stood, and Anrack offered a bow
again as she departed. He watched her go and considered her words.
Either the woman was naïvely trusting or all he believed he knew of
Desmeres had been viewed through a flawed lens. He briefly
considered the possibility that the latter was true. Only briefly.
Myranda was a wizard, a warrior, and it was said she was a fine
diplomat. But clearly she was not a proper judge of character. He
distilled her words to what few scraps might actually help him and
discarded the rest. No sense cluttering his mind with such
detritus.

#

Gwellin sat in the crook of a tree branch and
looked to the north impatiently. He’d taken the time to retrieve
and repair the dart he’d fired, and now was lazily turning the
cranks of his bow to draw the string. Though he wouldn’t give
Desmeres the satisfaction of confirming it, the blasted thing took
several minutes of cranking to pull to tension.

“Lousy diluted elf… better not be double
crossing me,” he muttered.

The string had just clicked into place when
heavy hoof-falls crackled through the snow in the distance. He
jumped to his feet and dashed along the branches, using them as his
own personal walkway elevated over the forest floor. Here and there
he had to hop from tree to tree, landing on icy branches but
remaining surefooted regardless. He wasn’t terribly concerned about
falling. He’d learned long ago—mostly through clumsiness in his
youth—that his people could take quite a plunge without much
more than a few bruises to his backside and his ego.

When he was close enough to spy his visitor
and ostensible ally, he saw something that made his eyes gleam. He
sprinted through the trees until Desmeres was below him.

“Ha! Ha! You got the booze!” he piped,
jumping down from the tree and thumping hard onto the cask strapped
to Desmeres’s saddle.

He leaned down and took a deep whiff. “Oh, I
can smell it right through the wood! Those woodsmen know how to
drink!”

“Alcohol seems to be the universal language,”
Desmeres said.

“And the barrel is even bigger than I’d
imagined!”

“This is just a cask, Gwellin. The first
barrel will arrive in a few days.”

“Yes… Right, right. I knew that. Naturally.
This is just a, what do you call it… a good faith offering. Yes.
I’ve done deals like this before.” He rubbed his hands together.
“Lumineblade, you know my mother told me never trust a human?”

“Lucky I’m part elf then.”

“She told me never to trust one of them
either. Then again, she also told me not to trust any gnomes.
Mother kept mostly to herself. Head that way, I’ll show you where
we’ll stow this, and get you your spores while we’re at it.”

He crouched and steadied himself one hand on
the end of the cask as Desmeres guided the horse in the indicated
direction. Tucked somewhere inside the cloak, Douser seemed ready
to burrow through the fabric to get a proper sniff at Gwellin.

“You’ve got a good handle on that fleabag,
right? Don’t like dogs. No manners,” Gwellin said.

“I’ve met more people in the last few weeks
who don’t like dogs than I’d imagined exist. Though in your case,
it is justified. You’re about the size of a piece of raw hide I’ve
been tossing Dowser to chew on.”

“He tries that with me and he gets a dart
right up that big hound nose of his. What’d they say about the
carvings?”

“There were mostly blank looks and shrugs. It
takes a certain type of mind to appreciate the value of artistry,
particularly without something to share by way of example. That
sort of person has very little overlap with woodsmen.”

“Figures. You’ve got an eye for it
though, right?”

“I certainly have.”

“How about you? Looking to do any selling for
me?”

“My hands are a bit full at the moment, but
perhaps when I’ve put some of my more pressing tasks to rest. Why
the interest in selling?”

“Oh, I’ve got a heap of those things. They’re
cluttering up the burrow, but fine work like that deserves to be
enjoyed. Not to mention, I’ve got some debts.”

Desmeres smiled. “I presume that is why you
seem to be the only solitary gnome I’ve ever met.”

“Oh, no. You can’t trick me like that. There
were loads of other gnomes ready to pull their triggers on
you back there. Just like there are now.”

“Then let me adjust statement. I presume that
is why you seem to be the first gnome I’ve encountered who lives in
such an isolated location.”

“For your information, I’m here for the
soil.”

“Is there something special about the soil
here?”

“Heh. Heh. Is there something special
about the soil? Let’s leave aside that it makes trees leap from the
ground like grass… Stop here, just by that big rock.”

Desmeres coaxed his horse to a stop at a
large, flat slab of slate near the bottom of a short slope leading
to a stream. The stone had the lingering residue of assorted bright
pigments, as though it was as often as not covered with some manner
of decoration.

“Set the booze there and I’ll show you
what’s so special about the soil.”

Gwellin hopped to the ground and stumbled
forward a few steps, improperly judging the weight of his weapon. A
simple wooden door, complete with a small glass window, stood quite
obvious and proud in a narrow alcove dug into the slope. No attempt
had been made to hide it. To the contrary, he’d mounted painted
plaque beneath the window. The lettering was quite intricate and
clearly not any of the local human languages.

“'Gwellin Stemsprout: Tinkerer, Artist,
Jeweler,'” Desmeres read.

“A fellow needs to wear an awful lot of hats
to make his way in the world these days.”

He fished through his pocket to reveal what
had to be the tiniest and most complex key Desmeres had ever seen.
A quick turn in the keyhole produced a series of clicks and whirs,
disengaging something audibly more complex than any lock ought to
be. Gwellin trotted inside the burrow. What little of the burrow
could be seen was strung from end to end with ropes, gears, chains,
and pulleys. He tugged one of the cords running along the ceiling
near the door. Wheels in the dim interior spun, flint and steel
sparked, and about a third of the many tiny lanterns within the
burrow sparked to life, shedding light on his home. The inside was
cozy and pleasant by any measure. He’d lined the walls and ceiling
with paneling and planking, making it look a bit more like the
windowless cabin of a ship than a burrow. The floor remained dark,
rich earth.

“Where do you want your cask?” Desmeres
called from outside.

“Put it on the slate for now. I’ll move it to
where I choose later.”

“I’d ask if that would be too heavy for you,
but if you were able to rig branches across the forest to fall, or
work your way through an ax handle without being noticed, I suppose
moving a cask is within the grasp of your inventiveness.”

“You’re right about that,” Gwellin
said.

He opened a chest beside his door and tugged
out a sack that hung heavily like it was made from sand, then found
his way to a second chest and fetched a smaller sack with musky
scent and hauled them outside.

“This,” he said, heaving the smaller bag at
Desmeres feet, “is your spore.”

“You’d already gathered some?”

“Yes. I use it in stew and sometimes for tea.
Good, flavorful stuff. And this…” He jingled the larger bag, which
made a sound like broken glass. “This is what’s so special about
the soil, or at least, the soil near the river.”

Gwellin opened the bag to reveal glittering
grains of violet crystal. The largest were the size of apple seeds.
The smallest were like grains of sand.

“Not that you’d be able to tell with those
huge, silly eyes of yours, but this is a big sack of crystal chips.
Focus crystal, in fact. Runs down from yonder mountain. I know a
bunch of stupid gnomes who have their burrows up in the mountains.
They mine for this stuff like big dumb dwarfs. Me, I’m smarter than
that. I let the river do my mining for me. Every few days, I
just wade out into the water and pluck out the largest ones.”

“What do you use such small gems for?”
Desmeres asked.

The gnome shook his head. “Big people always
think something needs to be big to be worthwhile. It just so
happens chips this small are perfect for making scatter
cloth.”

Desmeres raised an eyebrow. “You make scatter
cloth?”

“The finest scatter cloth you’ll ever
see,” he said, pacing back inside to stow the sack. “I’ve built a
special loom for it. The cloth is absolutely guaranteed to hide
items from even the most ancient wizard or powerful spirit. Why?
Looking to buy some?”

“Not at the moment, but it is always useful
to have a supplier. Might I use your stone for a moment? I’ve got
to use these spores while they are still relatively fresh.”

Gwellin walked back out with some peculiar
bits of equipment. Was a crank-operated drill, and the other was a
bit of metal tubing with a spigot and some knobs.

“That depends. What are you planning to do
again?”

“I have to mix up a binding potion. It should
remain potent until administered, which is more than can be said
about the spores.”

“Just so long as you don’t spill any.”

Desmeres set out a few bottles, cups, and
pieces of measuring equipment. While he dipped tiny spoons into
jars and swept them flush to be precise about his measurements,
Gwellin went about his own task. He used his complicated mechanism
to drill into the cask of liquor, then swiftly threaded his metal
spigot into the resulting hole before he could lose too much of the
precious amber liquid. Once the spigot was in place, he hurried
inside for a cup and returned to fill it to the brim.

“There’s the stuff…” Gwellin said, holding up
his prize to take a sip. “Speaking of powerful spirits. I’d offer
you a celebratory belt of the stuff, but this has got to last me
until a proper barrel comes along.”

“I wouldn’t think of depriving you of even a
drop of your hard-earned reward,” Desmeres said, his voice steady
as he ground a few dried leaves into the bowl containing the potion
in progress.

The little man watched with vague interest as
Desmeres added ingredient after ingredient, each time with care to
add the exact amount prescribed and in the indicated order. It was
clear from his actions that the recipe was an ancient one. Most
workings of magic in the north tended to be old, predating the
Perpetual War, when the bulk of the most powerful mystic minds
turned their attention to combat. Like the first examples of any
complex field, the early discoveries often came by accident. Prior
to determining just what parts of a recipe actually produced the
desired outcome and which were extraneous, the most successful
alchemists recorded their recipes in exacting detail, including not
just the measurements and ingredients, but the composition of the
equipment involved, the direction of stirring and how many times
the spoon is tapped on the bowl. As foolish as it seemed, in
workings of magic one was often subject to the fickle whims of
spirits who could easily foul one’s careful preparations if any
seemingly arbitrary action met with their dissatisfaction. If one
found a method that worked reliably, one duplicated it precisely
each time. The alternative was risking failure or worse, producing
unexpected effects.

“Two, three, four, five, reverse…” Desmeres
muttered, swishing the spoon as prescribed.

“You see, Lumineblade, this here is why I
don’t like potions. Magic isn’t to my taste.”

“There. Five stirs sunwise, seven
widdershins,” Desmeres said. “The potion should be complete.”

Gwellin hopped onto the stone and gazed over
the side of the bowl, which was practically the size of a tub from
his point of view. The liquid had taken on an inky color. Even to
his decidedly non-mystic eye it had gained some properties normal
fluids lacked. There wasn’t anything overtly different about the
potion, just something in the way it rippled and moved, and in the
way it caught the light. It was a potent concoction now, to be
sure.

“So just what are you hoping to do with this
soup?” Gwellin said.

“The less said about those plans the
better.”

“Who exactly do you suppose I’m likely to
tell, Lumineblade?”

“I dream of the days when loose lips were my
only concern.”

Gwellin drained his cup. “Fine, keep your
secrets. But until you bring me a lady your size to be my muse, our
business is done, so move along or I’ll load up the bow again.”

Desmeres poured the contents of the bowl in
to a pair of stout little jugs and securely corked them.

“I’ll indeed be on my way. I hope to have
your muse to you directly. These days I’m critically low on allies.
Good friends in low places would go a long way to setting my mind
at ease.” He stowed his things and mounted his horse. “Expect the
first of the woodsman to meet back at the tree with the axe head in
it in a few days to discuss the specifics of your new
arrangement.”

“Fine, fine. And they believe I’m the one
keeping the spirits at bay, right? And that I’ll let them right
back in if things don’t go to my liking?”

“They do. Making sure they continue to
believe that is your task, not mine.”

He sauntered back to his cask and filled his
cup again. “Oh, I think I can manage that.”

#

Desmeres guided his horse out of the woods a
day and a half later. As useful as the road would have been to
speed his progress, he’d learned long ago that travel when sought
by the Elite was a perpetual balance between speed and concealment.
A long, tree-lined road was a trifle too obvious and too clear for
him to risk lingering on for too long. He’d instead taken his horse
back through the dense forest, attempting to keep his speed
moderate to avoid burning through the meager supply of feed he’d
purchased from the woodsmen.

“I’d always questioned Lain’s refusal to use
a horse,” he muttered, eying the nearly empty sack of grain.
“Keeping one of these animals fed in a frozen land without constant
access to civilization is a chore…”

Fortunately, his temporary destination lay
ahead. “The Titan,” as the locals called it, was a difficult thing
to miss. From a distance, if viewed on its own, it might have
appeared to be a typical, if somewhat broad tree. Beside the other
trees, however, it was a towering behemoth, and as he drew closer
it only became more imposing. It was an evergreen. Over the
decades, its roots had interfered with those of nearby trees,
causing them to pitch forward as though it were some ancient god
surrounded by a ring of bowing worshipers.

He found his way to the base and briefly
admired the inevitable result of so massive and notable a tree
within walking distance of a crossroads. Its bark, from the ground
to as high as the average arms could reach, was a veritable gallery
of carvings. Most took the form of simplistic declarations of love.
Other messages merely existed to record the fact that an individual
had visited the place. Here and there, more solemn uses had been
found. Memorials carved honoring falling comrades were often marked
with an arrowhead driven into the bark. Here and there, one could
even find a brief prayer etched into the tree, entreating the
spirits of the land for a good harvest. Such messages had been
present so long that the first among them were healed over and
swallowed up by the tree, and many faded carvings had been
overwritten by new.

Desmeres dismounted the horse and paced
around the base of the tree. Gnarled roots made the ground
treacherous for a horse, but here and there they looped up,
offering a tiny shelter from the wind. Desmeres was not the first
to come up with the idea of passing notes or items in these
not-terribly-secret spots, but at the moment it seemed no such
messages had been left from Genara or anyone else. That didn’t come
as much of a surprise. Genara had farther to go, a slower means to
get there, and a more laborious task in general. She would be along
soon enough. He fetched a parchment and something to write with,
then took a moment to form a proper message.

He wasn’t concerned about just anyone
intercepting the message. Lain and he had used this method more
than once in the old days. There was an odd honor amongst the sort
of individuals who delivered messages in such a way. That honor,
however, did not extend to the Elite, and though it was unlikely
they would think to search not only for the tree but for the
precise location he’d be leaving his note, he would prefer not to
lead them directly to him if they did.

“Genara,” he wrote. “I have successfully made
the preparations. Count the coils on the grip of my gift to you and
count that many fence posts along the road to the west, then enter
the forest. Please move quickly. If you’ve found this note then I
am still waiting, or I have been killed, because when I can wait no
longer I plan to fetch it again.”

He folded the message, tucked it out of
sight, and weighed it down with a rock. An hour later, he was
nestled amongst the trees in the indicated clearing, warming
himself around the fire, waiting for more beans to boil, and
coaching Dowser through another lesson.

“Now, Dowser. Here we have a bit of rabbit
fur, and there a bit of deer fur. Both fascinating scents to
follow, I am sure, but you’re not going to be much use to me if
you are the one choosing which path to follow. So, take a
sniff.”

Desmeres held down the rabbit fur.

“Follow,” he ordered.

Dowser practically galloped off, sniffing
only briefly at the ground every few steps. In very little time,
the pup turned up more snagged fur, but it was that of the deer.
What followed was a minutes long attempt to coax the dog back to
the start to try again, all the while coping with Dowser’s clear
expectation that a reward should be forthcoming.

Desmeres rubbed his face and checked the pot.
“Dowser. I have waited literal decades to see some of my plans play
out, but you have the astounding capacity to tax my patience after
mere minutes.”

He took a seat on a stone near the fire.
Dowser clumsily climbed to his lap.

“For better or worse, we may have plenty of
time to go through this though. Genara is a capable woman, and one
more worthy of trust than most people I’ve met, but the odds are
stacked against her safe return. She’s been given enough valuables
to satisfy her every want and need for the rest of her days, and
her mere presence beside me digs the pit of her own troubles deeper
by the day. She is well within good sense to ride off with my
things, sell them, and live like a queen in some forgotten corner
of the kingdom. But I don’t think she will… And then, of course,
there is the very real possibility that she will cross paths with
the Elites and be taken into custody. She might even tell them what
she knows of me and my plan in exchange for her freedom. Again, it
would be the wise thing to do… but I don’t believe she will do
that either.

