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Foreword

After I published Republic last year, I thought I had left The Emperor’s Edge characters in a good spot (Rias and Tikaya from Encrypted/Decrypted, too). I didn’t feel a need to write more stories with them. 

Then… every week or so, someone would write and ask if there would be more books in the series. Even though most of those emails specifically asked about Amaranthe and Sicarius, I wasn’t quite sure what I would do with them if I picked up their story again. They do come in as characters in the second half of this book, but of all the main characters, Basilard was the one who seemed to still be waiting for some resolution in his life. So this novel is his story, at least in part. He shares it with a new character. I hope you’ll enjoy reading about both of them.

Before we get started, let me thank my beta readers, Cindy Wilkinson and Sarah Engelke, and my editor, Shelley Holloway. They’ve stuck with me for a lot of books now, and I appreciate their help!

 

 

 


Chapter 1

A hundred sets of eyes watched Ashara Longbow as she walked toward the front of the auditorium. Once, she had climbed trees, swung from branches, and chased enemies through the forest with the agility of a deer. Now, she was praying that she wouldn’t trip and break every bottle in her satchel. 

As she neared the front, she wiped her palms on her wool trousers. The material itched, making her miss the soft supple feel of her buckskins, but today, more than ever, it might help to look like a Turgonian. True, that would be difficult with pale skin, gray eyes, and frizzy red-blonde hair that usually looked like an unruly bush—or had pieces of unruly bushes sticking out of it. The faces that turned to watch her were all darker skinned, framed by brown or black hair. In most cases, at least. A few students had dyed their hair ridiculous colors, then used grimbal grease to make it stick out like porcupine quills. The eccentricities of youth. There were a few other students in their thirties, but most were much younger than Ashara, and they watched her with the jaded indifference of teenagers. It galled her that she needed their votes today.

“What am I doing here?” she muttered as she approached the table set in front of the rows of students.

Her professor, a homely Turgonian woman in her forties, stood a few feet to the side of the table. She nodded encouragingly. At least Ashara had one supporter.

She withdrew the glass bottles from her satchel, nearly dropping one on the floor. The green liquid sloshed alarmingly. She willed her trembling hands to still as she pulled out more bottles. Nobody here would have guessed that she had been trained to kill and had fought in a hundred battles. Her audience was probably marveling that she had managed to dress and get to the university without falling into a canal.

“Smile,” Professor Tatka urged softly.

Smile? Ashara had to be personable in addition to remembering her speech? She bared her teeth at the assemblage, though she didn’t meet any of their eyes. Instead, she focused on the windows at the back of the room, at the cobblestone square outside and the university students walking or bicycling past.

“Never mind,” Tatka whispered. “Don’t do that. That’s alarming.”

Yes, it had definitely been her skills that had once won a lord’s eye, not her charisma. 

A student in the front row yawned. The one next to him was folding his voting ballot into a paper dirigible. 

“Thank you for appearing here today,” Ashara announced—as if her fellow business students had had any choice. “I wish to introduce you to—” Her mouth opened to say the next word, but it disappeared from her mind before she could utter it. In fact, everything disappeared from her mind, as if she had been struck by an enemy shaman with mind-manipulation powers. If only that were the case. She knew how to deal with that problem—a sword to the throat. Or to the gut to ensure maximum torment before death. 

“Thank you for appearing here today,” she repeated, hoping to push her memory back onto the tracks. “I wish to introduce you to…ah…” She looked down at the table. Bottles. Potions. No, Turgonians thought that word implied magic, and magic was as welcome here as a particularly virulent toenail fungus. “Elixirs,” she blurted. Yes, that was it. Part of it. “Alpine Elixirs. That’s my company, yes.” 

“Glad she figured it out,” a front-row student muttered. His seatmates snickered.

“Not like you can understand her anyway with that awful accent.”

Magura’s twisted foot, was it too late to find a sword and start eviscerating people?

“Alpine Elixirs offers three lines of, uhm, elixirs, all with unique properties, all derived from fresh ingredients gathered from the Batladesh Mountains.” Or from the plants Ashara had been growing all over her dormitory room, much to her roommate’s consternation. It wasn’t her fault the Osaka Vine sprouted so vigorously. “The Athletic Elixirs are designed to enhance performance in the rings or on the battlefield. The Clarity Elixirs will help you focus for your tests. The Aphrodisiacs will encourage extra, ah, stamina and amorousness when you, ah—” Should she be talking about this in front of these kids? Most of them were old enough to shave—the men, anyway—but she had no idea if they were sexually active. She hadn’t been at seventeen or eighteen. But she had been more interested in mastering swordsmanship at the time, the kind that involved steel blades and nothing more… biological.

“When you have sex?” a young woman in the front row suggested bluntly. Ah, the charm of the younger generation. 

“Yes,” Ashara said. “All of the elixirs are—”

“Are they magic?” the paper dirigible engineer asked, squinting suspiciously at the bottles on the table. 

“Not at all,” Ashara said firmly. She had anticipated the question. The plants she used might have been enhanced slightly, but another practitioner shouldn’t detect anything unusual about the potions themselves. “I know there’s a history of charlatans selling fake potions that are supposed to help one’s health but that do nothing. I want to invite you to sample my elixirs, so you can see for yourselves that they truly do as claimed.” She withdrew a couple of wooden puzzles, the sliding tiles painted with tiny soldiers that slid around and could be assembled into a Turgonian infantry company in the field. “I suggest you try the puzzle before and after drinking the Clarity Elixir. I have a timer if you wish to use it.” 

This was the weak part of her presentation. Each of the presenting students were only supposed to take three minutes to deliver their spiels and convince the audience to invest, but she hadn’t yet figured out how to sell her product without giving samples, and the elixirs, while truly helpful for enhancing one’s skills for a few hours, took fifteen or twenty minutes before the effects were felt. She had talked a couple of classmates into coming up to sample them and pretend to feel the effects earlier than normal. Since they had both tried the potions before and believed they worked, she did not feel too dishonest about this legerdemain.

“Do I have any volunteers?” Ashara lifted her hand, prepared to point to the third row where her classmates sat, but the dirigible engineer thrust himself to his feet first.

“I want to try the sex one,” he announced, leering over his shoulder at his fellow students. Or maybe he was leering at some woman in the audience. Ashara hoped not.

“Are you lacking stamina?” Ashara asked before she thought better of it. Even if sarcasm came more easily to her than smiles and charisma, she had enough sense to know one shouldn’t insult potential customers. Of course, knowing that and implementing it were different things.

“Not at all,” her volunteer said, pushing his jacket away from his pelvis and smirking as he approached the table.

By habit, and because he turned his leer briefly onto her, Ashara assessed him as a potential combat opponent, noting his height, arm reach, the confidence in his eyes, the athleticism in his movement, and whether he had bulges that might represent hidden weapons. He was someone who would cause her to, if she met him on a road through the wild plains, rest a hand on her sword or pull an arrow from her quiver. Here, in this civilized setting, she forced herself to calmly meet his gaze, then pour a sample of the requested elixir. 

Professor Tatka wrote a few notes in her pad and glanced at a pocket watch. Ashara winced, certain she was taking too long and wasting time that should be spent convincing her audience. She should be handing samples to her staged classmates and talking about sales thus far, not increasing the libido of someone who did not look like he needed such help.

A door in the back creaked open, and a man wearing a cloak walked in, the cowl pulled up over his head. An odd choice for a sunny summer day.

Dirigible Boy quaffed her sample, not hesitating despite the dubious appearance of the viscous grayish-green liquid. Ashara needed to find some natural dyes that would make her products appear more palatable without altering their characteristics. Judging by the way the student’s lips curled, she needed to refine the taste further too.

He recovered quickly, propping his hip on the table and smiling. “Professor Tatka, you’re looking particularly luscious today. Why don’t we go to your office and measure my stamina?”

Ashara would have rolled her eyes—dozens of students snickered—but she noted with alarm that the professor was writing in her pad again. Tatka didn’t think this monkey’s armpit had truly been affected by the potion, did she? It was too soon, and besides, Ashara’s elixirs weren’t supposed to increase one’s bravado—or stupidity. Anything he was saying was a result of his own idiocy, not her elixir.

“I assure you,” Dirigible Boy continued, “I—” He stopped, frowned down at the floor, then grabbed his throat with both hands, and made a gagging noise. 

This time, Ashara did roll her eyes. There were no common allergens in her potions, nor was there anything that could harm humans. Her unwanted volunteer was trying to make her look bad—or maybe he simply delighted in being the center of attention. That seemed likely.

He staggered, gagging more loudly, and several students stood up. Everyone’s gazes were riveted. The figure in the back stood against the wall, his cowl still up, shadowing his features. 

“Quit it,” Ashara whispered, “or I’ll be an ass during your presentation.” What a warning. Alas, she did not have her sword nearby, so an evisceration threat was not an option. Too bad. She wouldn’t have minded challenging this one to a duel. Even if much about Turgonia made her miss her homeland, their laws on killing people were delightfully flexible. So long as both parties agreed to engage in a duel or a match in a ring, one needn’t worry about reprisal for what happened.

Dirigible Boy clutched at the air, his eyes bulging, then crumpled to the floor, his hand flung out, the sample cup rolling across the tiles. 

“Bremon?” Professor Tatka tossed her notepad aside and ran to him, kneeling at his side. 

The rest of the horrified students were standing now. Dozens of hushed conversations flowed from the audience. For the first time, Ashara worried that the kid might not be joking. What if someone had tampered with her potions? Added something poisonous when she hadn’t been around? She didn’t think she had any enemies on campus, but the gods knew she had left behind countless Kendorians who wished her ill. 

Ashara stepped around the table, opening her mouth to say that she had some healing knowledge, but she did not know if Tatka would let her get close, not when her potion had been the cause of the medical emergency.

Before she reached them, Dirigible Boy leaped to his feet, nearly knocking the professor over.

“Joking,” he called. “It was just a joke.” 

He grinned, bowed, then spun toward Professor Tatka, grabbing her hands and helping her to her feet. Then he nearly tipped her off her feet again when he stepped close and kissed her on the mouth.

The formerly worried audience erupted in laughter. Ashara rubbed her face. She hadn’t had much hope of winning this competition when she had put together her speech and business plan. Now, she would be lucky to pass the class.

After a startled moment in which both parties looked like they might be enjoying the kiss, Professor Tatka shoved Dirigible Boy away from her. “Mister Bremon,” she said, “take your seat immediately.”

Dirigible Boy blinked a few times, glanced at his crotch, then mumbled a surprisingly contrite, “Yes, ma’am.” He returned to his seat and dragged a book over his lap.

Ashara dropped her face into her hands. Why couldn’t the idiot have chosen the Clarity Elixir instead? The intelligence boost was clearly what he needed.

“I believe your time is up,” Professor Tatka said, picking up her notepad and frowning at Ashara.

Not able to meet her eyes, Ashara hurried to return her bottles to her satchel. The audience was still tittering and talking. Ashara wished she could leave instead of staying to vote for other presenters. She would have to settle for hiding in a seat far in the back.

As she hustled down the aisle, the figure against the wall finally pushed his hood back. Ashara nearly tripped. Even if she hadn’t recognized the face, the long blond hair, the green eyes, and the sun patterns stitched into the collar of his buckskin shirt would have told her he was a Kendorian. That was bad enough—right now, the last thing she wanted was to run into any of her people—but she had seen him once before, when she had first arrived in the city. She didn’t know his name, but he was the Kendorian ambassador and met regularly with the Turgonian president. She had hoped he had no idea who she was or that she was in the city, but from the steady knowing way he regarded her, she doubted that was true. 

I know of your crime, his eyes said. And if you try to avoid me, there will be trouble.

“I don’t suppose you’re here to see someone else,” she said when he stepped forward and raised a hand to block her from entering the last row of seats.

“No,” he said in Kendorian. He shifted his arm, gesturing toward the doorway. 

Ashara glanced back at the professor, hoping Tatka might order her to stay in the auditorium until the class period was over, but she was helping the next student set up. Not that it mattered. It wasn’t as if a university professor would get in the way of an official ambassador. 

“What do you want?” Ashara asked, heading for the doorway. She asked the question in Turgonian, hoping he would see that she was committed to the republic now and had no intention of troubling Kendor.

“To chat,” he said easily, still in Kendorian. He smiled, a smile she instantly distrusted. “My name is Shukura. I am the diplomatic representative from our country.”

Since he stood aside to let her walk out first, the temptation to flee entered her mind. But if he had found her here, he must know the fake name she had given the administration when she enrolled, and he probably knew where she lived too. Maybe he had known she was in the city from the day she had entered it. Maybe thinking she could hide here—start a new life here—had been foolish from the beginning. 

Ashara stopped under a maple tree at the edge of the square and turned, her arms folded over her chest. She wasn’t ready to give up yet, and he wouldn’t forcibly take her all the way back to their homeland, not without a large squadron of capable guards.

“Your classes do not appear to be going well.” Shukura smiled, tilting his head toward the auditorium.

“One presentation went poorly. My grades are fine.” If barely passing could be considered fine. Ashara would be having an easier time if the lectures and reading assignments were in her native language. But even back home, she had always done better at mastering outdoors skills rather than book learning.

“I have seen your professors’ reports,” Shukura said, not outright contradicting her—there was probably some diplomat’s rule about that—but letting her know that he knew far too much. He tilted his head. “What is it you hope to accomplish here?”

“Nothing that is of any concern to you.”

“No? I thought you might have some plan to get your children back. After two attempts to retrieve them last year, it’s difficult to believe you’ve simply given up.”

Her gut twisted, and she closed her eyes, an image of Jiana and Khanrin playing in the park back home coming unbidden to her mind. The damned ambassador did indeed know too much. 

“Not giving up would have meant my death eventually.” Ashara did not mention the warrant the border guards all had, the one that said she should be shot if spotted. Shukura doubtlessly knew about it.

“I know what you are, Longbow. What you were trained to be. And from what I’ve read of you, you don’t give up easily.”

“Is there a reason why you’re reading about me?” Ashara asked, refusing to show how worried she was about the potential ramifications of this meeting.

“You are here. In my domain. And you are a criminal.”

“I’m not a criminal. I was wrongfully convicted. I only ran away so I could find the person who was responsible.”

“That is not what your record says.”

“The record is wrong.”

Ashara stepped back, hoping he would let the matter go, though she feared he would not. Shukura reached forward, grasping for her arm. Reflexively, she outmaneuvered him, clasping his wrist, her other hand ready in case he tried something else. Though she did not have her sword with her, she was never truly unarmed.

Seconds passed as they stared at each other, her hand around his wrist. She might have the advantage in a physical confrontation, but she was far tenser than he, with far more to lose. Would he call the Turgonian authorities down on her? Try to have her extradited? Would she have to run? Start all over again? 

“Your country needs you,” Shukura said calmly. He never lost his easy smile.

Once, that may have persuaded her, but Kendor had turned its back on her. She would only fight for it again if her children’s safety was at risk. “The country that wants me shot?”

“There’s a message coming in from Mangdoria to their ambassador that my contact was not able to intercept. I don’t know the contents yet, but it is likely a request for assistance. At this time, our people would not find it fortuitous for the Mangdorians to receive Turgonian assistance.”

“Darn.” 

Did he think she cared about political machinations? What could this have to do with her? 

“Your skills may be of some use in this matter,” he said.

“Potion making?”

“No. As I told you, I’ve learned what you were, as well as who you are.”

“Yeah? Did you get a medal for that notable achievement?”

His smug smile was annoying. She supposed this was another place where sarcasm would not serve her well, but she would have enjoyed it if she could find a way to break through his calm facade and visibly irk him.

“Perhaps it will come in the mail once I’ve achieved my objective,” Shukura said, then his face grew more serious. “Now that I have confirmed that you are here, I will have to report your presence to our government. Unless…”

Ashara stared at him, not giving him anything. She did not want him to know that she was worried, that she was already dreading the idea of running again. She was already so far from her children that it was hard not to feel that she had abandoned them forever.

“If you were to work for me, prove your usefulness once again to Kendor, then perhaps the government would not mind so much if you were alive in another country.”

“You don’t have the power to promise that,” Ashara said.

“I promise nothing but an opportunity.” 

She fought the urge to rub her face; that would show him she was rattled. “I’m in school, as you noticed, in the middle of my summer courses.” Courses that wouldn’t have been required if she had done better on her studies this past spring, but required they were. “What is it you want me to do?”

“It will depend on the contents of that note.” For the first time, his lips thinned in annoyance. Irritated that his “contact” had failed to intercept it, was he? “I may need you to travel to Mangdoria.”

“That definitely doesn’t fit into my class schedule.”

“I will speak with your professors if needed.”

Ashara grimaced. She didn’t want him speaking to anyone on her behalf. She wanted him to disappear.

As if she had spoken aloud, he inclined his head and backed away. “Expect to see me again soon.” 

“I can’t wait.”

She dropped her face and pinched the bridge of her nose. Mangdoria. What across all of the plains and forests could he want her to do in Mangdoria? It didn’t matter. She didn’t plan to be in her room when he came looking for her again. Even if she could have started a successful business and provided a stable home for her children, she could never apply to be a citizen now, not under the false name she had planned to use or any other. He would be watching her, and he would know. He would tell them about her past, and she would have to flee from yet another nation. There was no future for her here. She wondered if there was a future for her anywhere. 

• • • • •

Leyelchek “Basilard” of the Walking Bear Clan smoothed the woven grass strands, the tremor in his fingers only slightly less noticeable than the anxious flutters assaulting his stomach. He tried to tell himself that there was no reason to be nervous, but this moment could change his life forever. How could he not be nervous?

“Leyelchek?” came a soft call from the gateway to the presidential gardens. 

As Basilard turned, gazing over the row of fragrant young lavender bushes and rose vines starting to twine up trellises, the flutters in his stomach increased in intensity, threatening to make him sick. If he threw up at Elwa’s feet, it wouldn’t encourage a positive response to his question.

Since he could not call out to her, thanks to the scar tissue that had formed over his vocal cords after a pit fight years earlier, Basilard raised an arm and waved. Over here, he longed to call. Fortunately, unlike most people, Elwa could understand his hand signs. As soon as she reached him, he would be able to “speak” with her—he had lit a few lanterns in the fading light of the gardens to ensure it. All he had to do was find the courage to sign the words he had rehearsed. And not throw up on her.

Elwa came into sight, a light summer dress swishing about her ankles as she strolled toward him. Her long red hair hung freely around her shoulders, and Basilard gulped, his legs growing weak. At work, when she was serving as his translator, she usually wore it bound in a braid or up in a coiffure. He rarely saw her hair down, where it accented her small, knowing smile, her warm blue eyes, and the smooth glow of her skin. 

Needing support, he leaned a hand against the rim of a large pot holding a young maple tree. In his other hand, he clutched the braided cord he had crafted with the blue-green grass from their homeland. So the strands would be supple enough to work with, he’d had to import the seeds and grow the plant fresh here, out on his windowsill. He had carved the flat disk that hung from the grass cord, the Mangdorian flame maple also imported. It was the traditional wood for this purpose. 

As Elwa approached, Basilard slid the necklace behind his back, afraid she would see it before he was ready. Before she was ready.

“What is it, Leyelchek?” Elwa asked, stopping in front of him. 