“The woman’s got a good heart, and a sense of
purpose.” He glanced down at the pup. “Remind you of anyone?”

Dowser attempted to stand on Desmeres’s lap
to lick his nose and promptly tumbled backward. Desmeres picked him
up again.

“They are a terrible curse, you know? A good
heart and a strong purpose. I wonder how many people have been led
to an unhappy end by that two-pronged disease of the spirit? … I
suspect nearly as many as people who have chosen the wrong friends.
… Pity Genara had to suffer both fates, eh?”

This time Dowser succeeded in licking his
chin. He ruffled the pup’s ears.

“With nothing to do but stumble over your
training and wait for her to arrive… I suppose we’d best put some
thought into how we’ll set each of our lives back on track when
this is through, eh? Now that will take some doing.”


Chapter
7

 


Dowser stood in a wide, low stance, tongue wagging
and eyes locked on a handful of animal pelts Desmeres held just
over his head.

“Let me see… this one is four days old. That
should be enough of a test,” Desmeres said.

He took a swatch of gray fur and held it down
to the dog, who buried his nose in the fur then raised his snout
high to sample the air. His large, fumbly feet pattered quickly in
a circle and he lowered his nose, dangling his ears side to side to
stir up the dust. A few seconds of slow consideration sent the pup
bounding off to the east.

“That’s the right direction, so we’re off to
a good start.”

He paced along behind Dowser as the tracker
in training followed the trail. It had been two long weeks, and
progress had certainly been made, but Dowser remained a slice too
enthusiastic. He’d not yet come to grasp the concept of keeping his
nose to the ground to follow a scent. Instead the excitable beast
alternately galloped in a straight line then stopped to find the
trail again. This often required him to backtrack a fair distance
before choosing a new direction to sprint. It wasn’t the most
efficient way to track, but correcting behavior could wait. Right
now two other points needed to be addressed.

Dowser passed the first test with flying
colors as he stumbled upon a swatch of brown fur strategically
placed on a bush. He sniffed it twice, then continued on, still
seeking the pelt he had been assigned. Getting the praise-hungry
puppy to overlook the first likely target along the way had been a
laborious task, but it seemed he’d made progress there. The puppy
continued thumping along, sampling the scent, then skidded to a
stop at the base of a tree.

Here he would face the second test. The rest
of the gray pelt he’d been offered was indeed up among the
branches. For several minutes Dowser galloped in every conceivable
direction. “Up” did not seem to be anywhere near the top of the
list of places he believed a trail might lead. That wasn’t the true
challenge though. After a time, Dowser looked up and spied the
pelt. Desmeres lingered a dozen or so paces away. The puppy looked
to him and opened his mouth, but did not howl. He did everything
but, dancing in place, pawing at the tree, waggling his entire
body, and releasing an assortment of huffs and pants that were
howls in everything but volume.

Finally, Desmeres stepped up to him and gave
him the praise and treat he deserved.

“Good work, Dowser. Good work indeed,” he
said. “I thought you’d never learn to keep quiet once you’d found
it. Having a tracker who alerts both my potential targets
and those who are after me wouldn’t be much good for
me, would it?”

Dowser chomped happily on the bit of dried
meat that concluded every successful training session and waddled
behind Desmeres as he returned to his campsite.

It had been two and a half weeks since he’d
holed up in the same general section of Melorn Forest’s fringe. His
actual campsite had moved three times, thanks to a small group of
Elite soldiers coming quite close to discovering him and having to
be led astray a week or so after his initial arrival. Eventually he
was able to leave enough blatant clues along the path to the
nearest town and onward from there that they moved along, following
a false lead from the stable-operator about his intention to head
for the Tresson border to hide out beyond the Elite’s grasp. Once
they were gone, he’d returned to wait for Genara. The nice thing
about their appearance and discovery of his time in Melorn Forest
was that he could be reasonably certain they would be a long time
in returning. When so small a group was stretched so thin, they
would need a very good reason to search someplace they’d
already been.

About halfway back to the campsite, Dowser’s
head suddenly shot up and he bolted in the direction of the
cloud-shrouded sunset.

“Dowser,” Desmeres called in a harsh
hiss.

The dog didn’t turn back. He drew a dagger
and moved as quickly and low to the ground as he could manage,
following the dog’s path. Dowser got quite a lead, putting his
shaggy coat and saggy skin to good use as he slipped effortlessly
through the thorny brush with nary a care. Desmeres navigated the
brush with careful leaps and sidesteps, trying to both keep track
of the dog and determine what he was after. It was a losing battle,
but a distant cry of dismay soon assured him there was nothing to
worry about.

“What!? No! Dowser, down! Get
your nose out of there! Go get Desmeres!” squealed a frustrated
female voice.

Desmeres pushed his way through a few more
trees and found Genara, leading a brand new horse, attempting to
avoid the uncontainable excitement of the puppy who had clearly
missed her.

“Genara,” Desmeres said, stepping up to her
to pluck Dowser from the ground. “You found my note.”

“Of course I did. It was right where you said
it would be. And I see you haven’t taught this dog any manners in
the last few weeks.”

“He’s happy to see you,” Desmeres said. “Can
you blame him?”

“You’re the one who should be hopping all
about with excitement, because I deserve some sort of
gratitude for the gauntlet I had to go through.”

“Not the most uneventful trip?”

“You try hauling a stolen cart across
half a blasted kingdom after the Elite have already seen it once.
You should just thank me I’m as resourceful as I am.”

“What happened?”

“They got close. Fortunately the inn at one
of the towns just so happened to belong to a gentleman of my
acquaintance from some years ago. He gave me a place to hide the
cart and sent them in the wrong direction.”

“I hope the price for that favor wasn’t too
high.”

“Not at all. I simply had to politely fail to
acknowledge our history while in the presence of his wife, who it
turns out is the source of his riches and not terribly confident of
his fidelity. At any rate, I got to the mine. Took me three
hours to dig enough of a hole in the snow to actually start
moving things into it. But your things are safe. However, for my
trouble I took the liberty of taking a stipend from your
vastly excessive amount of gold. And I’ve spent a bit of it
on this.”

She pulled a carefully wrapped cloth bundle
from the saddle bag of her horse and unfastened one of the knots.
It held two stout and somewhat ornate glass bottles, as well as
three loaves of crusty bread, some dried venison, and two different
types of cheese.

“I’d say in light of your skilled performance
a reward was in order. Now that you are here, though, I’ll pack up
camp and we shall get moving before—”

“Oh no,” she snapped. “No, Desmeres. I have
been moving for more than two weeks. I have rattled atop an
overloaded cart, I have slept in ratty inns and, on two separate
occasions, a hay loft. I have torn clothes and worked my hands
ragged digging in the snow. I’ve moved a library of books
and an arsenal of weapons. I am through moving for the day.
I am through riding horses. I am through looking over my shoulder.
Unless there are Elites hiding behind each and every one of these
trees, you and I are sitting down and we are taking a moment to
breathe. Or at the very least I will, because that
brandy is calling my name.”

Desmeres raised an eyebrow. “You make a
convincing argument, Genara. I think we can manage another night
here.”

“Good.”

She tied up her horse and swept a rock beside
the fire clean before dropping her bedroll atop it as a cushion.
Desmeres fetched a small crate from the provisions he’d fetched
during his brief diversionary trip and set it between them as a
table. While each faced the fire, Genara began to lay out the
meal.

“I trust you can keep the puppy from ruining
this?”

“Dowser’s been coming along well enough,”
Desmeres said, inverting the pup between his feet and giving him a
rub.

Genara tipped out a generous sample of the
brandy into two glasses and picked took hers.

“Is a toast in order?”

Genara drained her glass in a single swallow.
After a sigh, she said. “We’ll toast on the third glass. Right now
I need to get my nerves settled and my insides warmed up.”

“So be it,” Desmeres said, drinking his
own.

The liquor was potent, but well-suited to the
biting cold it was intended to remedy. It traced a line of pleasant
burning all the way down, and had a complex and spicy-sweet flavor.
She splashed a bit more into her glass and his.

“What have you been up to?” she asked,
nursing the second drink.

“Gathering the ingredients for the potion and
preparing it. It required some dealings with a gnome, which didn’t
go as poorly as it might have. Though I’m afraid we shall have to
pay him another visit together.”

“Why?”

“He’s offered to make me a friend of the
burrow if I introduce him to a woman.”

She furrowed her brow. “What is a
friend of the burrow, why do you want to be one, and
what do you mean by ‘introduce?’”

“Lain wasn’t wrong when he saw the value of
favors. Quite valuable things if those who owe them can be trusted
to follow through when the time comes. A friend of the burrow is
something of an honorary gnome. They don’t owe me favors as
such, but they are obligated to give me the same consideration as
they might give to one of their own.”

“… From a gnome.”

“From gnomes. They are usually quite
plural.”

“And that’s useful?”

“Magnificently useful, if one knows how to
put it to good use.”

“As curious as I am as to how a slew
of tiny people could be handy to have in your debt, I’m more
concerned about this introduction.”

“No worries. I’m sure it isn’t for anything
you would consider expensive. He’s seeking inspiration, and I don’t
think he can be blamed for believing someone such as you could
provide it in spades.”

“Inspiration for what?”

“Art. He’s a painter, among other
things.”

She sipped again. “I’m not doing it unless
I’m a friend of the burrow as well.”

“That’s reasonable.”

“And he’d better have good manners. Painters…
I haven’t met a single painter who knew how to be a
gentleman.”

“We’ll be sure he stays in line.”

“That’s right we will.”

Desmeres sipped again.

“So is that all you’ve done?”

“I also finished preparing the sigil while I
was waiting for you,” Desmeres said.

He rummaged through the sack beside him and
pulled free a stamp of sorts, the finished result of his careful
bending and soldering of iron strips. It was terribly complex, thin
bits of metal tracing out intricate swoops and swirls. The result
was unmistakably arcane, bearing no resemblance to any letter or
word in a proper language. The entire assemblage had been affixed
to a short, sturdy wooden handle. All told the sigil itself was as
large around as a small apple, and the handle fit comfortably in
his closed fist.

“Lovely… may I see it?”

When he handed it to her, she clutched it
delicately with two fingers on the grip, as though she were wary of
breaking it, and held it up to the light of the fire to admire
it.

“I’d forgotten what fine work you could
do.”

“You’d forgotten that? Unforgivable,”
he said, taking the sigil back. “Forget my face, forget my name,
but never forget what these hands can create.”

She swirled her brandy and idly twisted the
blue glass ring around her finger. “Tell me, Desmeres. Do you think
back much to that first night, when you chose to tangle yourself in
this madness?”

“Oh, the madness began long before that night
at Clennock’s, if that’s what you mean.”

“That is indeed what I mean.”

“It lingers in my mind from time to time.
You’ll recall I was quite purposefully impaired at the time. My
memories aren’t as sharp as they might be.”

“It seems ages ago now…”

“I do lead a very full life.”

“That you certainly do. Having been a part of
it for these few weeks I feel a fool for ever dreaming of such a
thing. Give me back my warm beds and handling my girls. It may not
be heroic but it is a damn sight less harrowing.”

“I wouldn’t have imagined that.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll admit I’d not put a tremendous amount
of thought into it, but if you’d asked me, I would have anticipated
that your profession isn’t one that one would call pleasant or
calm.”

“Oh, believe me, the lowest rungs of the
ladder are treacherous. If you aren’t a good judge of character or
can’t afford to be choosy then you’ll find yourself in a bad way in
short order. But if you’ve got a good head on your shoulders you
can find your way. And at my level, at Clennock’s, things are…
civil. Orderly. Or as near as this world gets to it, anyway. Not
like out here. I’ve never been one to shun a good lesson, but some
of the things I’ve had to learn since I met you I’d just as soon do
without.”

“Such as?”

“Such as this for example,” she said,
slapping his chest to jingle the charms beneath. “I’ve been laying
awake nights thinking about how you’ve got a cluster of
amulets dangling around your neck to keep you safe and here I am
with a blasted copper protecting me. For all I know this nonsense
about it warding of the spirit you’ve made an enemy of is just a
fairy tale to make me feel better.”

“It will keep you quite safe, I assure
you.”

“And you wouldn’t lie to me, of
course, because you’re honest to a fault.”

“Quite so.”

“That’s a tricky thing to prove.”

“Lucky then that it isn’t my concern
if you can trust me, only if I can trust you.”

“And you’re certain of that.”

“I’m not certain of anything not in my direct
control, but if betrayal were your aim at this point, I wouldn’t
have much to worry about.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve missed a dozen far better
chances to turn on me. That means you either have no intention to
do so or else you’ve got terrible intuition for such things,
and thus don’t pose much of a threat.”

She took the last swallow of her brandy and
stood.

“Rely upon your reason if that helps you
sleep at night, but it takes a bit more than to set my mind at
ease.”

Genara flipped open her saddle bag again and
pulled a cluster of amulets quite like those Desmeres wore.

“As near as I can tell,” she said, plopping
the amulets beside their meal, “These are the same sort of amulets
you’ve got on, only without any of the fancy markings and
such.”

“These are some of my blanks. You went
through my bags of equipment?”

“You mean the ones I lugged one by one into a
decrepit mine entrance? Yes, I went through them. I thought we
might make another batch of your lucky charms for me to wear.”

“We’re a bit early in our relationship for
you to be demanding heaps of jewelry, aren’t we?”

“Oh, sure, make jokes. But it isn’t as though
I’m dim enough to believe when this is through I’m just going to
slip back to my old life without repercussions. You may be
confident that you’ll best this ancient demon that the blasted
Guardians of the Realm couldn’t finish off, but I’m not so sure. I
want whatever protections we can muster before you get yourself
killed. I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

Desmeres slipped a knife from his belt and
sliced a bit of cheese and tore some bread, setting them each aside
before sipping his drink.

“You don’t need all of these,” he said,
pulling the cluster from beneath his shirt. “This makes my scent
difficult to track. That’s not a concern for you. This one makes it
difficult to target me directly with spells. This one conceals my
soul from mystic searchers, this one helps silence my footsteps
when I need to.”

“Fine, fine. But which one protects you from
that Epidime character?”

“These three, each to varying degrees,” he
said.

“May I see them?” she asked.

“They wouldn’t be a terribly effective
protection if I took them off, now would they?”

“No, I suppose not.”

She took some cheese and bread and nibbled.
He did the same.

“These pair quite well,” he noted.

“Another necessary skill in my line of work.
Above all else, I should be a capable hostess. I’ve been hired out
to oversee society galas, you know.”

He grinned. “Have you now?”

“Who better to ensure everyone has a good
time than a professional?”

“I’d vastly underestimated the
flexibility inherent to your field.”

“Oh, sure. We need to be flexible. That goes
without saying.”

He threw his head back in a belly laugh. She
joined in. When the fit passed, she wiped a tear from her eye.

“I hate to spoil the mood, but as far as I
can tell, we’ve only gotten together the tools to possibly fight
Epidime. We haven’t decided how we are going to use them.”

“I’ve been putting some thought into it.
Naturally we can only operate upon what we know, or what we
believe. It seems certain that Epidime has an interest in Entwell,
and in me because of my capacity to lead him there. Correct?”

“I suppose.”

“And we can be similarly certain that he has
infiltrated the Elites, if not outright taken over the group.”

“Again, I suppose.”

“And what we know of the Cave of the Beast
suggests it could be as treacherous for Epidime as it is for anyone
else.”

“I’d have to take your word for that.”

“And I am as good as my word. So if the cave
has been concerning enough to keep him away for generations, that
will be our primary weapon. We catch his attention, which shouldn’t
be difficult. After the beating he took, I suspect Anrack is still
floating around the capital. According to the woodsmen who
eventually let me where I needed to go, a shipment will be going
out in a few days. We can simply send Anrack a direct message. He
won’t be able to ignore it. When he comes, Epidime will be with
him, in some form. We identify him. That will be difficult, but not
impossible. Then we lead him inside, which again is precisely where
he wants to go, and we trap him there by closing off a chamber,
dousing our barricade with the potion in yonder bottle, and
inscribing it with the sigil. This will form a cage from which a
spirit cannot escape, assuming the sigil is as effective as we
hope. At that point we can wash our hands of him or leisurely seek
out a means of eliminating him entirely.”