He loved that she used his real name—that she knew it when so few here did—even if he wasn’t sure he deserved it anymore. The Basilard moniker that the Turgonians had pegged him with seemed all too applicable to him. Sometime in the last few years, he had come to think of himself by it. With all of the knife scars marking his flesh, what was more apt than being named after a blade? The name, and the proof that he had killed often in battle, horrified his pacifist people back home, but as long as it did not horrify Elwa…

She glanced at the darkening sky, at the first stars appearing on the eastern horizon. Wondering why he had asked her to meet him here when the workday was done? She peered up and down the flagstone aisle, the air fresh with the smell of myriad kinds of flowers. It was the perfect night for this, but she seemed to be looking for other people, expecting that he had called her down to some meeting where he would need a translator.

It was time to let her know what he wanted.

Basilard slipped the necklace into his pocket, since he needed both hands to speak with her. Thank you for coming, Elwa, he signed, hoping she wouldn’t notice that vexing tremor to his fingers. I wish to tell you… how much I’ve enjoyed working with you these last six months. Well, that was true, but it wasn’t what he wished to tell her. Not right now. He glared at his fingers, willing them to get to the point.

“Oh,” Elwa said, her voice as sweet and appealing as the roses behind her. “Thank you. I was nervous when my father chose me, because—” She glanced at the flagstones. “Well, I wasn’t sure what to expect from you. I mean, what it would be like to work with you, after you’d, ah, spent so much time here in Turgonia.”

Basilard found it heartening that she seemed nervous too. Did she have some inkling of what he intended to ask? Was she, too, thinking of life-changing moments? He hoped that was the reason she was fumbling her words and not that he was making her uncomfortable.

“I hope you’ve found my service acceptable.” Her forehead wrinkled, as if she worried he might want to relieve her of her position.

That was the furthest thing from his mind, though he did wish they didn’t have the relationship of employer and employee, even if Chief Halemek had made Basilard the ambassador to Turgonia because nobody else wanted to deal with the warrior society and because it had been more comfortable for all if Basilard wasn’t back in his homeland that often. The job didn’t convey any particular power; he was basically a messenger between the two nations.

You are extremely capable, Basilard signed. You know far more languages than our insular people usually study, and most importantly, you can understand me. He raised his eyebrows, hoping the small joke might make her laugh. It always pleased him when he could cause that. 

Elwa did not laugh, but she did smile. “I would not be a very good teacher—or student—if I couldn’t. It’s not as if your hand language isn’t based on our people’s hunting signs. Yes, you’ve added many terms, but the basics are there for anyone who knows them.”

Yes. Basilard did not want to talk about languages or signs, not then. Elwa? Have you ever thought of… Could you see yourself as… He took a deep breath. Elwa, will you marry me?

Her eyes grew round with surprise. So much for his hypothesis that she might be anticipating his question. Basilard dug into his pocket, noticing how sweaty his hand was as he wrapped his fingers around the necklace. He tried to wipe his palm on his trousers at the same time as he withdrew it. He held it out toward her, the braided grass strands dangling from his fingers. For some reason, his eyes focused on the necklace instead of looking up at her face, to see if her surprise had turned into delight or at least interested consideration.

“I—Leyelchek,” she said, her voice difficult to read. It didn’t sound delighted.

Hesitantly, Basilard lifted his gaze. He hoped that wasn’t a wince tightening her eyes. 

“I didn’t expect—” This time, she looked down, avoiding his gaze. “I didn’t realize you felt that way.”

Basilard willed himself not to panic, not yet. She hadn’t said no. She was just surprised. He had been too subtle. Yes, he had invited her to numerous after-hours dances and dinners at the presidential manor, but she must have always assumed he had brought her for work reasons. Even though he had kissed her goodnight more than once, those kisses had all been on the cheek. After so much rejection in his life, especially in these last few years, he had been afraid to presume, afraid she would realize he longed for more than chaste kisses and that she would be… horrified. It had seemed nobler to make his intentions clear first. As he was doing now.

He swallowed, the necklace bumping awkwardly as he signed with it dangling from one hand: Is it something you would consider? I have come to value you a great deal. You are one of the few people who understands me and the only one of our people who doesn’t condemn me for what I’ve had to do to survive. He grimaced, wishing he were explaining himself better. He didn’t want her to think that the only reason he cared for her was because she didn’t scowl at him and promise he was going to Hell because he had chosen violence over death.

“Leyelchek,” Elwa said slowly. “You’re kind and loyal, and have many other wonderful qualities. Now that you’re working on behalf of our people, I’m sure more of them will be able to look past your scars and see that. You’re a good man, and maybe you’ll even be a great man someday, but I’m not… attracted to you in that way.”

Basilard’s hands drooped, the wooden disk bumping against his thigh. Even if he’d still had access to his voice, he couldn’t have spoken then, not with his throat constricting and disappointment pricking at his eyes. 

Elwa shifted her weight, wrapping one hand in the fabric of her dress, her face twisting with discomfort. “I’m sorry if I led you to believe otherwise. I didn’t mean…” She closed her eyes and shook her head. Amid his own disappointment, Basilard also felt miserable for having made her uncomfortable. “I’m sorry,” she blurted, then strode away. 

Her sleeve brushed some of the thorns on the rosebushes, and she pulled it away hastily, the fabric ripping. She kept walking, her pace almost a run as she fled the garden.

For a long moment, Basilard stood there, his chin drooped to his chest. He did not know where to go. Back to his room? A room next door to Elwa’s? Would it make her more uncomfortable to know he was so close? Would knowing she was only a wall away and would always be at least a wall away make him miserable? More miserable?

He stuffed the woven necklace into his pocket. He almost dropped it into the pot instead, since it wasn’t as if he would need it again, but he didn’t want to explain himself if some gardener found it, recognized it as a Mangdorian item, and brought it to his door.

With slow shambling steps, Basilard headed for the gate. Full darkness had fallen, and he had no idea where he would go. Perhaps he would wander the streets of the capital, a city so populous and so different from his mountain homeland that he sometimes felt the press of all the people choking him, making him long for the sparsely populated forests that no longer wanted him.

“Psst,” came a male voice from the shadows outside of the garden gate.

It was an indication of Basilard’s distraction that he hadn’t noticed Maldynado lurking nearby. Once, he had been a great hunter with keenly honed senses, and he had survived countless life-or-death fights here in Turgonia. Maybe his months of sitting at tables and talking to the Turgonian president and other diplomats had dulled his skills. 

“How did it go?” Maldynado asked, ambling out of the shadows, a broad-brimmed hat masking his features. Not that Basilard wouldn’t have recognized his voice from miles away. “Or should I not ask? Usually, it’s not a good sign when the woman flees. I’ve heard. Marriage proposals aren’t something I’ve tried often. Why marry a woman when you can simply charm her into your bedroom, eh?”

Basilard sighed and stopped walking, though a part of him was tempted to continue past, ignoring Maldynado. But when Maldynado leaned against the wrought-iron frame of the gate, folding his arms over his chest, his expression held more sympathy and concern than the flippant words would have implied. He tilted back the brim of his hat, the excessive width appropriate for keeping him dry in a storm and perhaps gathering a few gallons of rainwater for later, as well, then smiled down and thumped Basilard on the shoulder. 

Like most Turgonians, even the women, Maldynado was taller than Basilard, standing nearly six and a half feet, and he was proportionately broad of shoulder and chest. Basilard always felt too short for his stocky build, and Elwa’s words stood out in his mind: not attracted to you. Where Maldynado had flawless bronze skin, high cheekbones, and wavy brown hair that women liked to run their hands through, Basilard kept his head shaven. He felt he had to, thanks to all of the scars that he had acquired on his scalp when he had been forced to fight in pits on a nightly basis. His hair grew in patchy, making him look like a mangy dog, and the less said about that premature bald spot on the top, the better. The rest of his face served him well enough—he had been told by his first wife that he was handsome in his youth—but he always feared the scars it now held made him look like some villain masterminding a plot against the government. Maybe he should have sent Maldynado in to propose for him.

Charming women is not my specialty, Basilard signed. He gazed down the path toward the wide driveway that led in one direction toward the vehicle house and the multi-story presidential manor, and in the other toward the gate in the wall that surrounded the compound. He didn’t know which route he wanted to take, but he decided he wanted to be alone. 

“That’s because you don’t take my advice,” Maldynado said. “You’ve been treating that woman like a colleague, not like the love of your life. Did you ever kiss her? I know I’ve tried to thrust you two together a few times, but if you don’t do some lip pressing with a girl, how’s she supposed to know how you feel?”

Basilard did not care much for Maldynado’s relationship advice under the best of circumstances, and he certainly was not in the mood for it now. Goodnight, Maldynado, he signed. I’m going to take a walk.

“Alone?” Maldynado followed Basilard as he headed for the front gate. “We should go get some apple brandy together. If you wander off alone now, you might fall into a canal. And you might not care if you get out.”

Basilard increased his pace, waving Maldynado away. He had almost reached the gate when a call from the entrance to the manor stopped him.

“Mister Basilard?” A private in the black uniform of the Turgonian army jogged down the steps, waving for him to stop. He was one of the youngest soldiers that Basilard had seen around the manor—being chosen to work here was a high honor usually reserved for older, distinguished men. Then he spotted the insignia on the private’s collar and realized he worked for the intelligence division, the headquarters of which were on the grounds. Odd, what did the intel people want with him?

“Mister,” Maldynado said with a snicker as he strolled up. Apparently, he wasn’t inclined to let Basilard flee into the city on his own.

Ignoring him, Basilard raised his brows as the young soldier approached. 

“I was looking for you, sir. A courier from your country came in this afternoon and delivered this.” The private handed Basilard an envelope that had been sliced open. The contents remained inside, but appeared to have been taken out, read, and then inserted again.

Did it come like this? Basilard signed.

The soldier tilted his head. 

Without Elwa at his side, Basilard was forced to look to Maldynado to translate.