“That puts a tremendous amount of faith in
that sigil of yours, which you’ve not tested.”

“Granted. But Myranda, Lain, and the rest
made it clear that in any battle with steep enough odds and high
enough stakes, sometimes one must take a leap of faith.”

She thought for a moment. “Ignoring
that one glaring weakness… it’s not a bad plan. But what if they
figure out you’re setting a trap?”

“That’s the beauty of it. It doesn’t matter
if they know. So long as I can keep Epidime out of my head, once I
get to the cave he’ll have no option but to follow me inside. If he
fails to follow me, I’ll make it as far as Entwell itself and warn
them of his intentions. Entwell is home to the most profound and
distilled mystic and martial knowledge in our world. In his hands,
it would be catastrophic, apocalyptic. But he could only hope to
partake of that knowledge if he could slip unnoticed among them.
Perhaps he could achieve that if they were unaware of the threat he
caused. There is no possibility he could do it if they were
prepared.”

“Interesting… Epidime must do what you
want him to do, trap or no.”

“Concocting such a plan is, as you’ve said, a
necessary skill in my line of work.”

She dosed out some more brandy.

“This will be the third glass,” Desmeres
observed. “To what shall we toast?”

Genara raised her glass. “To surviving the
next few weeks.”

“And many years more.”

She nodded. “I’ll drink to that.”

They tipped back their cups and set them
down.

“Well then,” he said. “I suppose we’d best
start planning how best to set the stage. Because we are surely
entering the final act.”

“Can we start by working out what happens
after?” she asked.

“That’s a tad presumptuous, isn’t it?”

“Not for me. Because if you fail, I’ve still
got a problem that needs to be solved. For that matter, if you
succeed, I’ve still got a problem. While the world in
general and you in particular benefit from a victory, it still
doesn’t address the most troubling facts. You’ll have to defeat
Epidime, who will come in the form of one of the Elites. That means
to defeat him, you’ll have to kill or capture another one of them.
And good luck getting them to listen to your frankly laughable
story of demons and D’Karon after that. So you’ll still be
at odds with them when the battle is over if you survive, and even
if you die I’ll still be your accomplice. Either we’ll share
a noose or I’ll hang alone because you’ll already be dead.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“In what way is that absurd?”

“The Alliance Army doesn’t hang traitors.
They behead them or throw them in the dungeon to be forgotten.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “That sets my
mind wonderfully at ease. Thank you so much for your insight.”

“Genara, as I’ve said, Myranda is your way
out of it. All you need to do is survive long enough to gain an
audience with her. She has the influence to acquit you of
wrongdoing and the wisdom and intuition to grasp the truth of your
words.”

“That’s all well and good, but I very much
doubt a cluster of angry Elites is going to humor my request to see
a woman who is arguably the second most powerful noble in the whole
Northern Alliance.”

“Then betray me.”

“You know I’m not going to do that,
Desmeres.”

“Yes, I know you aren’t going to do
that, but the Elites don’t.”

He stood and pulled a parchment and quill
from his things. “Take a letter. Anrack, I must write this quickly,
as I’ve only briefly been able to escape Desmeres’s clutches. I am
through being held captive by him and serving his traitorous
purposes. He has taken shelter in the Cave of the Beast. You can
find him there. Bring your best men and I am certain you shall
defeat him. Genara. Fold it, seal it, and address it to the
Elites.”

She looked to the page, and back to Desmeres.
“I suppose that could work… I hope you don’t mind if I
change your wording a bit. If this is intended to be me I think it
would be best to make it less blustery.”

“By all means, make it your own.”

She scratched out and folded her message
while he fetched a candle. A few drops of wax sealed it.

“There we are. It’s all over but to deliver
the message and await our destiny.”
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Desmeres and Genara made one final swing out
to the road, entrusting their message to a traveling merchant. As
soon as they’d sent the note on its way, the fact of their next
clash was set in stone. Now there was little to do but get their
affairs in order and make their way to the appointed location.

“I cannot believe, knowing full well you are
about to face the full might of the Elite, you’re still taking the
time to take me to visit his blasted gnome of yours,” Genara said.
“We should just get to the Cave and get ourselves ready!”

“It will be days before the Elite intercept
that note. I hardly think a simple merchant will know how to get in
touch them directly, so the note won’t even be heading in the right
direction until it is in the hands of a proper messenger. And then
it will be days before the message reaches Anrack, and days more
for him to gather an appropriate size force. We have the luxury of
time.”

“And you’ve chosen to use that time to
visit a little man in the middle of the forest.”

“I may not have an opportunity after. I feel
it’s best to have one’s affairs in order before a significant
risk.”

She glared at him. “You know, the fact that
you don’t seem the least bit concerned about purposely luring a
demon toward you is just short of infuriating.”

“Would it make you feel better if I wrung my
hands in dread?”

“It would at least be a sign of sanity,
and…”

She trailed off as she realized there was an
odd sound coming from the forest ahead. It was music, pipes, horns,
chimes, and twanging sounds she couldn’t identify forming into a
loose and raucous cacophony that grew louder as they approached. As
the source of the din came into view, she shook her head.

“… never mind. At this point, sanity would be
out of place,” she said.

A festival or celebration of sorts had
consumed the forest floor near a stream. Easily fifty tiny people
dressed in gay colors danced out a complex routine on the floor
around a barrel twice as tall as the largest among them. When they
turned to see who was approaching, the musicians suddenly stopped
and the whole of the celebration seemed to vanish in the blink of
an eye, each gnome finding cover in a heartbeat. Only one of them
didn’t hide. Instead he scampered up a tree to a branch that
brought him to eye-level with this horse-riding visitors. He had
the telltale waver of inebriation as he perched atop the
branch.

“If it isn’t the watered-down elf now! And by
gum, he’s brought along a lady.” He turned to the seemingly vacant
stretch of woods behind him. “Everyone, out! Out! Back to
celebration. These folks are friends. What we have here, my fellow
gnomes, is a lumbering lummox who actually keeps his promises.”

“I see the woodsmen came through with their
promise of the barrel as well.”

“Oh, they did. They certainly did. And just
in time for the rest of the clan to visit. I got the word out just
after you left. Here I thought I’d be sharing that little cask, but
look at this lovely barrel. I’m still dreaming about what I’ll
build from it when I’ve drained it.” He looked to Genara. “And who
is this… beauteous specimen?”

Ahead, the musicians crept back out and began
to play their tune again. One by one the revelers returned to
reveling.

“My name is Genara Copperwright,” she
said.

Gwellin looked upon her with the same wonder
of someone witnessing the sun for the first time. He hopped first
to the neck of Desmeres horse, then to the neck of Genara’s. His
small size meant he had to pace a few steps up along the steed’s
neck to come eye to eye with the woman, but once he had he looked
her over with raw admiration.

“Look at you, madam…” he said quietly. “All
of the beauty of a gnome woman, but writ large. You are like a
monument!”

“I’ve heard more flattering complements,” she
said.

Gwellin called “Clear the stone! And bring
out the inks and paints!”

The gnomes who had taken to dancing atop the
slate beside Gwellin’s door cleared it. Several of the others
rolled out cloth bundles of charcoal, powdered pigment, and tiny
brushes. Gwellin hopped down and took up one of the bits of
charcoal, tracing out sweeping lines upon the slate. Others joined
in, following behind with an almost choreographed sequence of
painting, tracing, defining, and coloring. As he painted, Gwellin
spouted poetic observations.

“No, it isn’t the beauty of a gnome.
It’s an entirely new type. Yes. Not the button nose and apple
cheeks of a gnome woman. Your face is sharper, longer, more
pristine and angular. And those lines around your eyes and around
your mouth. You don’t have the lingering youthfulness so often
found in the gnomish. You have an elegance, a maturity…”

Genara glared at Desmeres, then at Gwellin.
“These descriptions of yours are bopping you back and forth between
earning a kiss on the cheek and a slap in the face, little
man.”

“Forgive me, but I am beside myself. I
am agog! Please, step off the horse. I want just once to see
you in your full grandeur.”

“I’ll step off the horse, but if you want to
see me in my full grandeur it’s going to cost you more than
backhanded compliments.”

He stepped down, more out of an eagerness to
be free of the saddle for a few minutes than to satisfy the whims
of the gnome. As she stretched a bit, a murmur of appreciation came
from most of the crowd of revelers. It was the first most of the
knee-high creatures had seen of a woman her size, and the eye for
beauty and novelty was evidently common among the gnomes. One of
the younger gnome women, dressed in a bright red outfit that was as
much an art piece as winter gear, paced up and tugged on the leg of
her pants.

“What’s your name again?” the woman
asked.

“… I’m Genara Copperwright.”

“You’re a Copperwright? I’m a
Copperwright!” she said.

“Err… No. That’s just the family name. I’m… a
hostess,” Genara replied, for the first time in quite a while
seaming somewhat sheepish about the specifics of her
profession.

“Oh… Are you an artist’s model?
Because you are very striking.”

“I’ve posed a few times,” Genara said.

“Turn around please!” Gwellin called, still
sketching furiously upon the stone.

Genara sighed and turned, muttering under her
breath. “This better be worth it, Desmeres.”

The gnome woman paced around to address her
again. “My name is Nipinine. Do you have any of the copperwork your
family has made, Genara? I’ll trade you for some of mine.”

“… Let me see yours first,” Genara said.

Desmeres stepped down from his horse and
walked to the blur of activity atop the slate, where a rather
impressive clash of at least three different artist’s styles was
coming together into a unique portrait of Genara. He had to hold
Dowser extra tight, as the puppy had been struggling aggressively
since they’d approached the area and Desmeres didn’t want to think
about what sort of unfortunate chaos would result from a
disobedient puppy getting lose in a crowd of gnomes.

“I would say I’ve come through with my end of
the bargain, wouldn’t you?” Desmeres asked.

“And how. And how, Lumineblade,” he
said without looking up.

“And now for your end?”

“Hmm? Oh, right, right.” He hopped to the
patch of frozen ground above his door. “Your attention please,
everyone!”

The music stopped, and all eyes turned to
Gwellin.

“Us forest and mountain gnomes don’t get to
have a good close look at things like these this diluted-elf or
that stunning human woman, let alone the horses, without having to
run and hide, right?”

A murmur of voices agreed.

“And we sure don’t get to fill our
cups with booze like this very often, do we?”

This garnered a much louder agreement.

“The one we have to thank is Desmeres
Lumineblade. I say that makes him a friend of the burrow.
Agreed?”

The gnomes, in one voice, shouted their
approval.

“So be it. There are gnomes here from all
over Melorn and far into the Eastern Mountains. By the time
everyone heads back to where they came from, half the continent
will know to treat you as one of the clan.”

“And what about me?” Genara said, glancing
back at them as she looked over a tiny, intricate copper chain that
Nipinine had been wearing as a necklace.

“Of course you are! I wouldn’t be
surprised if half of the gnome villages started painting pictures
of you!”

“Ah… That’s… flattering,” Genara said, the
faintest blush coming to her face.

“Just remember this phrase: Narissa
Naruma. Utter it and any gnome within earshot, if it is safe,
will answer in kind.”

Nipinine tugged again at her pants. “Let me
see your copperwork, please.”

Genara removed one of her earrings and handed
it down to the curious gnome. The hammered, shaped, and styled
copper coin was massive in Nipinine’s hands.

“Oh…” Nipinine remarked. “It’s… um…
very… big and… simple…”

“It isn’t one of father’s best…” Genara said.
“It doesn’t compare to yours.”

“No, no! I love it! It’s hard
to do simple well. The hammer marks give it a wonderful texture you
just don’t see in gnomish work. Please, accept the trade?”

“If you like.” She looked up, blushing a bit
more deeply as she realized she’d quickly returned to being the
center of attention. “Are we… through here?”

“What! No! One more full turn, please!”
Gwellin blurted, rushing back down to the patchwork portrait.

She obliged, a bit more swiftly than he would
have liked. The artists launched into a final flurry of activity.
All at once, they stopped and backed away, leaving a hectic but
utterly breathtaking portrait behind. It wasn’t exquisite in its
detail, and in truth may not have matched the skill of even
Desmeres if he’d taken his time, but the splashes of color overlaid
with contrasting lines of definition, combined with the different
styles of the artists involved, produced an effect that was truly
without equal.

“There… Once I’ve sketched a face, I’ll never
forget it…” Gwellin said. “Go with my blessings. Unless, of course,
you’d like to stay for a drink or five?”

“No, no.” Desmeres said. “We’ve got matters
to tend to.”

“So be it! Go, friends of the burrow, and may
the luck and favor of the gnomes go with you!”

Gwellin hopped down from the stone and wove
himself back into the crowd, accepting a drink and seeming to
instantly forget his large guests were even present.

“Thank you, Genara, friend of the burrow,”
Nipinine said, lugging her freshly acquired earring.

The celebration swelled to full strength
again as they climbed to their horses and gave the gnomes a wide
berth.

Desmeres and Genara rode for quite a distance
before the sound of the music and frolicking finally faded
away.

“Gnomes are… curious creatures,” Genara
said.

“Bundles of enthusiasm and innovation looking
for an outlet,” Desmeres said. “And as seldom as you’re likely to
see one, I’m not sure you’re ever far from one.”

She jingled the ‘necklace’ in her palm. “This
is bar none the finest piece of metalworking I’ve seen. I wish I
had a pair. I’d wear them as earrings.”

“You should have said so. If we survive,
we’ll find out where your little friend calls home and you can pay
her a visit. As you’ve seen, they’re happy to share their workings.
They are prolific in their chosen fields. I myself am rather
intrigued by a weapon Gwellin had pointed at me during my first
visit.”

She shook her head, drifting into deep
consideration. “So much I’d never dreamed of…”
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Some hours later, Genara was still silent.
They had pitched a tent and started a fire to heat their evening
meal.

Desmeres looked to Genara, who seemed lost in
the flames, eyes turned to their flickering shapes as she idly
scratched Dowser. The puppy refused to leave her alone, hopping to
her lap whenever the opportunity arose, and she’d finally given up
trying to convince him to leave her be. Now he was flopped on his
side, head in her lap as she sat on a blanket on the ground and
rubbed under his collar.

“You are uncharacteristically silent,”
Desmeres said.

“Just thinking…” Genara said. “I really
thought I was worldly, you know? I’ve read books. Many, many books.
It used to set my mind at ease. I’d look out over the dining room
at Clennock’s and see the faces of the nobles and gentry and think
to myself, ‘I’ve read more books anyone in this room.’ It made me
feel good, cultured. Even if I didn’t exactly have a cultured
role. Even if I didn’t really matter in the grand
scheme, at least I had a good view of the grand scheme. …
But in the weeks since you came and sent my world crumbling… I’ve
seen more of the Northern Alliance than in my whole life before.
I’ve learned things I always imagined were stone cold fact were
actually tissue-thin lies. I’ve learned things I assumed were
fantasy were absolutely true, and yet more fantastic than I’d ever
imagined. I met the hand of fate, I’ve seen creatures most will
live their lives without catching a glimpse of. I’ve got gnomish
jewelry, and a weapon by ‘the great Desmeres Lumineblade.’”

“It sounds as though you’ve gained a fair
amount from our accidental association.”

“Too much…” she said. “I’m not a young woman
anymore, Desmeres. I’m not old, mind you. But I’m awfully
late in life to have my eyes opened by things like this. What have
I been doing that I’ve remained so hidden? So in the
dark?”

“Count yourself lucky. Most humans I’ve met
would happily live out their lives without ever opening their eyes
at all.”

She slipped her gloves free and unfastened
Dowser’s collar to get better scratch his neck.

“Careful there,” Desmeres said, giving her a
measuring look as he reached over to fasten it again. “That’s not
just for show.”

“Right, right. I’m sorry,” she said, slipping
right back into her prior thought. “I don’t want to be in the dark
anymore. I want to know things. I at least want to know
enough to know how little I know.”

“You give yourself too little credit,”
Desmeres said.

“Do I?” She slid closer to him and tugged the
chains about his neck to reveal his amulets again. “Then why don’t
I know how to make these, hmm? How sheltered am I that I don’t even
know how one of these amulets works, and yet you need half a
dozen to be safe? Am I so insignificant the sorts of things that
threaten you entirely overlook me?”

“Frankly? Yes,” he said, taking her hand and
guiding it away from the amulets, his eyes locked upon hers. “At
least you were. And that’s not something to be ashamed of.
There are worse things in the world than being overlooked by the
worst things in the world.”

“But I’m not being overlooked anymore.
The Elites are after me, demons I wouldn’t have believed existed
are after me. I’m in hot enough water that I need one of the
Guardians of the Realm to help me clear my name…”

“Two of them, actually,” he said. “I think
both Myranda and Deacon will be needed to pardon you.”

“That isn’t helping!” she said. “Have
you always been this awful combination of brilliant and
ignorant? Magnificent at making things but wretched at dealing with
people?”

“I apologize. If it helps, if I appear rude,
it’s because I trust you enough to stop attempting to manipulate
you. Because contrary to your assessment, I am actually
quite skilled at dealing with people.”

“And there’s that confidence again. You’ve
always known you were something special, haven’t you? Always
known you had things no one else had.”

“That is fair to say.”

“Well, I haven’t. I wasn’t raised to
believe I could go anywhere or be anything, because I couldn’t!
That wasn’t realistic! What I was raised to do was scratch
as hard as I could to get as far as I could and when I had a hold
of something, never ever risk letting it go, because a
person like me was lucky to have gotten it in the first place. I’m
not built for this sort of life. And now I need skills I
don’t have! But I can learn. I know I can learn. So stop
being coy and teach me.”

She reached out again, grabbing the chains.
“Start here! What is the enchantment? What is the spell? How do I
do it?”

Desmeres took her hand in his to steady her
nerves, then looked at her evenly.

“Genara, listen to me…” He began, but his
voice trailed off as her gaze met his.

The pieces were there, slipping together in
his mind, but he’d almost been willfully pushing the revelation
away. He glanced aside, watching her twisting shadow as the fire
cast it upon the surrounding trees. He touched her face with his
hand, soothing her, then ran his fingers down to her neck. They
came to rest around the makeshift amulet he’d fashioned for
her.

Now it was her turn to grab his wrist, but
she was too slow. He flipped it over to find the mark, the very
thing meant to protect her, had been hammered smooth. No semblance
of the mark of the chosen remained.

“Well, aren’t you clever,” Genara said.

The warmth and vulnerability in her voice was
gone. Now she was cold and steady as a frozen lake. He scrambled
backward and drew his sword. She stood slowly and drew the
stiletto.

“When?” Desmeres asked.

“Almost immediately upon leaving you,” Genara
said. “I know you value that confidence and certainty of
yours, but it can really be a liability when misplaced. I thought
for certain you would have realized something was wrong when the
dog wouldn’t quiet down after you left the olo field. I’d taken one
of the oloes and trailed you for days. The blasted creature smelled
me every step of the way, but you didn’t seem to care. And I can
only imagine you genuinely believed I cared enough about you and
little enough about her to ignore her when you parted
ways.”

“I trusted her to keep the amulet on to
protect her from you. And she was sharp enough to keep herself safe
from anyone less.”

“Funny thing about safeguards like these,”
she said, closing her fist around the useless coin about her neck
and tugging it free. “Live a lifetime without needing one and it
becomes difficult to notice when it’s gone missing.”

Dowser was backing away from Genara now, his
hackles up and his teeth bared. Perhaps the puppy detected a dark
influence upon her, or perhaps it was simply her posture and
demeanor, but he certainly wasn’t pleased with Genara at the
moment.

“What have you done to her mind?” Desmeres
asked.

“Very little. When someone has an untrained
will, I can afford to be gentle. I only directly controlled
her for a few moments total. Long enough to disable your protective
medallion and a few lesser tasks. The rest was subtle suggestion.
She believed it was all her own idea. Of course, that’s all changed
now. I’ve had to shove her aside, since I can’t afford to have you
do anything unfortunate. That memory of yours is too valuable.

“I know better than to threaten her in
exchange for good behavior on your part. You don’t care
nearly enough about others for such a threat to bear fruit…
Though I must say, I’m surprised at you. I thought you would have
known better than to speak so openly about your plans with
someone so vulnerable to me.”

She stepped toward the horses. Desmeres kept
pace with her.

“It doesn’t matter if you know about the
plan. It doesn’t change a thing. You can’t get to me. And you
clearly are too afraid to attempt the cave without me.”

“I wouldn’t use the term afraid.
Mindful of my limits. One does not manage exist for the countless
lifetimes I have without taking every precaution against the
exploitation of what few weaknesses I have. Or at least, what
weaknesses I appear to have.”

“You’ll have to throw that caution to the
wind now, won’t you? Because if I know you as well as I think I do,
you’re too fixated on Entwell to let it go unless you’ve been given
a reason to do so.”

“One who is wise does not let something
precious slip through one’s fingers.”

She tugged open the saddle bag and reached
inside. He stepped up and put the tip of his sword to her
throat.

“What’s to stop me from killing her right
now?” Desmeres growled.

“You won’t do that,” she said, pausing but
not showing any sign of concern. “While I inhabit her body, you
know precisely where I am. That alone is a fine reason. But that
isn’t the real reason. Like all of the things that drive the
creatures of this world and so many others, your failing is in your
mind. Just look at what became of you after I killed Trigorah…”

Desmeres tightened his grip on his sword, but
held firm.

Genara—or rather, Epidime—continued. “I
discard one traitorous woman and suddenly one of this world’s
finest and most pragmatic figures devolves into betrayals and
self-pity. I genuinely thought in you I’d found a rare example of a
creature of this world who shared the level of detachment
the other D’Karon and I rely upon. Clearly I was wrong.”

She thrust her free hand toward Desmeres. A
wave of energy rushed toward him, striking him like a gale force
wind. It was powerful enough to lift his feet from the ground,
lofting him over the fire. He struck the ground hard and tumbled a
short distance.

When he slid to a stop, Desmeres rolled to
his feet and watched as Epidime threw the carefully constructed
sigil into the fire.

“Well… at least I know I was on the right
track with that sigil. You wouldn’t destroy it if it wasn’t a
threat to you,” Desmeres said.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t waste my time
speculating on my motivations and instead work out how you are
going to redeem yourself for what you’ve done to me, and attempted
to do.”

“What happened to you, Epidime?”
Desmeres asked, stalking back around the fire. “I’ve seen you clash
with the Chosen and bring them to their knees. Now you seem so
weak. That was hardly a spell at all.”

She waggled her finger at him. “Another waste
of your freedom, attempting to taunt me. Your free will is at this
point a precious thing. Stop squandering it.”

Desmeres ignored the advice, moving with slow
caution toward Genara as she dug around in the saddle bag,
searching.

“You could make the claim that you have been
concealing yourself from the others, but that doesn’t explain our
clash in the storehouse, does it? That was you, wasn’t it?
Relying upon a wand. Barely able to refill it. And failing to
capture me. You’re weak right now, aren’t you?”

“I am, if you must know,” she said, keeping
the point of the blade unerringly directed at Desmeres despite
keeping her full attention on the search through the bag. “Clashing
with the Chosen in a war-ending battle, enduring the rigors of the
white wall without even a flesh and blood body to protect me. Those
would have destroyed a lesser being.”

“The white wall… that burst of energy from
the closing of your portal? Myranda’s account of the battle
suggests you were the one who warned her it would occur. If
you’d known it was a threat, one would think you would have been
wise enough to avoid it.”

“You of all people should know why I didn’t.
Bagu wasn’t dead yet. He was enough of a fool to hurl himself at
Myranda and the others while they attempted to resist the wall. The
prideful dolt would rather see himself and the whole of your world
destroyed than let you keep it from him. So I watched to be sure
Bagu didn’t succeed. It was a near thing. I wasn’t certain Lain
would deliver the killing blow.”

“But Bagu is dead…”

“As dead as Lain. Probably more so. Those
demigods are notorious for popping up again even after their
mortality has been burned away. But Bagu’s distrust persists in his
death. I’d forgotten how truly powerful his wards of protection
are. When one triggered while I was going through his personal
files it was very unpleasant. Damn sloppy of me.” She
smiled, pulling a glass bottle from the saddle bag. It was the jug
Desmeres had so recently prepared, the binding potion.

She held it high, ready to smash it to the
ground, but Desmeres dove toward her, clutching his hand around
hers to keep her from destroying it and holding his short sword to
her throat. She moved with unnatural speed, sweeping her stiletto
to knock his blade from his hand. He recovered and grasped her
wrist to immobilize the blade. Despite her slighter build, with
Epidime in control, Genara was easily Desmeres’s match for
strength. She grinned and taunted, her voice completely free of
effort.

“Really, Desmeres. If you keep this up I am
going to have to hurt you. This task will be far
easier with you intact, but when all is said and done, the only
thing I need is your head. And diminished though I may be…” The jar
began to fracture in her grasp. “I am more than a match for
you.”

Genara gave a final supernaturally powerful
squeeze and the potion bottle shattered, spilling its contents.
Shards of glass burst in all directions, causing Desmeres to flinch
and turn aside. Genara took advantage, hurling him to the ground
beside the fire. Dowser barked and growled, bounding about but
uncertain what to do.

“Stop fighting, Desmeres,” she said, pinning
his arms to his chest with one hand and clutching at the chains
around his neck.

He struggled against her, but it was no use.
Epidime’s power, meager by his own standards, still imbued her with
a strength and weight that he couldn’t hope to overcome. The chains
in her grasp snapped one by one like string, leaving deep welts in
his neck. If she tore the amulets away from him, Epidime would have
him and all would be lost. He turned his head aside. The crackling
camp fire was near enough to singe his shoulder. Another chain
snapped and he could feel the mystic protections layered over him
beginning to falter. His eyes fixed on a form within the flames. A
mad, foolish plan flashed through his mind.

Desmeres wrenched one hand free and thrust it
into the fire. Flames seared his skin, but he pushed the pain from
his mind and clutched the burning handle of the sigil. Epidime,
mere moments from tearing away the last of Desmeres’s protections,
noticed too late what was happening. Desmeres brought the burning
hot curves of metal down onto the flesh of the hand tugging at his
amulets. It sizzled, rolling across the back of her hand and
leaving the mark behind. Desmeres saw the change in her eyes,
Epidime fleeing her body rather than permitting himself to become
trapped by the sigil.

Without his influence, Genara was stripped of
both the strength of body to keep Desmeres pinned and the
detachment of mind to ignore the searing pain of the burn. She
screeched and he threw her aside.

“What! What is happening!?” she cried
in confusion, clutching her branded hand.

Her eyes flitted and danced, memories swept
aside by Epidime slowly creeping back to her.

“B-by the gods… Desmeres, I didn’t know!” She
touched her head with her healthy hand. “All this time… I… I
remember it all. I couldn’t stop it…”

“Never mind that,” Desmeres barked.

He held the damaged chains to his neck with
his burned hand and staggered to his feet.

“Where are your coins,” he asked. “Kenvard
coins. With the mark on them.”

“I… I remember spending them. I spent them
all when I was on my way to Melorn. I knew I had plenty of
your money left and I… Of course… Of course he would have me
spend the money with the mark. Blast it, I distinctly remember
making certain I was wearing my gloves when I handed the coins
over. It didn’t even seem strange to me at the time.”

“Quickly then. Fetch Dowser. Use the one on
his collar.”

She climbed to her feet, favoring the branded
hand and reaching for Dowser. The pup backed away from her,
growling uncertainly.

“What would you have me do with the
coin?”

“Touch it with bare skin. Prove Epidime is
really gone.”

“Right, right,” she said. “Come here, Dowser.
Come here, you dumb dog!”

She caught the wary puppy rather quickly, not
because of restored trust, but because his caution didn’t make him
any more graceful and walking backward eventually caused him to
back into a mound of snow and topple over. She plucked him up and
grasped his collar.

“There! There, satisfied?” she said.

“Good… Good…” Desmeres said.

He pulled a thick swatch of leather from one
of his bags and used it to safely pluck the still sizzling sigil
from the ground.

“So what does this mean? Am I safe from
Epidime now?” she asked, plopping Dowser down again and inspecting
her fresh wound.

“I certainly hope so, or this will be a
pointless gesture.”

She looked up in time to see him press the
sigil against his own already burnt hand, the same one that had
been doused with the binding potion when it shattered. He grunted
in pain, teeth clenched tight and eyes watering. He dropped to his
knees, but kept the brand in place. Because the sigil had cooled
quite a bit, he had to hold it in place far longer to make a clear
mark. When he was through he tossed it angrily to the ground.

He let the chains slip from his neck and
waited. His burned and branded hand throbbed, but he felt no
pressure upon his mind, no invading influence.

“Desmeres?” Genara said, kneeling before him.
“Did it work? Are you still you?”

“As far as I know,” he said with a weak
smile. “A shame we can’t try the same test, though. The mark would
burn at me just as surely as it would burn at Epidime.”

She grabbed his chin with her healthy hand.
“Look at me.”

Once more Genara looked into his eyes. Her
measurement was longer now, gazing deeper than she had before and
considering far more carefully. As she did, Desmeres gazed back at
her. As they tested one another, he realized the wisdom in this
method, the value in knowing one’s gaze. These eyes, these deep,
brown, troubled eyes… If there was anything to fear in them,
anything lurking… he would know. And he felt as she looked into him
that she could see his very soul.

“He’s not there. It’s only you,” Genara
said.

“I’m relieved to hear it.” Desmeres said.

She helped him stand and the two exhausted
allies made their way to the horses to fetch the supplies to bind
their wounds.

“So what happens now? Epidime could be anyone
now. He could be one of the horses for all we know, or a bear.”

“He could be, but I doubt it. He fled moments
before he would have had his prize, which means the sigil is a
genuine threat. He won’t face us again until he has a means to
overpower us without a threat to himself. That means he’s coming
well-armed and with reinforcements.”

“Couldn’t he just take control of a whole
pack of wolves?” she asked.

“He can only occupy one form at time. That
much was made clear in our prior clashes.”

“So he’ll bring an army. That doesn’t set my
mind at ease.”

“There was already an army on the way,
remember? We summoned the Elite ourselves. When they come, Epidime
will be with them. This changes nothing.”

Desmeres applied the first of several
bandages to his badly burned hand. Genara merely stood, eyes
distant, remembering.

“No…” she said quietly.

He turned to her. “Genara?”

Her eyes glistened with tears and she put her
healthy hand to her mouth. “Desmeres, the note to the Elite… I
remember now…”

#

Commander Anrack rattled uncomfortably along
a poorly maintained road. Owing to the nature of the journey, he’d
opted for the rare luxury afforded to those with his rank and
resources. Rather than riding on horseback, he was in one of the
passenger seats of a sturdy coach. It wasn’t a plush and opulent
vehicle by any means. It was a thing of utility, a prisoner
transport that had been gutted and fitted with a few mildly more
comfortable seats. Nevertheless Anrack felt disgusted that he’d
permitted himself even this level of removal from those
under his command. He was a leader. He was meant to be on horseback
beside his men, not hidden away behind windows and doors shut tight
against the stinging snow. For now, though, he would allow himself
the comfort of the enclosed vehicle, as they were merely traveling
through the Lowlands. There would be no battle, and there was the
prisoner to look after.

He turned to young man in the seat opposite
him, Lem Copperwright. The man had been rigid in his insistence,
affirming that he and his sister were blameless. One look at him
now made it clear that he at least was no threat at all.
Each time the commander looked in his direction, Lem shrunk from
his gaze. They’d ridden in silence. Anrack hadn’t even bothered to
tell the man why he’d been brought along, and out of raw
intimidation, Copperwright hadn’t asked.