Maldynado pointed at the letter. “Mister Basilard wants to know who read his mail, and if there was anything juicy in it.”

Basilard elbowed his comrade, but Maldynado only smiled, not correcting his “translation.”

“It went through the intelligence office,” the private said. 

Why? Basilard asked.

“I think that’s standard protocol around here,” Maldynado said. “If you don’t want your mail read, you should have it sent to a secret flat in the city. Or you could send it to my place. I doubt Yara would read it. She prefers those Lady Dourcrest novels. Ah, but don’t tell anyone I said that. She wouldn’t want people knowing that her tough enforcer heart likes sappy romance stories. I certainly don’t mind. They give her the most fascinating ideas.”

For more reasons than one, Basilard wished he hadn’t driven off his usual translator.

My missives from Mangdoria don’t usually arrive in this state, he signed.

“Sure they do. You fellows always rifle through the mail, don’t you, Private?” Maldynado asked.

“Ah, that’s standard operating procedure for messages sent to the presidential manor—”

“The Montichelu Manor,” Maldynado corrected.

“Sir?” the private asked.

“That’s the name on the plaque on the wall. I know on account of that being my middle name and on account of the building being named after me, due to my heroic efforts in saving it while it was still in the construction phase.” Maldynado removed his hat and smoothed the felt on the broad brim.

The private looked like he wanted to be somewhere else. Basilard didn’t blame him, but he did want to know if all of his mail from Mangdoria was indeed being read by intelligence soldiers. He had nothing to hide, but he would be certain to let the chiefs back home know, if it was the case. They might want to take more care or develop a code. Not that the Turgonians couldn’t break codes. If Basilard recalled correctly, one of the reasons President Starcrest’s wife had been chosen to run the intelligence office was specifically because she had such experience. 

“All messages that come into the presidential—uhm, here,” the private said, “are previewed, yes. For security purposes. In the past, Intelligence was less blatant about it.”

“Tikaya making changes, eh?” Maldynado asked.

“Lady Starcrest,” the private said stiffly.

“Uh huh. You delivered your pawed-over note. Run along.”

The private looked to Basilard, as if wondering what role Maldynado had and whether he had to obey. Since he was a touch perturbed about the mail, Basilard did not respond, even if, as far as he knew, Maldynado didn’t have any official duties in the manor. Now and then, the president sent him on some errand or another, but Basilard doubted Starcrest would miss him if he disappeared.

Basilard opened the message and moved to a gas lamp along the driveway to read it.

Leyelchek ~

The blight I mentioned this spring has progressed at an alarming rate, affecting multiple species in the forest, including many of the nut trees we rely upon for flour and winter stores. The small animals depend upon them, too, and we fear there will be less game for us to hunt this autumn. As you know, it is not our way to ask for help from outsiders, and we would especially be loath to deal with the Turgonians, but you do have stronger contacts and relationships with their government than our ambassadors to Kendor and the desert city-states have with those nations. Will you make inquiries and see if President Starcrest would be open to trading us food—particularly their rices, beans, and other staples that can be stored for the winter? I know we have little that they value, but we can offer furs, bone carvings, beadwork, and priestly totems. Please respond as swiftly as possible. We must come up with a plan before winter approaches.

~ Chief Halemek

Basilard read the note for a second time, an uneasy feeling burrowing into the pit of his stomach. Halemek was one to understate troubles rather than exaggerate them, and he would never ask the Turgonians for a favor. Who would? Even if Halemek was offering trade, not requesting charity, he must know the Turgonians would not be impressed by furs or beadwork, not when they could make anything they wished in their enormous factories. And priestly totems? The Turgonians abhorred magic. Even if Starcrest had changed policies and it was no longer forbidden in the republic, it was still feared and mistrusted by the majority of the people. The chief must be even more concerned than the message suggested, and that concerned Basilard. Anything that affected his people would affect his daughter. Even if he was no longer allowed to be a part of her life, that did not mean he did not care for her and worry about her. Further, the idea of some blight ravaging the forests of his homeland, where he had hunted and foraged in his youth, upset him.

“You look worried,” Maldynado said. “Something challenging?”

After a moment of consideration, Basilard translated the letter for him. Even if Maldynado was a pest, he was one of Basilard’s oldest friends here, and he didn’t care a whit about politics, so he wouldn’t be thinking of ways to take advantage of the situation.

“Uh,” Maldynado said when he finished. “Furs and totems? I can’t see Starcrest being excited at the idea of a warehouse full of those. What’s he going to do? Sell them in the Quaint and Quirky aisle at the farmers’ market when he’s not busy presidenting?”

That’s not a word, Basilard signed, finding it easier to focus on that instead of the real problem.

“Presidenting? Are you sure? This is my native language, not yours.”

Yes, maybe that’s not something you should point out. 

Maldynado snorted and waved at the letter. “Keep insulting me, and I won’t give you a negotiating tip you’ll need tomorrow.”

If it’s to challenge Starcrest to a wrestling match and beat him to earn his respect, I’ve already done that.

“You’ve beaten him? He’s wily and spry for a man in his sixties.”

Basilard nodded.

“Huh. Well, that’s not my tip.” Maldynado returned the letter. “Ask for Mahliki, not a bag of rice. She figured out that crazy plant that tried to take over this spring. I bet she could figure out a blight.”

I don’t think Starcrest is going to give me his eighteen-year-old daughter to take home. 

“Not willingly no, but you can use your ambassadorial charisma to get her.” 

My people are extremely knowledgeable about nature, including plants, trees, and diseases that affect them. I’m sure that if there was an easy solution, they would have found it already.

“Bas, your people run around the mountains with bone knives and beads. Mahliki grew up on the Kyatt Islands. Everyone there has a big brain and goes to school for at least twenty years. They probably throw you to the sharks if you don’t. And she’s a specialist in botany. Biology. Something with a B. I don’t remember, but she knows all about plants. And trees are just big plants, right?”

Basilard sighed. As insulting as Maldynado was, he had a point. His people did know a great deal about nature, but they didn’t have microscopes and other advanced tools that might be useful for studying whatever bacteria or fungi were affecting the trees at a cellular level. And it would be better to solve the problem, rather than to rely on another nation for trade. Maybe if he could be the one to facilitate that, more people than Chief Halemek would come to value him. He closed his eyes. Maybe he would be allowed to visit with his daughter more.

A jostle to the ribs pulled him from his daydreams. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you? It’s a good idea. Admit it.”

I will speak with Starcrest, Basilard signed vaguely. Even if he believed it might be a good idea, he wasn’t positive that he could ask the president to send his daughter to Mangdoria. He would doubtlessly be held responsible, and what if something happened to her? 

 


Chapter 2

After breakfast the next morning, Basilard stopped outside of Elwa’s door before heading for his meeting with the president. Not a private meeting, unfortunately. It was a weekly gathering between the president and any of the foreign ambassadors who wished to come and push their agendas, so Basilard might have to wait for the Nurian, Kendorian, and Kyattese diplomats to question him on matters first. No, he had to be aggressive to make sure his chief’s request was heard. To make sure his request was heard. He still had reservations about asking the president to send his daughter to Mangdoria, but his people were peaceful, so there should not be any danger.

He knocked on Elwa’s door. It would be easier to be aggressive—and understood—if he had her with him to translate. He had not seen her since his fumbled proposal, and he had no idea what he would sign to her, but he could not avoid her indefinitely.

She did not answer the door. 

Basilard chewed on his lip. It was late enough in the morning that she should be awake. She wouldn’t be ignoring the knock because she knew it was he, would she? No, she was more of a professional than that. Maybe she had gone for a walk or to have breakfast. But even if she was unaware of the courier’s message, she knew about this meeting, since it repeated at the same time every week. It was not like her to be late. Usually, she knocked on his door well before they had to be at an appointment.

After another round of knocking, Basilard was tempted to try the doorknob, but he did not wish to invade her privacy. He would have to make do without her for this meeting. The president always seemed to understand Basilard’s signs before the translation came out, anyway. It would simply be the other ambassadors he would struggle to speak with. Not that he wanted to speak with them. The chief had specifically asked him to make his request to Turgonia, not any other nation. 

Lost in thought as he walked into his room to get his medallion of office, Basilard did not notice the folded paper on his bed until he was on his way back out. Though he was on the verge of being late, he paused to pick it up, a hollow sense of unease settling over him. Even before he recognized the tidy Mangdorian writing on the front, he suspected who had written it.

Leyelchek, Elwa had written, I have no wish to hurt your feelings, but you were gone last night and also this morning when I came by to speak with you, so I had to resort to this message. I feel that it would be uncomfortable for us to continue to work together. I’m returning home. I’ll make sure my father finds someone else who would be an appropriate translator for you, so you will not be without for long. Our courier arrived yesterday—you have probably already received a message from him—and when I spoke to him, he offered to escort me out of Turgonian territory and into the mountains. It has been an honor to work with you, but I hope you’ll understand why I do not think I can continue to do so. May the forest breezes all carry good omens for you. Elwa. 

Basilard leaned against the wall, letting his head thunk back against it. He had driven her away. That was the last thing he had wanted to do. How had it all gone so wrong so quickly?

With his arms and legs leaden, and all of his sense of urgency forgotten, he plodded down the hallway toward the door that led to the outdoor meeting area behind the manor. A child’s laughter came from a stairwell as he passed it. Sespian Savarsin, the former emperor and a current twenty-year-old architecture student, strode up the steps with a black-haired girl riding on his shoulders. Mu Lin was gripping his short hair with one hand and appeared to be drawing on his ear with a crayon with the other. Sespian smiled and waved at Basilard as he turned to head up the next flight of stairs, but the smile didn’t quite erase the beleaguered expression on his face. Even if Sespian seemed to find raising his adopted daughter challenging, Basilard couldn’t help but feel wistful as he paused to watch them disappear up the stairs. Not only did he miss being a part of his daughter’s life, he wondered if he would ever find the opportunity to have another chance at fatherhood. If he did, it wouldn’t be with Elwa.

His thoughts glum, he continued down the hallway and outside where early summer sun beat down and the garden flourished. Sleet and ice would have been more appropriate for his mood.

Grunts, thumps, and gasps of pain came from the rings ahead of him. It seemed to be a longstanding Turgonian tradition that important meetings could only take place inside a gymnasium or a boxing and wrestling arena. Occasionally, men discussed events in heated baths and steam rooms, but this was usually a post-exertion activity. This morning was no different, and flesh smacked against flesh amid more grunts and gasps as Basilard walked to the centermost of three arenas, the fine green clay inside circled by black marble. A handful of people sat on bleachers overlooking the active ring, where a bare-chested, silver-haired man boxed with a middle-aged, blond-haired man. Basilard recognized them both. Since the president and Shukura, the Kendorian ambassador, were still sparring, perhaps that meant nobody had noticed his tardiness. A new Nurian diplomat was among those sitting on the bleachers, as well as a couple of men from the desert city-states wearing robes and headdresses fashioned from scarves.

Basilard headed for the bleachers, though he hoped none of the others attempted to communicate with him. He was not in the mood to play political games. He would sit through the meeting and hope President Starcrest had time to speak privately with him at the end. 

While the combatants grappled, Basilard’s gaze drifted toward the sprawling three-story manor, toward the window that represented Elwa’s room. He was aware of the president and the Kendorian discussing politics, bribes, and concessions every time they parted, but he could not bring himself to pay attention. He wished he had gotten a chance to say goodbye to Elwa; no, he wished she hadn’t gone at all. Would she be safe traveling back to Mangdoria with no one except the courier to protect her? Even though bandits were rare in Turgonia and even rarer in Mangdoria—few lucrative wagons and no trains traveled to his homeland—there were dangerous predators. Elwa wasn’t incapable, but she also wasn’t a warrior. None of his people were, including the courier. 

“Basilard?” someone asked.

Blinking, Basilard pulled his gaze from the windows. How long had he been staring in that direction? More, how long had President Starcrest been standing in front of him, saying his name and waiting? He had toweled off and put his shirt back on, though the dust of the ring smudged his hands and his loose gym togs. His silver hair was tousled and his knuckles bruised, but even in the casual clothing, he had the presence of someone accustomed to commanding.

The Kendorian and one of the desert representatives stood to one side of the ring, gesturing and talking to each other. Realizing he had probably daydreamed through the whole meeting, Basilard stood hastily and signed, Yes, Lord President? 

Using lord or lady when addressing someone in the Turgonian warrior-caste was not supposed to be required anymore, but Starcrest’s military record had made him an imperial hero decades before the republic had been formed. Everyone else put the lord in there, so Basilard did the same.

“You seem distracted,” Starcrest said. “Trouble back at home?”

Back at home and here in the manor, but Basilard would not mention to the president how he had alienated his translator. Yes, my lord. Are you available to briefly discuss a request that my people have made? And a request he was about to make. Basilard took a deep breath to steady his nerves.

“Go ahead.”

The desert man walked away, leaving the Kendorian ambassador standing on the opposite side of the ring, looking curiously toward Basilard. Shukura smiled easily and nodded when Basilard met his eyes. In previous meetings, the Kendorian had never given him a cross look or come across as scheming, but Basilard hoped Starcrest would speak softly enough that he would not be overhead. Kendor was Mangdoria’s neighbor to the south, and even if Basilard didn’t think that nation wished his people ill, he doubted his chiefs wanted the Kendorians to know they were in trouble. Kendor wasn’t the economic powerhouse Turgonia was, and they might stand to gain more from trouble in his homeland.

You may already be aware of the message I received last night, Basilard signed, keeping his face neutral. He would let Starcrest know he knew about the mail-reading intelligence office, but he would not imply that it perturbed him. My people believe this may be a difficult winter for them and are interested in trading for food.

“Yes, I understand there’s a blight among the oaks and filberts,” Starcrest said. “I’ve sent a team into the mountains along our border to see if our own nut trees are affected. Since we rely on agriculture rather than foraging, those wild trees aren’t a staple for us, but I understand such diseases can spread rapidly and affect domestic production, as well.”

Yes. Ah, is your daughter on that team by chance? 

If she was gone, Basilard obviously could not ask for her to come to Mangdoria, but if she was studying the problem over here already, maybe he did not need to. Maybe he could simply ask to be sent the results of her research.

“Mahliki?” Starcrest shifted his hips, so that his back was to Shukura. He never spoke of his children at these meetings, and their names rarely came up in the city’s newspapers, so Basilard assumed he tried to keep them out of the public eye. Mahliki was the only one even in the republic; after Starcrest had taken office, his other two children had returned to live with their grandmother and finish school on the Kyatt Islands. 

Basilard wondered if Starcrest would resent having Mahliki’s name brought up. Maybe, but Basilard needed to ask for his people’s sake—for his daughter’s sake. Her adoptive family treated her well, but if famine came to the mountains, everyone would be at risk.

Yes, Basilard signed. Since she is a scientist and has experience with plants, I thought she might be an asset on such an investigation. Actually, Maldynado had thought that, but he didn’t think mentioning Maldynado would make the president more endeared to the idea. 

“It’s possible,” Starcrest said neutrally, his eyes penetrating. He had probably already guessed what Basilard was thinking. “She’s still a student and is busy completing coursework and sending it to her professors back home.”

Hm, that wasn’t an outright dismissal of the idea of her researching the blight, but Starcrest did seem to be leaning in that direction. Perhaps it would be better to bring up the trade situation first.

Because of the blight, my people worry that they won’t have adequate food stores for the winter, Basilard signed. One of our chiefs proposes trade with Turgonia. 

“What sort of trade?” Starcrest asked, though he must already know, since the contents of the message were not a mystery to him.

Basilard noticed Shukura standing closer than he had been a couple of minutes ago. The Kendorian had his hands behind his back, his eyes toward the manor, trying hard to look like he was not listening. 

My chiefs are able to offer furs, bear fat, ivory from the Northern Sea, and, ah, items made by our priests. Normally, Basilard would not mention anything that hinted of magic to a Turgonian, but Starcrest had lived outside of the empire—the republic—for twenty years and his two younger children reputedly studied the mental sciences. 

Starcrest smiled slightly. “I’m not sure if my people are ready for items.” His smile faded, and he looked thoughtfully toward the walls around the manor, or perhaps he was simply staring into the distance. “The other goods you offer can be and are obtained here. We have hunters and trappers in our northern mountain range. I’ve not heard of a shortage that would make such a trade logical. I can double-check with the minister of finance.”

Basilard had not expected the offerings to intrigue a Turgonian. At least Starcrest had not scoffed or belittled the idea. He would probably help if Basilard could suggest something more valuable to his people. He might even send a shipment of food as a favor, but Basilard knew his chiefs would not want to accept charity or be indebted to the Turgonians.

“The Irator Mountains are full of ore,” Starcrest said, “at least on our side of the border. Iron, copper, or other metals that we use in industry would appeal to my people, and gold, silver, and gems are of course always valued by the jewelry makers and for trade with nations that use the precious metals as currency.”

Shukura stopped a few feet away, no longer pretending he wasn’t interested in the conversation. He looked back and forth from Basilard to Starcrest, his expression one of mild curiosity. Basilard tried to ignore him.

Our religion and way of life don’t permit mining or other acts that take from the earth that which isn’t given freely by nature. My people wouldn’t be willing to destroy a mountain to prosper from its contents. Basilard signed slowly, choosing his words carefully. He didn’t want to offend Starcrest by implying the Turgonians were wanton devourers of resources, even if everyone knew that their ore- and timber-rich land was one of the reasons they dominated in industry, as well as in war. Personally, I don’t believe in dealing in absolutes. Keeping people fed through the winter should be more important than a few rocks, but I do not know if Mangdoria’s leaders will agree with me.

“If they would rethink their policy and open themselves to such a trade,” Shukura said before Starcrest spoke, “I hope you would consider dealing with the Kendorians in addition to or—” he glanced at Starcrest warily, “—instead of with the Turgonians. Surely, this new republic has resources aplenty. And they are the ones who drove your people back and into the mountains centuries ago, just as they drove mine out onto the plains where Kendor has access to only a few mountains to mine. But we have plenty of food, domestic animals and crops, in addition to silks and spices from the south. We could certainly trade in exchange for ore.”

If the interruption bothered Starcrest, he didn’t show it. Basilard tried not to let it bother him, either. Shukura was only looking out for the interests of his people, as Basilard was for his. The man had always been friendly to him, and his manipulations were generally open and obvious, as if to imply he was only playing the game of politics and nothing was personal. Basilard admitted that some of his distrust—all right, the word prejudice might apply—came from the fact that the Kendorians had persecuted the Mangdorians when they had all been one people; the Turgonians weren’t the only ones who’d had a hand in driving Basilard’s people into mountains that few others considered hospitable enough for settlement. 

I will have to consult with my people, Basilard signed, nodding to both men. He had little power to negotiate, but he would not want to be in charge of making such decisions, regardless. Perhaps it was just as well that he was a glorified messenger.

Shukura’s brow furrowed slightly as Basilard finished signing. “I’ve been trying to learn your gestures, my friend,” he said, “but I’m afraid I still rely on your lady assistant. You’ll take my—our—offers to your people? Is that what you said?”

Basilard nodded.

“Excellent. Perhaps this could lead to a more peaceful future, one with fewer misunderstandings and hostilities between the nations sharing this continent.” Shukura included Starcrest in his firm nod. 

“Yes,” Starcrest murmured. “Basilard, may I have a word with you in private?” He gestured toward the gardens.