As if sensing he was on the commander’s mind,
Lem shuddered vaguely and shut his eyes tight. After a moment, the
trembling stopped and he raised his head. He looked Anrack in the
eye with an expression alien to his face: confidence, bordering on
impatience.

“Anrack,” he said.

The commander glared at him.

“You will address me as Elite Commander
An—”

“Feh! Elite Commander nothing. Answer me
this, Anrack. Why are you and I the only ones in this
carriage?”

“I do not require any additional men to
escort someone such as you.”

“I’m not so sure about that. After all, your
men can at least follow a simple order. What did the message
say, Anrack? I’ll tell you what the message said. 'Elite
Commander Anrack, Desmeres Lumineblade’s location has been
identified. He is preparing a trap at the mouth of the Cave of the
Beast. It has become clear that success will require additional
leverage. Bring Genara Copperwright’s father and brother. Their
presence will remove her as a liability and act as a significant
bargaining chip.'”

“How did you know—”

“I repeat, father and brother.
And yet you’ve only brought her brother. How could you fail to
follow so simple an instruction?”

“What is this—” he said.

“Answer the question, Anrack.”

“I will not bring an elderly and infirm man
to a battlefield.”

“Oh no? And yet you’ve come
along.”

“I will not—”

Lem moved like lightning, knocking Anrack
back and grabbing his throat, rendering him silent.

“You listen to me, you dolt. The
Copperwrights were my contingency plan, in the event Genara got
away from me. And she has. Yet what do I find? You’ve made
your own foolish decision and countermanded my specific
instructions. Think. The goal is to break her. To
make her do as I say even if I am not in control of her.
What do you think will do the job better? Seeing her healthy young
brother at our mercy? A man who might resist us, or at least
understands what is happening? No! You were supposed to bring her
father. A simpering, confused, frail old man who cannot even
grasp what is being done or why!”

He squeezed harder, Anrack struggling but
unable to break his grip.

“I swear to you, I would have conquered this
world twice already if not for empty-headed, short-sighted
fools second-guessing my decisions. But fortunately I’ve
learned all I care to learn, so there is no sense remaining in the
shadows, attempting play the game at a distance. Today, I take
command.”

He shut his eyes and Anrack felt something
he’d never felt before. It was a pressure, a will that was not his
own. He tried to harden himself against it, to tighten his will and
hold against the invasive influence. It was pointless. He hadn’t
the experience to offer more than a cursory defense. A cold, clear
intellect insinuated itself into his mind, rummaging through his
memories and throwing him aside. He became a passenger, a prisoner
in his own mind. The last thing he felt before his consciousness
slipped to the back of his mind entirely was the grip around his
neck loosening.

As Anrack’s body was taken, Lem’s body was
returned. The coldness and calm left his expression and he threw
himself back, terrified at what had happened to him, and what he
was doing now.

“You will be silent and you will obey. You’ve
had a glimpse of what I can do to you, and I assure you, it is the
least my abilities,” stated Anrack, his voice now flavored by a
familiar intellect and attitude. “I am not interested in you, and
for that matter, I am not terribly interested in your sister. But
she remains the best and most direct way to achieve what I
am interested in. So you will do as I say, be a good little
bargaining chip, and you may well survive this ordeal and return to
your pointless little life.”

Lem nodded and huddled into the corner.

Anrack held up his hands and looked them
over, disgust in his expression. “Why is it that power so often
finds its way into hands far past their prime. Just once I would
like to take command of an army and do so within a body that didn’t
rely so heavily upon my own talents to keep it vital and
relevant.”

He unfastened the door latch and threw it
open. Frigid wind scoured the inside of the carriage. He peered
into the distance.

“At least you were punctual,” he said.

A mounted soldier guided his steed alongside
the carriage.

“Is there something wrong, Commander?” the
soldier asked.

“No. Keep going. Left at the next crossroad
and left again at the fringe of Melorn woods. The lumber road to
the north will get us through to the mountains most quickly. We
cannot afford to waste any more time. Our targets are unsteady. The
longer we wait, the more time they’ll have to prepare for our
arrival.”

“I will spread the word.”

He shut and fastened the door.

“Now, there comes the issue of how best to
use you,” Anrack said. “Your sister loves you
unconditionally, and vice versa. That would serve me quite well if
it was your sister who knew what I needed. But the target is
Desmeres. And though there is something between them, I
would not call it love. A pity. Love is wonderfully useful. If I’d
anticipated this need, I may just have allowed Trigorah to survive.
But no sense dwelling on missed opportunities. Let us instead
celebrate the options still available.”

#

“Genara, you need to stay calm,” Desmeres
said, pulling the last of his bandages tight and silently cursing
his inability to secure any proper healing potions.

“Oh, shut your mouth,” she snapped, stalking
back and forth beside the fire. “You’ve caused enough trouble
already. This is your fault.”

“I won’t argue with you.”

“Of course you won’t. Because it’s
inarguable.”

“No, because it won’t move us any closer to a
solution. Now listen carefully. You need to go.”

“Go! Like hell I’ll go. That
note he had me write instructed the Elites to bring my
family here. They are in danger because of me and because of
you.”

“That’s why you need to leave. You are marked
with the sigil—he won’t be able to take control of you anymore.
Here you’ll be a liability. He’ll use them to manipulate you. But
if you aren’t here, he’ll have no use for them.”

“Then he’ll kill them! Don’t tell me
he won’t. And don’t even pretend you are sending me away for
my own good or for their own good. You’re doing this to protect
yourself.”

“I’m doing it because the fewer tools Epidime
has to work with, the greater chance we’ll have to defeat him.”

“I am not leaving the fate of my
family in your hands. You’ll do whatever it takes to achieve
your goal. When you’re fighting for the world, that’s all
well and good, but keeping them safe is not your goal, is it?” She
held up her bandaged hand. “Do you think for a moment I believe
you’d branded me with the sigil to protect me? You were
trying to lock Epidime inside me.”

“He wouldn’t have allowed that, and I knew
it.”

“But you’d hoped it would have worked,
didn’t you? You’d hoped that I would become his prison and
you could deal with him like any other foe. I notice you tested it
on me instead of you.”

Desmeres gritted his teeth. “You wanted to be
important, right? You wanted to be a hero? You wanted to make an
impact, to save the world? Well, this is what it takes. If Epidime
had not escaped before the sigil took hold then yes, the
world would have been safe from him, and you would have been
responsible. That’s what being a hero is. We destroy ourselves. We
destroy each other. It is the nature of heroism to lose
everything that matters to us to protect everything and
everyone else. And heroes do not always get their just reward. Not
all heroes are celebrated. Most are forgotten, or were never even
known. It is the worst fate in the world to be a hero, and
only a fool would choose it. But heroes are necessary. The
sun rises and sets because a thousand nameless heroes did the right
thing at the right time. Lain will forever be remembered, if at
all, because he was the monstrous assassin known as the Red Shadow.
His sacrifice to save the other Chosen and protect this world meant
everything at the time, but means nothing to the people it
saved.

“I haven’t lied to you and I don’t intend to
start now. I can’t guarantee your family will survive. I can’t be
certain you or I will. But I promise you that I will not stop until
I’ve done everything I can to ensure Epidime has been dealt with as
thoroughly and permanently as possible. This is why Oriech
called upon us. We are pawns in the hands of fate and this
is the gambit. You have to be willing to lose it all or it is
already lost.”

“That’s easy for you to say. What are
you risking but your own life? You aren’t going to have to watch as
your family is used against you.”

“What have I got to risk but my own
life? Anything I might call a home is now either destroyed or due
to be ransacked. I’ve already lost the woman I love. My own son
doesn’t know me. The last of my possessions rode off with you.
Since you shortly after became compromised by Epidime, I can’t
imagine they are safe.”

Genara crossed her arms and looked Desmeres
in the eye. “I’m not going. I’m not leaving you here to deal with
this yourself.”

“So be it,” he said.

He grabbed a shovel and began to bury the
fire in snow.

“So be it? That’s it?”

“We don’t have much time. I don’t intend to
waste it arguing. Help me pack up camp. I want to be to the Cave of
the Beast by sunrise.”

“What will we do when we get there? How will
we deal with the fact he’s brought hostages?”

“I haven’t a clue what we’ll do, but we’ve
got until we get there to figure it out.”

She sighed and stomped over to the tent to
tug at the supports and begin to collapse it. “A thousand nameless
heroes doing the right thing at the right time… How exactly do they
know it is the right thing?”

“Ah. There’s the real secret. You never know
until after it’s done.”

#

Days later, Desmeres stood at the mouth of a
cave squeezing the reddened bandages wrapped about his burned hand.
As confident and sure of himself as he appeared to be, the current
circumstances had pushed his body and mind to the limit. The pain
of his hand was useful, something sharp and clear to focus him. It
was a reminder of how much had gone wrong already, and the price of
mistakes.

He tugged the hood of his cloak forward and
turned to the mouth of the cave that would serve as his final
battleground if all went well. There was no mistaking it. The Cave
of the Beast was at one time the threshold to greatness in the
minds of the wizards and warriors who sought it. Thousands of the
finest minds and bodies of the Northern Alliance and beyond had
tested themselves against this treacherous place. That so few
returned, and none with tales of victory, made it clear any who
would venture into the cave should be given due notice of the
dangers they would face. Signs, faded by time, warned in no
uncertain terms that death waited inside. Some attempt had been
made to list the names of the adventurers who had been lost to the
cave, to make it something of a tomb in honor of their memory. All
that remained of those well-meaning monuments were a few small
stones, cluttered with carved names from the cave’s earliest
days.

Desmeres knelt beside an icy trickle of water
that flowed from the mouth of the cave and ran his fingers across
largest monument stone.

“Well I’ll be… Cresh carved his own name
here…” he mused.

Another monument of sorts waited at the mouth
of the cave as well, this one far more recent. Crates of supplies,
some used up and some ravaged by woodland creatures, sat under the
ragged canvas of a worn tent. For months this had been the home of
a sequence of Elite soldiers waiting for Myranda and Lain to leave
the Cave. And now the Elite would return.

The sound of an approaching horse drew his
attention. He turned and drew his sword, but the figure that
appeared from among the trees was Genara. Both she and her horse
looked exhausted. The steed had been stripped of all supplies to
better speed its journey, and Genara’s clothes showed the telltale
tears and punctures of someone who had ridden through her share of
low branches rather than find a safer path.

“Any luck?” Desmeres asked.

“I did my best. We’ll see if it will do any
good,” she said. “The Elites are near. They’ll be here any moment.
Are you ready for this?”

He rolled his neck and adjusted his bandage.
“As ready as one can be for this sort of thing. Are you
ready?”

“Not nearly, but I don’t imagine that makes
much of a difference.”

“Just be strong, and remember what depends
upon this. If we don’t stop Epidime, yours is only the first of
many families that—”

“Don’t… I don’t need to be reminded of
that. It never leaves my mind.”

“Then you are ready.”

They stood firm, side by side, and waited as
the beating hoofs of a half dozen horses and the rattling wheels of
a carriage thundered toward them. Desmeres held his sword stead as
the mounted soldiers formed a half-circle around them. Genara kept
her stiletto low but ready, visibly conflicted at the prospect of
wielding a weapon against her own nation’s soldiers. The carriage
rumbled to a stop and the door opened. A lean young man tumbled out
the door, heaved from within. He struck the ground hard and began
to pull himself to his hands and knees. It was Lem, alive and at a
glance none the worse for wear except for the lumps taken during
the fall.

Genara took a step forward, but six swords
rang as they slipped free of their scabbards, ready to strike her
down if she took another step.

“Lem, are you hurt?” she called.

“Not yet, Genara,” called Anrack from within
the carriage.

He stepped out, dropping a boot heavily on
the back of the fallen civilian to keep him down.

“But that can change quickly if you give me a
reason,” he said.

“Commander Anrack,” Desmeres said. “How nice
to see you again. I see you’ve lost your limp, and your face has
healed nicely.”

It was true. For the first time since he’d
taken command, Anrack was standing tall and steady without the aid
of his cane. The burns on his face had entirely healed, and the
scars had even faded significantly.

“What’s that I used to say? An injury is a
reminder of where we’ve fallen short? A motivation to not make the
same mistake again? As artful and poetic as the sentiment is, it
was a foolish and self-destructive policy. One of many I intend to
reverse. You could learn from my flexibility and perhaps rethink
the poor decisions you were clearly ready to make. Begin by
dropping your weapons.”

“Do these men know who you really are? Do
they know why you’re really here?” Desmeres asked, slowly and
deliberately dropping weapon after weapon on the ground.

“That you are under the control of a
demon who was responsible for the Perpetual War?” Genara
added.

“They are soldiers in the Alliance Army. They
follow orders. The Perpetual War has illustrated that the source of
those orders barely matters at all. And spurious claims of my being
usurped by an otherworldly force are laughable and easily
dismissed. But you and I can discuss such things shortly. At the
moment—” He gave Lem’s back another stomp. “—Genara and I have
matters to discuss.”

“What do you want from me to let my brother
go?” Genara asked.

“Ah. The woman cuts straight to the point.
The sign of a fine negotiator, or at least a skilled haggler.
Before we start our bargaining, though, please recall the note you
penned. Due to disobedient underlings your father is not here to
join us, but rest assured his life is also on the bargaining
table. At the moment, he is in the care of your neighbors in
Verril. Orders have been left to throw him in the dungeon if I do
not send word otherwise. For the healthiest man, the dungeon is a
slow death sentence. For your frail father, it is a rather swift
one.”

“You are mad… What is to be gained by
threatening my family? I don’t have the knowledge you seek,
Desmeres does. What do you expect me to do?”

“That, my dear, is your problem to
solve, not mine.”

“What assurance do I have that my family
won’t be harmed if I do as you say?”

“None whatsoever,” Anrack said. “But you have
every assurance that they will be killed if you do not obey,
for abetting a traitor.”

Genara gritted her teeth and looked to the
soldiers holding their weapons at her. “You follow this monster?
You serve this monster?”

“In the pursuit of those who would discard
their loyalties and abandon the throne, we must harden ourselves to
the distasteful tasks required to bring justice and stability to
our land.”

“Justice and stability nothing! He
doesn’t care about the queen or the kingdom. He wants to find his
way through this cave for his own purposes! If you want Desmeres,
if you want to bring him to justice, take him. Take us
both!”

The soldiers remained firm. Anrack
grinned.

“Elite is not simply a name. What you have
here are men quite comfortable with not knowing the full context.
It is not for them to decide if what I am doing is proper.” He
reached down and hoisted Lem from the ground with ease and drew his
sword. “Now, if you open your mouth to do anything but breathe and
comply, we shall both have blood on our hands.”

Genara squeezed her weapon tightly for a
moment, but bowed her head and let it fall to the ground.

“Inside the carriage,” Anrack ordered.

She stepped forward, futile anger in her
eyes, and climbed into the carriage.

“Smart girl. Now, Desmeres. I know how this
woman feels about you. Intimately. But you’ve taken great pains to
keep me from gaining any insight into your feelings for
her. Tell me this. What now? Do you attempt to keep your
precious wisdom to yourself? Do you let another woman in your life
die because of yet another poor, selfish decision in a lifetime of
such?”

“You know my plan, Epidime,” Desmeres said.
“And let us not pretend I should be calling you anything else. You
know I want you to follow me into that cave. You know I have
taken every precaution. Things not even Genara was or is privy to.
You know if you and I enter that cave, there isn’t a damn thing you
can do to keep me from making sure you never leave it.”

He shook his head, a smile of genuine delight
on his face.

“Utterly unwavering confidence. You wear it
like a suit of armor, like it could protect you. Make your claims
to these men of who you think I am. Lie to yourself and say
that you know me, what I’m capable of. None of that matters. What
you believe, what you know to be true, has no bearing on the
subject. You want me to enter the cave, I want to enter the cave.
That is what we call an agreement. Lead the way, sir, and we shall
see what we shall see.”

“Then you come alone.”

“Oh, no. That is quite
unacceptable.”

Desmeres let a final weapon, one that had
been concealed in his sleeve, drop to his hand. He raised it to his
own throat. “I’m afraid it is non-negotiable. The information you
seek exists in precisely one place. And there is a very simple way
to make sure you’ll never get it. I am ready, willing, and able to
destroy it before I let you have it.”