Shukura’s eyes closed to slits, but he said nothing. Basilard walked away with Starcrest. He could not promise anything regarding mines and hoped Starcrest would not ask for anything that Basilard could not deliver. He owed the man more than a few favors—he wouldn’t be surprised if his appointment as ambassador had been, at least in part, because of Starcrest—but he did not wish to be put in the position of having to choose between doing what was best for his people and doing what was best for someone who wanted a favor returned.

“You were going to ask to take Mahliki back to Mangdoria with you,” Starcrest stated as they walked a path winding between flowering butterfly bushes that had been transplanted from elsewhere to fill out the new presidential garden.

The president said it as a statement, not as a question. Basilard was not sure if he should say that he had changed his mind or admit that he had chickened out.

I had the thought that she might have experience with blights. Though Basilard had meant to leave Maldynado out of it, he did not feel comfortable taking credit for another man’s ideas. In truth, Maldynado had that thought.

“Did he?” Starcrest did not sound surprised.

I did not think you would be amenable to sending your daughter to another country by herself. Also, if she solved the problem… Ah, maybe Basilard should not bring that up.

“You wouldn’t need to trade for food?” Starcrest asked dryly.

Yes, Basilard admitted. He wondered if Starcrest and his wife finished a lot of each other’s sentences or had trouble keeping secrets from each other. She was reputedly as bright as he was, if in more scholarly ways, and few people had questioned her appointment to chief of intelligence that spring.

“It’s true that she might be an ideal person to investigate the blight, especially if it turns out to have unnatural origins.”

Basilard blinked. It hadn’t occurred to him to think along those lines. Blights happened. Disease was a part of nature. Granted, he hadn’t encountered many that affected many varieties of trees. 

“Would you return to Mangdoria yourself?” Starcrest asked. “I might send her if she had a suitable escort—and if she was willing to go. She is stubborn, and it’s not always possible to turn her interests in the direction you want them to go.” 

It was strange to think of the president and former fleet admiral having trouble commanding his own household, but Basilard had worked with Mahliki before and could easily assign the adjective headstrong to her. And she was every bit as smart as her parents. She would be a commander’s nightmare. 

Belatedly, it occurred to him that Starcrest, in asking if he was going, might be asking if Basilard wanted to be that commander. That was daunting. What had his grandfather said? Young hunters are fearless, much to the consternation of those who must lead them.

But this was what he had asked for. All he could do was sign, I would go, yes. 

He would have to go, since the courier had already left with Elwa. The man should have waited and asked if Basilard had a return message he wanted delivered. He wondered what Elwa had said to convince the courier to leave prematurely. Hopefully not that a hideous grimbal had pressed her for her hand in marriage. Basilard shook his head. He could worry about that later. Besides, if he agreed to go home and left soon, he might catch Elwa on the road. Maybe he could apologize and explain that she could continue to work for him. He could accept her rejection without any awkwardness in the future. At least, he thought he should be able to keep his feelings of hopelessness and dejection to himself.

“This is exactly what I’m talking about,” Starcrest said.

Basilard looked at him, afraid he had been too busy with his introspection—or was it sulking?—and had missed something. 

Starcrest had stopped to peer at one of the butterfly bushes, the white flowers still blooming as the days lengthened into summer. “Mahliki.” He touched a bare section of the bush where numerous flowers had been snipped. “She’s supposed to grow her own plants if she wants them for experiments, or order them from the commercial greenhouse in town, not ravage the presidential garden.”

Yes, my lord. Basilard tried to keep his signs patient, but he was already thinking of this trip back home. If he packed right away, he could leave today and perhaps catch up with Elwa that night. How long would it take Starcrest to convince his daughter to go? And how long would it take her to pack? Mahliki wasn’t the kind of woman that would bring along trunks of clothes and shoes, but she would bring trunks of research equipment; he had no doubt about that. 

“I’ll send a driver and a lorry with you, and I believe I will send Maldynado, too,” Starcrest said. “He can translate for you, and you might appreciate his company.” 

Starcrest turned his gaze toward Basilard. His dark brown eyes, usually keen and penetrating, now seemed kind, almost grandfatherly. Did he know about the mishap in the garden? He must, if he knew Basilard needed a translator. Basilard should have felt grateful, but instead, he felt his cheeks warming with embarrassment. Having lost his translator due to personal choices made him feel inept at his position. And at life. He rubbed his hand over his shaven head as an excuse to avoid the president’s eyes.

“I have no other employment for him now, so it wouldn’t be a burden to send him along. I do not think Lieutenant Yara would pine terribly if he was gone for a few weeks.”

Basilard kept from signing that nobody pined terribly when Maldynado was gone. In truth, Maldynado was loyal and always provided humor, sometimes when it was most needed. Basilard could use some humor in his life right now.

Yes, sir.

“Convincing Mahliki to leave Sespian might be more challenging, but he’s in the middle of a project, so I doubt he would wish to go along. He also has Mu Lin to watch over, even if she has been adopted by the manor at large and probably has far more guardians around than she would wish.” 

Perhaps Amaranthe might come too? Basilard signed. He had not seen her and Sicarius in over a month—they were scarce around the capital now that they were performing missions out of the country for the intelligence office—but if she was expected soon, it might be nice for Mahliki to have a female companion along. I’m not certain… no, I’m quite certain that Maldynado and I are not suitable chaperones for a young lady. As soon as Basilard signed the words, he wished he could take them back. He hadn’t meant to imply that either he or Maldynado would do anything untoward—even Maldynado had a scruple or two in his lust-filled brain.

Starcrest’s head tilted back, and he laughed. It was a good, long laugh, the kind where one ended up wiping tears, and Basilard did not know how to respond. He hadn’t meant to be funny. 

“Ah, forgive me,” Starcrest murmured when he finished—he did, indeed, wipe the corner of one eye. “I was amused at the idea of Mahliki having a chaperone. She’s been independent, insatiable, and incorrigible since she was at least eight. I attempted to protect her from herself when she was younger, but Tikaya pointed out, after the sixth or seventh time that she’d snuck away to find some trouble or another, that I must simply train her very, very well to take care of herself. I assure you, she can. She may not be as fine a fighter as you, Basilard, but she doesn’t need a chaperone.” 

Basilard nodded politely. What else could one do in the face of a father’s enthusiasm for his daughter? Besides, he had been thinking more of female companionship for Mahliki, rather than a need for protection. There should not be anything to fear in his country, aside from a predator or two, which he and Maldynado could certainly handle. 

“As to your request, I am expecting Amaranthe and Sicarius back from the desert in a few days. I suspect you want to leave before then, but have one of the highway messengers come back with a note if you run into any trouble, and I’ll send them along.” 

Thank you, my lord president, Basilard signed. 

“Another meeting calls me,” Starcrest said, clapping Basilard on the back, “but I’ll talk to Mahliki today.” 

Basilard nodded, signing his thanks again.

His mood was lighter as he headed out of the garden, and he realized how eager he was to escape the city, to return to his homeland and smell air untouched by factory smog and steam-engine smoke. Also, he looked forward to traveling with his friends again, Maldynado and especially Amaranthe if she was sent along. As strange as it seemed to miss a taciturn assassin with the friendliness of a man-eating makarovi, Basilard even looked forward to seeing Sicarius again.

When he stepped around the last bush in the garden, he almost ran into a figure waiting there, one pretending to admire a lovely rose bush. Basilard didn’t quite manage to hold back his scowl, for he guessed that Shukura had overheard some of the conversation. Even if he only could have gotten Starcrest’s half, that would be enough for him to guess the gist.

“Basilard,” Shukura said, “I’m glad I caught you.”

Basilard did not sign a response. 

“This blight—do you know if it’s affecting the trees along your southern border? The foothills?” Kendorian land, in short. 

I don’t have details as to the specifics yet, Basilard said, then added a shrug, to make sure he was understood.

“Even if we’re plains people for the most part, we do have nut crops. Acorns and filberts aren’t a staple for us, but walnuts are, and we highly value our fruit trees. I’m afraid botany isn’t my specialty, so I don’t know if diseases can leap from species to species, but this may be of concern to my people.” Shukura clasped his chin with one hand, massaging it thoughtfully.

Basilard waited to see why the Kendorian was sharing the information with him, even if he would rather be heading to his room to pack for the trip. 

“Perhaps our people should work together in this matter,” Shukura said. “It sounds like you have—ah, pardon my eavesdropping, please, but it’s a requirement of the job. The triumvirate would have me flayed if I didn’t snoop appropriately while on Turgonian soil.” He spread his hands in innocence, then returned to his original topic. “It sounds like you have a Turgonian, er, Kyattese biologist to go along with you. I believe that’s what Starcrest’s oldest studies, yes? But do you know if she has any experience with the mental sciences?” Shukura asked the question casually, but his eyes were intent as he waited for an answer.

Basilard opted for another shrug, though he knew Mahliki was not a practitioner. Her younger siblings were, but all of her interests were mundane.

“I’ve heard that at least some of his children do,” Shukura mused. “Either way, I can offer you the assistance of someone who is a capable warrior, thus to help in case you encounter trouble along the way. She also grew up in the woods and is an expert in herbal lore. She may even have some skill when it comes to the earth sciences—” Shukura tapped his temple to indicate magic, rather than the Turgonian term for more mundane knowledge. “She makes potions from herbs and flowers and should make an excellent addition to what is sounding like your research team.”

His research team? Basilard wanted to point out that his only official obligation was to return home to ask about trade options, but it was true that he wanted to help with the tree problem if he could. Still, did he need some Kendorian potion maker? A potion maker that would doubtlessly be reporting back to Shukura along the way? The prospect did not sound appealing. 

I believe we can handle this problem without Kendorian assistance, Basilard signed. 