Anrack looked hard at Desmeres. “Do you
believe for one moment you could achieve that by your own hand?
Destroy yourself so thoroughly?”

“You’ve seen what my weapons can do. Do you
believe for one moment I can’t?”

The two men stared at each other, long and
hard.

“Very well,” said Anrack. “Never let it be
said I was not willing to compromise.”

He turned to one of his men. “You, to the
carriage. A pack, provisions. Two men, five days. Food only. Water
will be present in abundance, I suspect. You will await our return
for the full five days. If at any point Desmeres returns
unaccompanied, you will capture him and deliver him to the capital.
If at any point you are approached by an individual of any kind who
speaks the code phrase I dictated this morning, you will follow
their orders to the letter. And if this woman or her brother show
any signs of plotting or other misbehavior, kill them both.”

Almost before he’d finished dictating orders,
a pair of packs had been prepared. Anrack sheathed his weapon and
took them effortlessly, then stepped forward.

“Your move, Lumineblade. Lead the way,” he
said, offering the second pack to Desmeres.

Desmeres took the pack and hooked it over one
shoulder. He held his blade firm but at his side. Epidime gathered
the gem-studded blade from the ground.

“I wouldn’t dream of letting this fine piece
languish on the ground,” he said, slipping it into his belt.

Desmeres gripped his weapon tighter and
glanced at the pulsing gems of his sword. Before this day was
through, he had no doubt one of them would taste blood. The only
question was whose blood it would be.

#

Desmeres led the way, torch in hand, as
Epidime paced behind. The former General and current commander
didn’t even have the decency to keep Desmeres at sword point, as
though the thought of him escaping or even becoming a threat hadn’t
even occurred to him.

The walls gleamed and sparkled with ice and
flakes of crystal. A weak stream of water trickled down the center
of the tunnel, making the floor utterly treacherous.

“This water isn’t a good sign. The tunnel is
only passable when the stream has run dry,” Desmeres warned.

For his part, he showed very little concern
over his predicament as well, as though all was going according to
plan. It was the attitude with which he’d lived his life, and he
wasn’t about to abandon it now.

“Then we shall travel as far as the water
will allow,” Epidime said.

“You are giving me a great deal of credit,
mind you. I came though this cave once, heading in the opposite
direction, and more than seventy years ago.”

“You would have taken great care to commit
the proper path to mind, both to allow yourself to retreat if the
way forward was impassible and to provide yourself a means to
return to Entwell if you were unable to achieve your goals
elsewhere,” Epidime said.

“Sound logic. You’ve been thinking about this
for some time, I gather.”

“While the other D’Karon were present and
your world was our aim, I had other tasks to command my attention,
but as soon as I’d discovered both the presence of a portion of
your world that could remain secret to me and the evidence of what
nestled in that dark corner, I knew I would one day seek it out.
Thus, plotting the means to do so was an engaging way to spend the
evenings. When sleep is not necessary, one finds many hours each
day to indulge oneself in pondering and plotting.”

“I can only imagine. And in your plotting,
did you work out how exactly you could be certain I wasn’t leading
you astray? Or for that matter, how you might force me to reveal
that information?”

“Naturally I’d assumed I would take it
personally from your mind. I’m sure a solution will present
itself.”

“Epidime, there is something genuinely to be
admired in you.”

“There are a great many things. To which of
them to you refer.”

“I’ve been accused of arrogance in my life,
and those accusations are quite well earned. But the raw audacity
with you underestimate and disregard your enemies is at an entirely
new level. You didn’t even attempt to search me or disarm me. For
all you know, I’m still carrying the sigil.”

“Perhaps you are.”

“This doesn’t concern you?”

“Why should it. You won’t have time to heat
it enough to brand me, and anything less is not permanent enough to
be a threat to me. To say nothing of how unlikely it is that you’d
be able to overpower or outmaneuver me enough to use it.”

“We’ll see,” Desmeres said.

He glanced at the subtly increasing density
of crystalline flecks embedded in the stone around them.

“How does it feel?” he asked. “I’m not much
of a mystic, but even I can detect the confounding influence of
these walls. Can you feel them closing in on you, boxing you in? A
unique sensation for you, isn’t it.”

Epidime grinned. “Trying your hand at mind
games. It is fascinating. Like watching an infant take its first
steps. Do you expect me to lose my nerve? To abandon my plan?”

“It would certainly make my life easier.”

“This is not the most dire situation I’ve
found myself in. And I suspect still more dire threats exist than a
unique but unremarkable cave in a stubborn but doomed world.”

“Oh, we’re doomed now, are we?”

“All worlds are. Nothing lasts forever.
Granted, the moment I slipped through the portal, your world’s end
moved much closer.”

They came to a wall polished nearly smooth
from the ancient cycle of flooding and receding waters that made
the cave so treacherous.

“There’s a bit of climbing now,” Desmeres
said.

“Then climb.”

He held up his bandaged hand. “My grip
strength isn’t what it might be right now.”

Epidime drew Desmeres’s sword, casting an
ominous glow on the walls. “Then this will be rather painful for
you I suppose. Climb.”

He flexed his fingers a bit, wincing at the
stiffness of his burned digits that were only beginning to recover,
and found the first decent handhold. It was difficult to find grips
that were firm enough to support him and large enough to grip with
his bandaged hand. The presence of a powerful and well-armed mystic
was a strong motivator, however. He was soon hauling himself onward
at a reasonable rate. Epidime maneuvered Anrack’s body with a grace
and ease the aging man likely hadn’t displayed in years, but
climbing still required him to holster his weapon. As for the
matter of the torch, he left it behind. In its place, he conjured a
ball of violet light from the very air.

“Why even take the torch in the first place,”
Desmeres asked, breathing heavily.

“Surely you know by now that the human mind
is fully willing to dismiss the absurd but will fixate endlessly on
the mundane. The battlefield is the only part of the Northern
Alliance that has had ready access to healers. A man restoring
himself to good health in the time it takes to reach one's
destination is perfectly normal. But to enter the cave without a
torch? No mystic at the front would dare squander his power on
something so minor as conjuring light.”

Epidime did not seem in the least bit
fatigued by the climb. The degree to which the D’Karon could ignore
the petty needs of the bodies he inhabited was unnerving to no
end.

“You seem awfully forthcoming with your
insight,” Desmeres said.

“I exist to learn, and what joy is there in
learning if one cannot also educate?”

Desmeres pulled himself onto a ledge to rest.
“The mad part of all of this? Your pursuit of knowledge, your
predilection to pontification? You are a natural candidate
for Entwell.”

“I felt precisely that way from the moment I
became aware of it.” He stood beside Desmeres, waiting for the elf
to catch his breath. “A place devoted entirely to knowledge for the
sake of knowledge. There is something beautiful in that.
Finding that place would feel like returning home.”

“And how much do you know of it?”

“Fleeting glimpses. Scraps from Myranda’s
mind when I tested myself against her. More from Lain’s mind.”

“Then you should know that you’ll never be
able to slip inside unnoticed. You will be revealed for what you
are. Your very existence in our world is against the few
rules imposed upon the students of Wizard’s Side. Once they’ve
found you, they will end you.”

“They won’t detect me.”

“I did.”

“You worked it out faster than I would have
liked, I’ll grant you. But do you honestly believe you would have
had the necessary clues if I’d not intended you to? And don’t think
I don’t know about your chat with Oriech pointing you in my
direction to begin with. That meddlesome fool is flagrantly
overstepping himself in his interference. I despise when the
defenders of a world insist upon bending the rules in their
favor…”

“Why push the issue? Why would you allow
yourself to be discovered?”

“What fun would life be if I gave you all the
answers?” he said. “That’s enough of a rest. Move.”

For the moment, Desmeres was more intrigued
with the riddle than anything else, working at it as he climbed.
Not two minutes had passed before he had the answer.

“You didn’t think I’d trusted her. You wanted
to see if I had some other weapon against you than I’d shown or
spoken of.”

“Correct. And if there is one thing
that has surprised me about you, it was the discovery that you
had been open with her. I almost didn’t take her when you
sent her on her way. A wise foe, the sort of foe I imagined
you to be, would have been using her as bait. It is disappointing
in a way. Women? So simple a weakness for a figure who in so many
ways have proved almost worthy of my respect?”

“Funny. You learn this about me and call it a
weakness. I learn it about myself and call it a strength.”

“Oh? And in what way to do you find strength
in such an act, laying yourself bare to another person knowing full
well the risk it exposes you to?”

“What fun would life be if I gave you all the
answers?”

The journey continued slowly. Ledges became
wider and more frequent as the cave branched into a long, tall,
narrow chamber. Desmeres led Epidime forward with a blade pressing
into his back. Their steps echoed and intermingled with the
constant sound of trickling water. The farther they progressed, the
louder the sloshing and trickling became. Two other things became
more evident as they progressed as well. Flakes of crystal embedded
in the stone of the walls became increasingly common, and as their
density increased the glow of Epidime’s conjured light dimmed. Soon
it was barely a match for the weak glow of the sword’s gems.

“Would you like me to fetch a torch from the
packs your men so generously provided? Because it seems your magic
won’t serve us for much longer.”

“If something besides your guidance is
required, I assure you, I will inform you.”

Desmeres let his fingers brush across the
wall. Moisture dripped through pores that riddled the stone. To his
left, the ledge dropped smoothly away into an inky void. The air
here was heavy with moisture, and as they had progressed inward,
the cave had become warmer as well. A dank, stagnant scent hung in
the air that brought him back to the last time he’d traveled
through the cave. It was certainly true that he’d taken care to
memorize, to the best of his ability, the path he’d taken. And this
stretch, so near to where it led out into Melorn Forest, was
particularly vivid in his mind.

“You can feel it, can’t you? The way the
mountain tugs and teases at the edge of your soul. Spells unravel.
And spirits… I’ve heard tales from the wizards who made it through.
There were parties of spellcasters who lost most of their groups
not to the innumerable hazards and the failures of their
navigational spells, but because of the madness of wailing spirits
rendered too weak and unfocused to leave the chamber of their
demise.”

“Intimidation. I should warn you, that hasn’t
been a tactic of pronounced success with me.”

“I suspect that is because no one has ever
presented you with a credible threat. But you and I wouldn’t be
here right now if this cave did not pose a threat to you. So I will
offer you one last opportunity. Give up on Entwell and hide
yourself as best you can. You’ll need to. Because the remaining
Chosen are beyond a shadow of a doubt ready, willing, and able to
destroy you as soon as the state of the world is stable enough to
make an open hunt for your vile, manipulative spirit worth the
risk. But if you force me…” Desmeres turned to face him. “I think
this is as far as we shall go.”

Epidime looked coldly in his eye. “So soon? I
would have imagined you would try your gambit closer to the cave’s
center.”

“Call me impatient.”

Desmeres took two swift strides toward the
edge. Epidime moved with deceiving speed and reached out with one
hand, gripping him viciously by the arm to keep him from hurling
himself off the edge. Desmeres smoothly pivoted, digging one heel
into the slippery slope and delivering a punishing kick to
Epidime’s ankle. Not a hint of pain painted the D’Karon’s face, but
the shifting weight and balance proved too much for him. He began
to pitch forward. Flares of magic became visible around him as
wisps of dim violet light, but the influence of the walls stripped
his attempted spell of its strength and a heartbeat later both
Desmeres and Epidime were plummeting into the void.

Epidime must have been trying his very best
to summon some manner of mystic effect to arrest his fall, because
the weakening spell that had lit their way vanished entirely,
replaced with the sparks and flashes of failed magic and the weak
glimmer of his own sword. Without light, the fall was a
soul-twisting and terrifying experience, no indication of where the
walls were, where the ground was, or when their tumble would come
to a sudden and violent end. They struck the opposite wall twice as
they fell, thumping painfully into it but neither stopping or
slowing their descent.

Several seconds later they plunged into icy
water. The cold seized Desmeres’s chest. He had to fight from
wheezing out what might be his last breath. He drew his small blade
and sliced the straps of the pack on his back. In the darkness it
was difficult to know which way was up, but if he didn’t shed his
load, it wouldn’t matter. It was why he’d been so willing to leave
the bulk of weapons behind. Anrack’s precious Elite Armor would not
be so easily shed.

After an eternity he burst to the surface and
gasped for breath. The water was flowing swiftly, thrashing him
against the walls. Biting cold stung at his wounds, but when a
curve in the flow threw him against an almost glassy slope he
managed to dig his blade into the stone and haul himself free of
the current. The darkness was absolute, and he had no means to
conjure light of his own. He didn’t need to. This part of the cave
was intimately familiar to him. Twice during his attempted exit
he’d found himself tumbling into this very pool. The walls were
treacherous, prone to crumbling collapse. Mounds of jagged,
dislodged stone marked where sections of the ceiling had fallen. He
fumbled with his already numbing limbs as he tried to pull himself
higher along the stone outcropping, but each wrong move threatened
further collapse. The chamber was nothing short of a death trap…
which was precisely what he hoped it would be for Epidime.

Once he was firmly out of the water he
steadied his breath and took stock of the situation.

“Pitch-black and potentially stranded with
the greatest remaining enemy of my world. Difficult to imagine this
has so far been going as I’d hoped…” he wheezed.

He shut his eyes and thought back to his time
here. Scaling the wall back to the ledge above would be impossible.
The slick and frozen stone formed itself into overhangs that would
be dangerous to climb with the proper gear, contributing more to
the collapse hazard than offering handholds. He tried to blink the
water from his eyes. There was so much silt, stone, and crystal
stirred up within that he felt as though he’d gotten glass powder
in his eyes. It made it too dangerous to drink, which was its
greatest threat when he’d found his way here during the exit, but
moreover the tiny bits of crystal just might make it a proper
defense against Epidime. He wouldn’t be able to leave Anrack’s body
without succumbing to the diffusion and diffraction of the crystal
shards, and thus the commander’s body would be his tomb. Now, all
that remained was to avoid a similar fate for himself.

#

Genara and her brother sat upon the running
board of the carriage, surrounded by the Elite soldiers. She seemed
resigned to her fate, simply sipping some of the brandy from her
pack which the soldiers had, with great reluctance and greater
scrutiny, allowed her to fetch.

“You’re sure you don’t want some?” she said,
offering the bottle.

The soldiers didn’t even acknowledge her.

“No, I suppose not,” she said. “I could have
poisoned it, after all. Do you mind if I let my brother have some?
His nerves could use some steadying.”

After a moment, the nearest soldier gave a
nod, and Genara topped off her glass and gave it to Lem. He shakily
took it and sipped at it.

“Wh-what have you gotten yourself into,
Genara?” he said.

She sighed. “Evidently this is what one can
expect if one is foolish enough to seek out heroism.”

“Heroism? These are the Elite! They’re our
own soldiers!”

She took a sip directly from the bottle,
briefly allowing her carefully trained decorum to drop away.

“They aren’t the problem,” she said, glancing
around to their captors. “I want you to know I mean that. I don’t
blame you for this. Your heart is in the right place. The problem
is the rest of you is being led astray. You, for instance.”

Genara pointed to one of the older members of
the Elite.

“You look like you’ve been in the game for
quite some time. Even though you’ve probably been on the road for
days, you don’t look nearly as shabby as this fellow.” She
indicated a younger, less fit soldier. “No offense, kid, but I’ve
heard the queen padded out the Elites lately with some of her
friends from the old days, and the lack of discipline shows.” She
turned back to the older man. “Desmeres and I spent quite a bit of
time together over the last few weeks. I’ve heard the story of the
Battle of Verril and the events leading up to it from him.
Evidently a few of you had to camp out in this very spot, waiting
for what turned out to be Myranda Celeste to leave the cave. Is
that true?”

Again, he didn’t acknowledge the question.
She continued regardless.

“I’d not heard that bit in any of the other
accounts that have trickled through to the public. Small detail, I
suppose, but it explains those boxes over yonder, and that ratty
old tent canvas. It’s a real shame how often you boys have been
used to hunt down people trying to do right by their world.”

Lem finished his cup, but turned down a
refill. “I used to worry about you. Constantly. But I didn’t think
you’d end up in more danger when you left Clennock’s
Den.”

“I’m not sure what I was expecting, but
believe me when I say if I’d realized the danger I was putting you
and Father in, I never would have ventured out. The problem is this
Epidime. If not for him, the Elites never would have been a
problem. Staying ahead of them is actually remarkably simple, once
you know how they work.” She glanced to the older soldier. “Again,
no offense.”

“Epidime… but he was one of the five
Generals. And the five Generals are dead.”

“Not dead, not all of them. Most of them are
just gone. Or at least, so everyone thought. But now Epidime
has shown his face. Or taken someone else’s.” She glanced around to
the others. “You at least believe that, don’t you? Because
I’ve spoken to Commander Anrack before. And that
wasn’t him. Not by a long shot.”

The soldiers gave no reply, though the two
former Undermine soldiers among them began to show obvious doubt in
their expressions.

“After ages, the man decides to heal his
wounds? How precisely did he achieve it? Does anyone know? … I
suppose not. One doesn’t question a superior officer. That would be
poor discipline. And a complete shift in personality as well.
Rather obvious signs. Now I hear him saying something about a code
word that give any random stranger complete command over the
Elites? Doesn’t that strike you as the sort of precaution one might
take if he was, for example, likely to change forms and didn’t want
to give up control?”

Lem looked to his empty cup again and shakily
offered it for a refill as the weight of the observations pressed
down upon him. She poured a splash of brandy into it.

“To tell you the truth, I’m starting to get a
feel for how these D’Karon work. Now that I know their ways and
means, the thought of them commanding the Elites in secret doesn’t
concern me nearly as much as this blatant revelation of their
manipulation,” Genara said.

“Why?”

“Because when they run things in secret, like
they did for the whole war, it means they’re trying to keep things
the same. They don’t want to stir things up. When they
reveal themselves, what does that mean? It means they
don’t need the cloak and dagger anymore. At least, not the cloak.
It means they’re near enough to their goals that secrecy has no
value any longer. Epidime senses the end game, and he believes he’s
won.” She sipped the brandy. “And I’m not certain he’s wrong.”

“How could going into the Cave of the Beast
be a victory? He’ll be killed! They’ll both be killed,” Lem
said.

She grinned and shook her head. “I forgot how
blind I was before all this started. How much I thought I knew.
Bah. I suppose it could all be lies. And at any rate, it scarcely
matters. The likelihood of either of us getting out of this alive
is practically nil. But you know something, Lem? … I don’t regret
all of it. Some of the things I’ve learned… Do you know I
actually spoke to the hand of fate? Looked him in the eye…
so to speak, he was wearing a blindfold.”

“Fate is blind?” Lem said.

“Yep.”

“That explains a lot.”

“Nice old fellow, though. Calls himself
Oriech. And the things I’ve seen, Lem. The things I’ve heard…”

Genara glanced about, no apparent focus for
her search.

“I learned a word. A phrase, actually. Sort
of musical. It’s supposed to be good luck.”

“What’s the phrase? I’d say now would be a
good time for luck.”

She corked the bottle and set it down.

“Narissa Naruma.”

The words may as well have been an invitation
for chaos to join their discussion. Twangs and snaps came from all
sides. Darts trailing long threads dug into the ground, the trees,
and even the stone. The soldiers burst into motion, but the attack
was coming from everywhere at once. Tiny, shrill voices filled the
air. Small, half-seen figures sprinted from the trees, each toting
coils of twine and assorted bizarre mechanisms. Loops found their
way around arm and between legs. Coiled springs turned wheels and
reeled in hand-held winches. A veritable web of strands formed
seemingly of its own accord, tripping up and entangling soldiers.
One by one the men tumbled from their feet and the dashing figures
hammered pegs and spikes into the earth around them. More rope wove
back and forth between the pegs, binding them down tight.

It all happened so quickly. Before they could
even react, the less skilled of soldiers were already down. The
best among them managed a few quick swipes of their swords and
stomps of their feet, but it was too little, too late. Barely a
minute after the onslaught began it was over. Every last soldier
was pinned to the ground, and one by one, the rescuers stopped to
catch their breath. In total, there were thirty of them, gnomes
familiar from the celebration, and chief among them was Gwellin
himself.

“Many thanks, Gwellin,” Genara said slipping
from her seat to crouch before him. “You did a fine job,
particularly on such short notice.”

“Bah. You’re just lucky so many of the others
lingered in my neck of the woods after we were through
dancing.”

Lem, frazzled, peeked out from within the
carriage. He’d taken cover as the madness erupted.

“What in heaven’s name was that!? What
are these things? And why did they rescue you?”

“I’m a friend of the burrow,” Genara said
simply. “It’s a long story. Listen, Gwellin. I need you and your
friends to follow me into the cave. Desmeres is inside and—”

Gwellin put his hand to the back of his head.
“Um… About the cave…”

“We need to hurry! I had to wait until
Epidime was far enough away that he couldn’t stop you from helping
with the Elites. If we don’t move quickly he could be too far
inside to be found, to say nothing of what he might do to Desmeres
at any moment.”

“We aren’t going to help you with the cave,
Genara,” Gwellin said.

“But I’m a friend of the burrow! And so is
Desmeres!”

“Friendship only goes so far! That is the
Cave of the Beast, Genara. Dwarfs don’t even
go in there, and it’s loaded with gems. Do you know how hard
it is to keep a dwarf out of a good mine?” He hefted his crossbow.
“I’m not a fighter, I’m a tinkerer. That still makes me a better
fighter than most because, well, I’m a gnome…”

The other gnomes cheered at this. Combined
with a bit of a waver to their stance, it suggested they were still
pleasantly under the effects of the strong drink they’d been
enjoying at the celebration.

“But being a gnome also means I’m too smart
to hurl ourselves into the mouth of a beast that’s eaten people who
fancy themselves brilliant fighters.”

“I think we can best the beast of the cave!”
slurred one of the other gnomes. “After all, we bested that
mighty beast.”

He indicated a bank of snow beside the
carriage, where Dowser had been hogtied. From the way his tail was
wagging and his tongue was lolled out of his mouth, the puppy did
not seem to feel this was much of a problem. Genara groaned and
knelt beside Dowser to undo his bonds.

“What are you doing! That is my personal
conquest!” said the tipsy gnome.

“Gwellin, we have to go in there. Desmeres
could die, and I don’t want to think about what will happen if
Epidime gets what he’s after. We made a plan!”

“I know but… the Cave of the Beast.”

“According to Desmeres there isn’t even a
beast in it! You have to help me.”

“I know, I know. Listen. I put a lot of
thought into it, and I am going to help you.”

He gestured to one of the other gnomes, a
somewhat burlier one—in relative terms—with an apparatus strapped
to his back. It looked similar to the crossbow Gwellin relied so
heavily on, but it was somehow less artful, less refined.

“This is the first version of my crossbow. It
is a bit awkward and inelegant by my standards. Everything about it
is too broad, too big, too rough and with too hard an action. But
for you, it just might work.

He handed it up to her, barely able to
support its full weight. Genara took it and looked it over. It was
a bit small for her hand, but not terribly. If her hands were any
less dainty she wouldn’t have been able to access the trigger
within its guard. As it was meant as a shoulder-mounted weapon, it
required an awkward hand position to aim it. Other than that,
though, it looked like a smaller, bizarrely complex version of the
weapons she’d seen the bodyguards of some of her wealthiest
customers hang at their sides.

“It is simple to operate. Just roll the wheel
in the back there to draw the bow, drop a bolt into the notch
there, aim, and pull the trigger to fire. Hold it good and tight,
though. It kicks like a boar. Thlempin there has a few more
bolts.”

Genara looked to another gnome holding five
blackened metal darts. She scooped them up and tucked them into a
pocket, then hung the weapon at her side.

“Fine. I’ll go alone,” Genara said. “But if I
call on you folks again, you’d best remember how you came up short
this time.”

“We’ll make you proud!” Gwellin said. “And if
you die, I’ll make a fine statue in your honor.”

Lem tugged the sword free from the hand of
one of the struggling Elite.

“You’re not going alone, Genara. If you’re
going in the Cave of the Beast, I’m coming with you.”

“Don’t be stupid, brother. This isn’t your
fight.”

“It isn’t your fight either. And at
least I swing a pick and heave a shovel for a living. I might be of
some use.”

“You are my younger brother and I forbid it!”
she snapped. “What if something happens to both of us? Who will
care for father?”

“But…”

“You stay here, see to the horses. Ready
bandages and the like. Keep a sword close and if Epidime tries to
leave, strike him down. If it seems like we aren’t going to return,
you find a way to take care of Father.”

“You always were bossy…”

She stowed her stiletto alongside the bow and
picked up Dowser, who was still struggling with the last few loops
of cord and attempting to playfully devour or inhale the nearest
gnome.

“That’s because I know what’s best. I’m
older, remember?”

“Good luck to you, Genara,” Lem said, hugging
her as best he could while she was so encumbered. “Come back
safe.”

“I intend to,” she said.

He lit a torch for her from the Elite’s
equipment and presented it. She took it and moved swiftly into the
cave before she could talk herself out of it. Once she was a few
steps inside, she set Dowser down.

“I hope Desmeres trained you well enough
while I was gone…” Genara said.

The puppy sniffed the ground and ambled
forward. Behind her, she could hear most of the gnomes retreating
into the woods again. All but one.

“So…” Gwellin said, just at the edge of her
hearing. “You’re a Copperwright too? Interested in buying any
jewelry?”

“Don’t let him swindle you!” Genara called
back to her brother, before muttering to herself as she traveled
deeper. “I really thought being a hero would come with a bit more
dignity than this.”

She knelt beside Dowser.

“I don’t know your commands, and I don’t know
if you can even track Desmeres with those charms of his on, but if
that nose is good for anything, use it now.” She pointed to the
ground. “Follow. Find them. He’ll be in a bad way if we don’t.”

Dowser didn’t give much of an indication that
he understood a word of what she was saying, but he did follow her
gesture to the ground. Once his nose was down, it stayed down, and
he trotted forward, sniffing all the way. Genara hurried across the
slick stone, torch held high and strange weapon tight in her grasp.
The farther into the cave they traveled, the sharper and deeper the
echoes. As branching tunnels presented themselves, Dowser turned to
follow this one or that without raising his head to offer a glance.
There was no doubt he smelled something, but having witnessed
firsthand the less than impressive intellect of the puppy, Genara
did her best to remember which turns she was making. If it turned
out Dowser was tracking down the scent of a particularly
interesting rabbit or lizard, she wanted to at least have the hope
of escaping.
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The feeling returned to Desmeres’s limbs, and
not that it did him any good in the darkness, tears had washed the
grit from his eyes. For the last few minutes he’d moved slowly and
carefully along the ledge, listening for any evidence that Epidime
had survived. When last he’d found his way out of this pit, it had
been by creeping with care to the upstream end of the pool where
the water filtered through the remains of some ancient cave-in.
There, at least decades ago when he’d passed through, he’d
eventually found the rusted remnants of a chain mounted into a
series of the larger boulders. Presumably it had been installed by
a particularly resourceful wizard or warrior at some point in the
past while seeking the fabled beast of the cave.

There was little more than the constant echo
of water as he worked his way in what seemed to be the proper
direction. Not a flicker of light, not the crunch of another
footstep. Finally he found his way to the gravely remnants of the
collapse and waded into the water. Here the first glimmer of light
found him, a faint ember of glow from the gems of his sword
somewhere beneath the surface, too far for him to clearly see where
it had landed. Icy, stinging fingers were ill-suited to the task of
discerning a cold metal chain from frozen stone, but he doubted he
had the strength to find his way to the top of the collapse without
the chain to help him.

In a moment of profound relief, his fingers
closed around an ice-encrusted shape that could only be a chain.
Panic washed that relief away when, as he tugged at the chain, he
felt fingers close around his ankle. He held tight as the grip
threatened to drag him along the jagged stone and beneath the water
once more.

Light as weak as starlight flickered from
beneath the water, illuminating the vague form of the commander’s
body hauling itself upward, Desmeres’s sword still at his belt.
Desmeres reached to his own belt and drew his blade, but Epidime’s
other hand reached up and caught his wrist in a crushing grip.
Water poured off Epidime’s borrowed body and he spat it from his
mouth, fighting a breath in to replace it. The usurped commander’s
body climbed fully from the water.

“I must compliment you on the ferocity of
your plan.”

His voice was hollow, unnatural, as though
his lungs and throat were shredded and ruined, yet somehow still
functioning.

“You were not far from correct. This cave
is among the most confounding places I’ve had the misfortune
to venture. But, as I’ve learned, the human body can be pushed far
further than one would imagine. It takes so little strength to keep
it moving for hours past the point of death.”

Epidime threw Desmeres aside, tearing the icy
chain from his hand. Desmeres landed hard atop jagged stones and
heard a sickening snap as a boot came down on his wrist.

“I thank you for your impatience, though,”
Epidime said. “I knew you lacked the conviction to take your own
life, but I honestly wasn’t certain how you would have sought to
stop me. Now that you’ve made your move and failed, I am prepared
to make mine.”

He slid a waterlogged torch from his pack and
crouched, gripping the end in one fist while he spoke.

“I wonder, have you read our writings on the
nature of the Mark of the Chosen?” he said, steam sizzling from the
end of the torch. “It really is a remarkable means to protect the
most powerful of your world from a threat like me. Marvelously
useful. A simple curve and point that summons divine wrath upon
those who would do this world harm… But the thing that makes the
mark most valuable isn’t that it can so easily be applied. What
makes it useful is that it is as much a thing of the soul as it is
of the body, at least for the chosen who rightly bear
it.”

The end of the torch finally burst to
flame.

“Lesser marks, or mundane creatures given the
Mark of the Chosen, don’t enjoy this benefit.”

He drove the handle of the torch into the wet
gravel, drew his sword, and pulled Desmeres up by his bandaged
hand.

By the flickering light of the torch,
Desmeres watched his own gem-studded sword flick through the air.
Through a lifetime of honing his skill at creating such works of
martial art, he’d always suspected he would one day watch the
supernaturally sharp edge of one of his swords meet his flesh. It
was unique, almost mystifying. Had he not seen it happen, he
scarcely would have known it had happened at all. There was pain,
certainly, but it came to him as short, sharp sensation that left
behind a vague warmth and numbness. There wasn’t even much blood,
as though his body had yet to notice the injury.

The mercy was short-lived. Epidime dropped
his sword and pulled his wrist to the torch, cauterizing it.
Desmeres’s screams echoed through the cave. Epidime reached down
and tore the pendants from about his neck enduring a spark and
flash as he did so, then hoisted him to his feet.

“Let that be a lesson to you. Never trust
your safety to a part of your body you can live without.”

The terrifying pressure closed in about his
mind. It was a fierce, clawing sensation. He could almost feel it
tearing at him. This wasn’t the gentle, nefarious attempt to claim
his mind unnoticed. Perhaps nuance required a level of mystic
effort that the cave would now allow. Perhaps this was an attempt
to ruin him, to eradicate him. It was something beyond pain,
pushing past the throbbing agony of his wrist. But as horrific as
it felt, it remained at the surface.

Desmeres clenched his teeth and met Epidime’s
gaze to see a look of angry realization come to his face. He threw
Desmeres down again and tore back his hood. After grabbing a
handful of hair, he revealed a fresh mark tattooed on his neck, the
same complex sigil that had been branded on his hand.

Epidime released Desmeres and let him slump
against the stone again, cradling his wounded arm.

“Well, then,” he said, wheezing through the
pain. “You did tell me all you needed was the head. It
seemed prudent to add some extra protection. And now… that you’ve
made your move and failed. I would say the game is done.
Push your body to its limit. Take every last minute you can wring
out of that broken body. It won’t be enough. I assure you, you’ll
die here, or you’ll reach the outside again to find what I’ve got
waiting for you there. But you won’t have Entwell…”

Epidime reached down and pulled him from the
ground. He slammed Desmeres against the half-collapsed wall,
causing a cascade of gravel to trickle down and splash into the
water. Desmeres’s single healthy arm lashed out, clutching at the
jingling chain he’d hoped would be his salvation.