“But why turn away that assistance when it could prove useful? Are you suspicious of my motives? If so, that’s certainly understandable. It’s true that I would naturally hope for a favor from you at some future date if my compatriot proves instrumental in helping your people solve your problem. That is how these things work, you understand.”

Basilard nodded. He understood that perfectly. But you have no reason to want us to solve our food problem. Then we would have no need to trade ore to you or anything else. Quite frankly, I would be a fool to bring along a spy.

“I’m sorry, my friend.” Shukura clasped Basilard’s shoulder. “But I’m not able to understand all of your signs. I do see that you have trepidations. How about this? I’ll send my potion master with you, and if you don’t find her useful, you can send her back at any time.”

Basilard sighed. There was no point in discussing this if the man couldn’t understand him. He waved in what he hoped was a dismissive manner and headed for the manor.

“Excellent,” Shukura called after him. “I’ll make sure my comrade is ready to depart with you at dawn.”

Basilard gritted his teeth and did not look back. If he was able to round up Maldynado and Mahliki soon enough, he could leave town before dawn. Maybe this Kendorian potion-master/spy would miss them. Problem solved.

 


Chapter 3

Ashara had not anticipated the long line. She had never seen a train before entering Turgonia, and this was the first time she had gone to a station to purchase a ticket. It had taken her all of the previous day to find a buyer for her potted plants and the small amount of gardening equipment she had acquired. If she hadn’t needed the money for the ticket, she wouldn’t have bothered. 

As she shifted from foot to foot in the cavernous lobby, she wondered if she should have abandoned everything and sneaked aboard a train during the night. She had been loath to risk an encounter with the enforcers. Of course, she could have taken her bow and pack and walked out of the city, as that had been the way she arrived a year earlier, but the idea of quickly putting hundreds of miles between her and the ambassador had appealed to her. 

Now, with sunlight slanting through the massive stained-glass windows on the western side of the building, she worried she had taken too long. It might be weeks before Shukura thought to look for her, but she couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that unfriendly eyes were already upon her. Watching her. In the forest, she could have ferreted out a spy quickly, but here, with hundreds of bodies surrounding her, making her uncomfortable as they bumped and brushed her, she struggled to put her senses to use. Also, she could not draw upon the energy of nature in this cement-walled building. There wasn’t so much as a potted plant adorning the lobby.

“Next,” a bored woman at the counter said.

The person in front of Ashara stepped forward. Maybe she would make it, after all. As soon as she bought the ticket and boarded, she ought to be safe. A pair of security guards stood by the double doors that led out to the train platform, allowing only those who had paid to pass through. Unless Shukura bought a ticket of his own, he shouldn’t be able to reach her.

The woman at the counter pulled out a coin purse and started counting out her fare in thin copper coins, the smallest unit of currency in the republic. Ashara stifled a groan.

The uneasy feeling she had been experiencing all morning increased in intensity. Warily, she turned around. At first, she couldn’t see anyone she recognized past the crowd—even with boots, she wasn’t much over five-foot-three, so seeing over people’s heads was never an option, especially here in this land of over-muscled giants. But she trusted in her senses and was not surprised when a blond man in buckskins stepped past two women and pushed to the front of the line. 

Several people frowned at him, and a few reached for weapons, but six gray-uniformed enforcers strode through in his wake. The disgruntled people held their comments and moved off to the side.

“Excellent,” Shukura said, taking in her traveling boots, her buckskin trousers and shirt, her sword, and the rucksack, bow, and quiver on her back. “You’re packed and ready to leave.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Next,” the woman at the counter said.

Ashara took a step in that direction, though she did not truly expect Shukura to let her go. She wasn’t disappointed. He lifted a hand, reaching for her arm. She glared at his hand. He didn’t grab her again, but he did point her to a corner of the crowded station. The notion of punching him in the gut and fleeing came to mind, but the enforcers closed around her, efficiently blocking escape routes. Besides, the station security guards manned the other doors in the building. She doubted she could flee without getting shot.

“Next,” the woman repeated, an irritated note in her voice. 

The person in line behind Ashara shuffled around the enforcers, grumbling and pushing to make it up to the counter. Numerous other people were watching the exchange, doubtlessly wondering what excitement they might witness. 

“You won’t need to purchase a ticket for where you’re going,” Shukura said.

“And where would that be?”

He flicked his finger. “That corner.”

“Looks like I over packed.”

“Not at all.” Shukura wore that same fake smile as he prodded her in the desired direction—the armed enforcers made the prodding far more effective than it otherwise would have been. “I hear it’s dangerous in Mangdoria these days.”

Ashara kept her chin up and didn’t let her shoulders slump, but she cursed herself on the inside, wishing she had listened to her intuition. Why hadn’t she fled the city in the night, on foot if necessary? Because she hadn’t truly wanted to give up everything she had been working toward this last year, and she had hoped she might come up with some plan to evade Shukura? If that was the reason, she had failed.

“You needn’t look so glum.” Shukura waved for the enforcers to stay back several paces when he joined Ashara in the corner.

The way they glanced at each other, their eyes narrowed slightly, made Ashara wonder what he had said to acquire their assistance. That he intended to arrest a foreign criminal? If so, they must be wondering why he was taking her aside for a chat first.

Shukura tried to maneuver her into the corner, probably so he could keep his back to the enforcers as he spoke, but she didn’t let him. She turned parallel to the wall, so the men would be able to observe the conversation. Whether the small defiance would do any good, she did not know, but his lips did flatten slightly. 

Thus far, he had been speaking in Turgonian, but he switched to Kendorian. “I can see from your presence here that you planned to avoid me. Apparently, I wasn’t clear when we spoke yesterday. If you choose not to work for me, for your nation, as a good citizen should, I will make sure you never see your children again. Further, you may find that they are not as safe where they are as you believed they would be.”

Ashara had been on the verge of saying something defiant, but Shukura’s last sentence chilled her. “You would threaten children? They’re not just mine, you know. They’re Elstark’s too.”

“Lord Elstark is dead.”

It had been three years, but the blunt words still made her wince. “You think I don’t know that?” she snapped before she could think better of it.

“Oh, I’m certain you do. You selected that poison very carefully.”

“I already told you,” she said, enunciating each word slowly and harshly, her jaw aching from the tension, “I did not kill him.”

“I don’t care. The gods have dropped you into my lap, and I would be a fool not to use you.”

“I’m not a tool.”

“No, you’re a weapon. Listen—” Shukura patted the air in a placating manner, as if he hadn’t just threatened to harm her children, “—punishment is not the only option here. Do as I ask—and I assure you it’s a simple task—and you’ll be able to return to the city here in a couple of weeks. Go back to your schooling. Do whatever it is you plan to do here.”

“And you won’t bother me or my children again?” Ashara made herself respond reasonably, as if he was swaying her with his argument. Maybe it would make sense to work with him right now, but she would never forgive him for that threat. Threats against herself bothered her little, but against Jiana and Khanrin? That was unacceptable. 

“We will see how you perform on this task,” Shukura said. “It would be foolish of me to toss aside a weapon, if it proves itself useful, but I will pay you for your time whenever I offer you a mission. You may even find my missions appealing. Given your background, it’s hard to believe you’re not bored sitting in those classrooms.”

Ashara kept her face neutral, even if the words struck her with their truth. The university—the entire city—was so foreign to her, and she did miss traveling across the plains or through the forests, hunting, foraging, and putting her bow to use when needed.

“Once you swore an oath to our people,” Shukura said, “and to the triumvirate. To serve, that others may live in peace. I am offering you the opportunity to work for your people again.”

“Our people turned their backs on me.”

“Because you committed a crime.”

“I did not.” She bared her teeth at him. Shouldn’t a diplomat at least pretend to listen to the person he was trying to sway to his side?

“In time, what you do here for me, and through me for our people, would become known back home. I report directly to War Minister Forkasen. Perhaps an understanding might one day be reached, one that would let you return home without being shot.”

Even though the entire conversation had her feeling tense and edgy, she couldn’t deny the lump that swelled in her throat at the idea of being able to walk back into Kendorian territory, not as a criminal but as a free citizen, as someone who could live with her own children again and be trusted to raise them.

“What do you want?” Ashara asked, knowing he was manipulating her but not seeing that she had many other options.

“The Mangdorian ambassador is taking a trip to his homeland with a scientist. There’s a tree blight sweeping across Mangdoria that they intend to investigate and heal if possible. I have arranged for you to go along.”

Ashara was not sure what sort of mission she had expected from him, but this was not it. Since she had spent seven years as a night stalker for the army, and he had made it clear he knew that, she had assumed he wanted her to hunt someone down for an assassination.

“To help investigate the blight?” she asked slowly.

“To make sure they find nothing unnatural about the blight,” Shukura said, looking into her eyes as if to ensure she could not misunderstand. “And to ensure they do not find a way to fix it.” 

Ashara shifted her weight, noticing that the enforcers were doing the same. One seemed on the verge of approaching Shukura to ask him something. He smiled pleasantly at them and raised a single finger. 

“Ambassador,” Ashara said, “you’re right in that my training has covered a number of subjects, but healing the forest is more in line with my abilities than harming it, whether it’s a forest in our country or someone else’s.”

“I’m sure forest healing is not mentioned in your army job description,” Shukura said dryly.

No, the night stalkers had wanted her because she could use the trees and plants to find people and because she had a few other practitioner’s tricks, even if she had never formally trained as a shaman. 

“My mother taught me to be a healer, both of the forest and of people. Long before I was ever—” she glanced at the enforcers, “—anything else. I wouldn’t be comfortable encouraging a blight.”

Shukura stepped forward, his face lowering to hers. Her fingers curled into fists, and she prepared to defend herself, but he stopped short of touching her. “When it comes to serving one’s country, what a person is comfortable with and what a person must do are not always the same thing. You are not being asked to kill anyone, though a night stalker should not balk at that. All I want is for you to thwart an investigation.”