“Oh, I’ll have Entwell. You came from that
place. Myranda came from that place. Lain came from that place. It
may take me a generation to break Myranda and claim her memories,
or to find another one of your fellow Entwellians who has made the
journey to the Northern Alliance… But before that happens, am going
to hold you under this wretched water until I see the life leave
your eyes.”

Epidime focused intently on Desmeres’s eyes,
as though hungry for the fear and despair he’d hoped to instill.
Instead, Desmeres simply smiled, a look of relief on his face.

“Thank you…” Desmeres said. “It seems fitting
to be reunited with Trigorah by the man who took her from me.”

The D’Karon offered a soul-twisting smile in
return. “Reunited? No… That sigil you so cleverly marked yourself
with? The one that has locked me out of your body and could have
locked me in that of the woman? … What do you suppose it will do to
your spirit? And hers? Your soul will be locked
inside your motionless husk until the mark is destroyed, and then
will be trapped within this cave just as surely as mine would
have.”

“I see… Then the least you can do is keep me
company.”

Desmeres whipped the chain at Epidime’s neck.
It wrapped tight and he drove a boot into his foe’s chest,
stretching the chain taut.

“Fool!” Epidime growled, his voice labored.
“This body is already dead!”

He squeezed Desmeres’s neck tighter, then
turned and plunged him down into the shallow water. Desmeres
struggled, but there was no breaking Epidime’s grip. His one hand
instead came to rest on the grip of his fallen sword. Already the
life was draining from him. Wielding the weapon would do little
good. His numb fingers dragged across the grip. A ring at the base
of the cross guard turned… and finally aligned with the other runes
of the handle.

The stored magic should have been monumental,
but the cave’s effect dampened it terribly. Still, lashing tendrils
of white-blue light coiled forth and struck the stone wall. Gravel
and stone began to pour down.

Epidime released Desmeres and tugged at the
chain about his neck. Desmeres rolled aside and staggered to his
feet, coughing painfully as he threw his weight against the
D’Karon. The combined force and the mad struggles did their work.
Larger and larger stones began to rain down.

For perhaps the first time in his existence,
Epidime showed genuine fear. He abandoned battling and dragged the
now slackening chain behind him, fleeing into the water to escape
the cascade of stones. Desmeres scrambled after him, doing his best
to trip and stagger the fleeing monster. There was little need. In
the final moments of the torch’s light before it was snuffed out,
the wall itself appeared to be chasing the pair. A landslide of
rushing water and loose stone rolled forward.

As massive stones struck the water, a wave of
the frigid stuff swallowed the them, carrying Desmeres away even
more quickly than the current had. Epidime was not so lucky. The
last thing Desmeres heard before he slipped under the water was the
cold clank of the chain going taut once more and the first half of
a vicious cry of anger.

The exertion, the cold, the pain, and the raw
damage to his body finally pushed Desmeres beyond his limit. In the
blackness of the cave he distantly felt himself strike the stone of
the wall and then… nothing at all…
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Genara stood at the base of a wall, gazing
upward in despair. Dowser had led her to this point, and now barked
and howled upward. She would never be able to climb the wall
and bring Dowser along. And without the pup she wouldn’t be
able to continue following the trail.

“Damn it, Desmeres…” Genara said. “Why would
you go somewhere I can’t follow. Just what am I supposed to do
now?”

Dowser stopped howling for a moment and
raised his head. His floppy ear rose slightly, and he suddenly
howled far more aggressively down a side tunnel before scrambling
back. Genara plucked up the dog.

“What’s gotten into you now?”

A low rumble shook the tunnel around her, one
Dowser had heard before her.

“I don’t need a dog to track
that…”

She rushed toward the ongoing tremor. The
thought that the whole cave might be collapsing and that at any
moment the ceiling could come crashing down upon her head flitted
through her mind, but she pushed it aside. Desmeres was in trouble,
and worse than that, he had a job to do that was too important to
remain undone. The slippery floor of the cave threatened to send
her tumbling each time she found an uneven patch, but she pressed
on. She abandoned any attempt to keep track of the way back to
safety. This rumble wouldn’t last forever. Already it was dying
away. She needed to find her way to the source before it ended,
because if she didn’t there was no telling if she would have
another clue of his whereabouts.

A dozen twists and turns into her frantic
run, Dowser dislodged himself. Rather than sprinting away from the
fading rumble as she expected, he tumbled to his feet and galloped
onward again, howling and pausing to sniff at the air every few
moments. He’d found the scent again, or at least a scent to
get excited about, and it was in the same direction as the rumble.
The pup picked up speed and it was all Genara could do to keep the
little creature in the pool of light cast by her torch. The floor
of the cave became slicker, the walls wept moisture, and the rumble
entirely faded into a more general rush of water.

Without warning, the running puppy abruptly
vanished from view, yelping a few times as a scrabbling, bouncing
roll ended in a splash of water. Genara skidded to a stop at the
edge of a long slope of lose debris. Dowser had heedlessly charged
over the edge of the slope and tumbled down it. When she raised her
torch high enough to catch a glimpse of the little dog, he was
paddling and splashing across shallow pools scattered amid great
heaps of fallen stone. As always, the puppy seemed through some
combination of luck, resilience, and lack of sense to escape any
injury from his tumble.

“Dowser, slow down! Stay where I can see
you!” Genara called, for all the good it would do.

She navigated her way down along the pile of
stone. Much of it was still unsteady, shifting in terrifying ways
as she attempted to traverse it, but with a bit of care she reached
the bottom of it and stepped onto a comparatively solid bit of
stone wrapped about a flowing pool of water. The liquid sparkled
under the light of the torch, little flecks of dislodged crystal
catching the light of the torch with an eerie beauty.

Dowser released a long and insistent howl,
just beyond the edge of the light. Genara exchanged as much care
for speed as she dared. Dowser, his shaggy fur drenched with
freezing water, wadded toward her and barked with clear
desperation, then tromped through the water into the darkness
again. Genara slipped and slid along the stone until finally she
found what the beast had.

Desmeres’s battered form had been washed a
fair distance up the rocky bank of the underground river. The
collapse must have blocked the flow and raised the water level
somewhat. The puppy scampered all over him, nosing under his chin
and slathering his face with urgent licks. She knelt beside the
injured man and set down her weapon. Placing her ear to his mouth,
she listened. The quiet, ragged release of breath assured her that,
for now at least, he was still alive.

Glorious, joyous relief rushed over her, but
lingered only briefly. The half-elf was in a bad way. A thousand
little scrapes covered his body. One shoulder lay in an unnatural
angle, pulled out of proper alignment. And then there was his arm.
She covered her mouth and felt a wave of shock and nausea roll over
her as she realized his hand was missing.

Desmeres coughed, startling the puppy and
Genara alike, then squinted at the light of the torch. In that
moment, a cold thought drifted into Genara’s mind. She tightened
her grip slightly and reached aside for the crossbow.

“Desmeres?” she said.

“You shouldn’t have come this far,” he
wheezed. “Too dangerous.”

“You look like you’ve had a rough time of
it,” she said, humor glimmering amid the swirl of heady
emotion.

“Not as tough as Epidime,” he said, one edge
of his mouth fighting into a grin briefly.

“Where is he?” she asked, squeezing at the
crossbow.

“I don’t know… There… Somewhere beneath that
stone.”

His voice was beyond labored, like it was
taking every ounce of his strength to muster even the
near-whisper.

“And we’re… sure he’s gone…” She
asked.

“We… don’t want him gone…” he said. “We want
him there… forever…”

“And is he there? Or…” She touched his face.
“Is he here, Desmeres…”

He coughed violently. “I suppose there is
only one way to tell.”

She leaned low and gazed into his eyes. In
them she saw pain, but also peace. They were deep, calm. These were
they eyes of a man who had reached the end of his road, and was
satisfied with the journey.

“Convinced?” he said.

Genara dropped the crossbow and placed a hand
on his cheek, tears welling in her eyes. “You did it,
Desmeres…”

“I did what I could. I hope it is enough.” He
coughed again and looked in her eyes. “But if this is the last
sight I get to see in this life… I must have done something
right…”

His eyes slid shut. His breathing slowed.

Genara pulled his arm over her shoulder and
dragged him from the ground.

“Oh, no… You’re not dying yet. You’ve got
more work to do,” she growled, tears running down her face.
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Desmeres’s eyes opened. For days he had been
in and out of consciousness. He had the vaguest memories of travel,
time spent in a carriage trundling along the roads of the Northern
Alliance. Now he found himself in a warm bed, oil lamps casting
dancing shadows across sturdy furniture and glorious paintings.
Oddly, a full-size harp was set before a chair in one corner, and
three different string instruments hung like showpieces on the
wall. A warm weight upon his legs turned out to be the sleeping
form of Dowser. Genara dozed in an overstuffed, upholstered chair
beside the bed. She was dressed once more in elegant, graceful
clothes rather than the heavy layers of travel. Her genuine, honest
beauty hadn’t faltered for a moment while they traveled together,
but seeing her now reminded him how truly exquisite she was.

She stirred, her eyes fluttered open. Upon
seeing him awake, her face lit up with relief and joy. She quickly
tempered the look into a wry smile.

“Well, it certainly took you long enough,”
she said.

“Where am I?”

“New Kenvard,” she said. “Myranda and Deacon
are away, but the, uh… malthrope recognized you and insisted
you be treated by the court healers.”

Desmeres lay his head back. “Ivy… I wouldn’t
have expected her to speak in my favor.”

“She’s really rather delightful,” Genara
said. “We are in a spare room in her home. She’s off getting a
dress fitted, I believe.”

“How did I get here?”

“It wasn’t easy. After I hauled your battered
carcass out of the cave, I figured out which of the tied-up Elites
were from the queen’s entourage originally. It seemed they would be
the more… reasonable ones. After seeing what had happened to you,
they were justifiably disturbed. I may have slightly
stretched the truth regarding what happened to you in order to
convince them to help me.”

“How so?”

“The details aren’t important. Let’s just say
they somehow got it into their head that I might be
responsible for your hand being cut off. And I might be
inclined to do it to anyone else who didn’t offer up their help. A
weapon the gnomes gave me turned out to motivate quite a bit as
well.”

He smiled. “Well done.”

“Don’t compliment me yet. To keep them loyal
over the long trip, I offered to give them each one of your
weapons, since I knew where they were hidden.”

He narrowed his eyes and tightened his
lips.

“I don’t know if you would have survived if I
hadn’t. The two Honor Guard Elites agreed to take the two of us and
my brother to New Kenvard, since the capital was nearly as far
away, and the Duke and Duchess would have the best resources to
hold and restore you. We’ve not been here long.”

“What do the people here know about what
happened?”

“Not much,” she said. “Ivy, bless her, didn’t
need to be told what had happened. She just wanted you to be safe
and insisted her people leave us alone while you recovered.”

“Good. What happened to your brother?”

“He’s on the road back to Verril to see to my
father.”

“And you stayed behind?”

“I’ve still got to have a word with Myranda
about the Elite… I did leave instructions for the gnomes to
release them after we’d had a bit of a head start, but I can’t
imagine it’s left them in a forgiving mood.”

She glanced nervously to the window. “I think
they might be in the town… Ivy’s been holding them at bay, I think.
But even if that wasn’t a concern, someone had to be here. Together
we did something remarkable. After what you’ve done, what you’ve
been through, it wouldn’t seem right for you to awaken alone and
confused. Or not at all.”

A voice came from the doorway of the room.
“Quite true. It was a job well done, both of you.”

When Genara looked to the man who had spoken,
her expression shifted swiftly through surprise and recognition
before landing firmly on anger.

“Oh, you’ve got some nerve showing up
now, after what you put us through,” she hissed.

Oriech stood at the door. Though he was
undeniably present, the world around him seemed less so. The flame
of the oil lantern shifted slowly, almost motionless. The air stood
still. Color around them became muted and lifeless. The room and
its contents had stepped back, reality itself giving the trio a
moment alone.

“What right did you have to put that weight
upon our shoulders!”

“It was a task that needed to be done, and
one few could have completed. Had I selected anyone else, I assure
you, it would have ended in failure at best, and at worst the
consequences could have been far more dire.”

“Oh? Are these consequences not dire
enough? I’ll be lucky if I can put the pieces of my life back
together, and Desmeres was nearly killed. He lost his
hand.”

“A terrible price to befall a lifelong
artisan. Though one I suspect Desmeres will be able to rise
above.”

“He shouldn’t have to! What difference does
it make if he’s strong enough to continue after a tragedy like
this, who are you to require it?”

“Genara…” Desmeres said.

“You hush, I’m not through with him. You are
the hand of fate! You’re supposed to shepherd the
world! And yet when you do a poor job of it you step forward
to pluck people from their lives to do your bidding for no crime
greater than being intelligent and capable!”

“I’d committed a fair number of crimes in my
life,” Desmeres said.

“I said hush! That doesn’t change the
fact that this man uses people like you or me rather than stepping
forward to get his own hands dirty. To think I revered you
when we first met, treated you like some heavenly messenger. Well,
maybe you are, but if you’ve got any more messages for me, I don’t
want them. I’ve done my share!”

“You have,” Oriech said, stepping forward.
“You each have performed beyond our hopes. The world owes you a
debt. Genara, your reward will come in time. But I have been
granted the honor of delivering Desmeres’s reward personally. It
isn’t much, but it is well deserved. Give me your hand.”

Desmeres held out his remaining hand. Oriech
felt for it and pressed something cool and heavy into Desmeres’s
palm.

“Don’t squander it. It is very precious,” he
said, closing Desmeres’s fingers over the prize.

He turned toward Genara.

“Madam, I wish you a long, happy life. May
you sleep soundly each night knowing the good you have done will
allow countless others to live in peace and safety. And know that
in the eyes of the divine, you are a hero. Farewell, Desmeres.
Farewell, Genara… Until we meet again.”

And then he was gone. There was no flash, no
wisp of smoke. He was simply present, and then he was not. The only
evidence that he’d ever been present was what lay in Desmeres’s
hand.

He uncurled his fingers. Resting in his palm
was a single coin. Flawless and gleaming, bright red copper that
had yet to take on a hint of patina. The edges still had a
sharpness and the face—a rendering of Queen Caya—had a level of
detail that suggested it had fallen straight from the press to his
hand.

“He gave you a copper? A single copper for
all you’ve done?” Genara said.

“No…” Desmeres said quietly.

He slid the coin to his fingers and flipped
it over. On the tail side, the side that had been resting upon his
bare palm, was the Mark of the Chosen.

“It didn’t burn you…” she said.

“Don’t squander it…” he murmured.

He sat up stiffly, finally waking Dowser, who
scampered to his face to eagerly say a long overdue hello.

“Lay back. Who knows how badly you were hurt?
At least wait until you can see Myranda. Maybe she can help you
with your hand,” Genara said.

“I need the books. I need my weapons. I need
to get back to the task.”

“Why?” Genara said. “You and I have our place
in history now, even if no one knows it but us. Your soul is wiped
clean. You’ve done what you need to do!”

“No. I’ve done what he needed me to
do. I’ve done what the world needed me to do. What I
need to do still remains.”

Genara shoved him to his back, and again
Dowser crawled to his face.

“It can wait. You recover first.” She shook
her head. “We aren’t going anywhere until my name is wiped clean
and we’re certain you are out of danger.”

“Oh? And where are ‘we’ going after
that?”

“To fetch your things, I suppose. Do you
think I’m going to let you do that alone, now that you are
literally single-handed? I am honestly uncertain how you stayed
alive this long without someone to keep an eye on you.”

“And you’ve volunteered for that unenviable
task?”

“For now,” she said, tugging Dowser aside and
patting the dog. “But don’t get used to it. You are far more
trouble than you’re worth.”

He grinned. “So you’ve said. But I’m not
through making trouble.”
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