Ashara almost told him that she would have an easier time killing someone than damaging the wilderness, but she doubted that would reflect well on her. Already, he believed she had been her husband’s murderess. Besides, she knew she would burn a forest if doing so would keep Jiana and Khanrin safe. 

“Why can’t you go yourself?” Ashara looked past his shoulder, wishing she could find a way out of this.

“My work is here, and I know nothing of trees.”

“Except when blights in distant forests aren’t natural?”

“Also, I do not believe Basilard would care for my company,” Shukura said, ignoring her question. 

“Basilard?” Was that the scientist? It was a Turgonian word but an odd one for a name. Unless he was an ex-pirate or ex-inmate. Something that required a tough name.

“The Mangdorian ambassador. He’s lived in Turgonia for a few years.”

“Long enough to get a prison name?”

“I don’t know the story of his name, actually. Perhaps you can discuss it with him en route.”

“Wonderful.”

“But don’t get attached,” Shukura said. “He won’t appreciate your mission.”

“My mission to mask the origins of this blight and keep his scientist from discovering a solution?” She almost wished one of the enforcers would know Kendorian and understand her words. Then they could arrest Shukura, and she could pretend she had never met him. 

“Correct.” Shukura withdrew a folded piece of paper from a belt pouch. “The location of a Kendorian contact along the mountain highway. Give him a message, and he’ll make sure it gets to me. Keep me apprised of their progress.”

Ashara accepted the paper gingerly.

“Memorize that, then burn it.”

“Burn it? I thought spies had to eat their secret notes after they read them.” 

“If you’re hungry, that’s acceptable as well,” Shukura said and turned, raising his hand again toward the enforcers.

“Ambassador?” Ashara asked before he stepped away. “This mission… will it help Kendor?”

Shukura tilted his head. “Does that still matter to you?”

Ashara hadn’t thought it would, but it did, perhaps because the idea of harming the wilderness and playing the role of spy and saboteur unsettled her, even if there was a chance it could help her reunite with her children one day. If she had to become a villain to get them—a real villain, not a wrongfully convicted one—then was it worth it? Would she still be someone who deserved to raise children? 

“Yes,” she said.

“It will help our people. Obviously, there’s more going on than I can tell you about, but I can promise you that.” He met her eyes, his face earnest. Sincere. “It will help our people, and it will help you. Do you need to know anything else?”

“No.”

• • • • •

Basilard’s wish to leave the same day did not come true, not because he wasn’t ready, but because Maldynado had been shopping for new travel attire and because it had taken a while for someone to find Mahliki. Then she had spent the afternoon selecting and packing equipment. Now, in the predawn darkness, Basilard paced as a couple of soldiers toted heavy trunks out of a side entrance to the basement of the manor. The contents clanked and clattered, even though the men were careful not to jostle the trunks as they walked. With sweat gleaming on their foreheads, they deposited the last load in the bed of a military lorry that had been fired up and parked outside of the vehicle house. 

Several times, Basilard had pointed out to Mahliki and anyone else who could understand him that there weren’t roads in Mangdoria, at least not the kind of wide and packed roads these steam-powered vehicles required. His people traversed the mountains on foot, occasionally with the help of pack animals. It would take a line of twenty donkeys to carry everything going into the lorry. Maybe Mahliki intended to collect her samples alongside the highway of the Turgonian side of the mountains, finishing her task before Basilard had to turn north into Mangdoria.

He stepped forward, helping one of the soldiers shove his load into the lorry. Anything that would get them on the road sooner. Shukura’s Kendorian friend had not shown up yet. If the lorry rolled out before dawn, Basilard might yet avoid having him added to his team. 

Her, Basilard corrected. Shukura hadn’t provided a name, but he had used feminine pronouns. 

More soft clanks sounded, this time from the path that led from the basement door to the main driveway. Mahliki strode toward them, wearing a backpack, a satchel, and carrying two more bags in her hands. Despite the impressive load, she walked normally, a long braid of black hair swaying as it dangled in front of her shoulder. Her blue eyes gleamed as she met Basilard’s gaze and smiled. He had wondered if she might resent being sent on this mission, but if anything, she appeared excited for the trip. 

She spoke animatedly over her shoulder as she approached. Sespian came out of the door behind her, carrying a crate in his arms. A soldier spotted him toting the load and ran up to take it from him, then barked for someone else to grab Mahliki’s gear. The two shrugged at each other, as if surprised to be the recipients of such consideration, but once their hands were free, they took a moment to face each other and clasp hands. Sespian said something, and Mahliki laughed. Then they kissed, and Basilard turned away, not wanting to intrude on their moment. Also, seeing happy couples together tended to remind him of what he had not had for so very long.

After a moment, Sespian hugged Mahliki, then headed back into the building, waving over his shoulder before disappearing inside. Mahliki watched until the door shut, then resumed her walk to the lorry. She removed a backpack that the soldiers had not taken from her and set it with the crates waiting to be loaded. As she stood next to Basilard, she made him feel short, as he so often did in Turgonia. Mahliki stood six feet tall and had the natural grace of an athlete—or a warrior—but he knew the various bulges in the pockets of her vest represented sample vials, tweezers, pruners, and magnifying glasses rather than weapons. Along with the scientific tools, she did carry a pistol on her belt. He had seen her take care of herself in battle and knew she could use it.

Mahliki peered into the crammed lorry bed, perhaps wondering if there would be room for all of her equipment. And herself.

The front cab is large, Basilard signed. He had placed his pack in there, albeit it was a small pack with nothing more than a first-aid kit, a change of clothing, and a few days’ rations.

“Oh, good. Then we can fill up the rear.” Mahliki looked back at the basement door, as if she might be thinking of going back for more bags.

The soldier inside the cargo area, who was pushing trunks around to make room, grimaced, having caught the comment too. “Why don’t you hand that bag up to me, my lady? We’ll see where we stand. The crate of supplies from the kitchen hasn’t come out yet. Do you have food in any of those crates?”

“Uhm. I have nutrient agar.” Mahliki hoisted the backpack up to the soldier.

“What’s that?” 

“A blend of peptones, yeast extract, sodium chloride, agar, and distilled water.”

“That doesn’t sound very good.”

“If you’re a bacterium or a fungus, it’s delicious, I promise.”

A snicker came from a nearby soldier. “The president’s daughter called you a fungus, Matrov.”

“She did not,” the first soldier said with an indignant sniff. “At least, I don’t think so.”

Basilard picked up one of the crates to help. It had an impressive heft, clanking and clinking as he lifted it. He wondered if there was anything left in the basement lab. 

“There’s Maldynado,” Mahliki said, nodding behind Basilard.

The sun wouldn’t creep over the mountains for another half hour, so Basilard couldn’t see Maldynado that well in the darkness between the gaslights lining the driveway, but his silhouette was pronounced enough to show off a dark bulbous shape on his head. Whatever Maldynado’s newest hat was, it had the shape of a roasted turkey. A large one. When he passed through the illumination of a lamp, the flame reflected off dozens of silver disks sewn into the dark gray fabric.

“Interesting,” Mahliki said. 

Perhaps he intends to signal my people from mountaintops, Basilard signed. They had worked together often enough that she could understand his hand language.

Maybe because Maldynado was drawing close enough to hear, Mahliki responded in kind. If nothing else, any highway bandits we encounter should shoot at him instead of us. 

“Now that’s a fungus,” one of the soldiers whispered, pointing to Maldynado’s hat. 

“Some kind of abnormal growth, anyway.”

“The hat or his head?”

“Can I say both?”

“I would.”

Basilard wasn’t sure if Maldynado heard the commentary as he strolled up, a rifle and a rucksack slung across his back, but he thumped Basilard on the shoulder amiably.

“Morning, Bas. Lady Mahliki.” He removed his hat and bowed to her. The metallic disks jangled like wind chimes.

Basilard made a note not to do any sneaking through the forest with Maldynado along. 

“Just Mahliki, please. Father says the warrior-caste titles are anachronisms now, and I would have a hard time thinking of myself as a lady, even if they weren’t.” Her nose wrinkled. “Ladies are old.”

She hopped into the cargo bed, inspecting the placement of her trunks and pushing a few things around, even though the soldier up there offered to do anything she needed done. 

“She’s just going to have to get used to that,” Maldynado said, adjusting his hat so that it tilted to one side.

Having a title? Basilard signed.

“Yup. Doesn’t matter what her father says. Nobody is going to dare call one of Starcrest’s daughters anything except a lady.” Maldynado shrugged. “Nothing wrong with being a lord or a lady. I must say I miss it.”

Basilard knew Maldynado had been disowned by his warrior-caste parents, but he chose to misinterpret the words. 

Being a lady?

“A lord.” Maldynado squinted at him. 

You’re sure? I saw you carrying your purse around the other day.

“I’ve told you, Bas. That’s a man bag. It’s for storing manly things.”

Like a change of hats?

“A change of manly hats, yes.” Maldynado strolled toward the cab. “How’s that furnace looking, fellows? We have enough fuel? I saw the load in the back, and I’d hate to have to push this lorry up the highway into the mountains.”

A gruff-sounding soldier told him to get in and shut up. Basilard could see why Maldynado missed being a lord. 

“Here’s your crate from the kitchen, Mister Basilard,” one of two soldiers walking up with it said. Basilard watched with some bemusement as they loaded the bulky crate. They could snare small game and forage along the way if necessary. He wasn’t sure why they needed so much. 

Thank you, he signed after they had found a place for the supplies. Perhaps someone had included rice flour and spices. He did enjoy cooking and might make a few meals along the way, especially if they caught up with Elwa and convinced her to join them. Because the presidential manor had a staff of chefs and meals were always on hand, he’d never had a chance to cook for her.

“You’re ready to go, sir,” the last soldier said, hopping out after Mahliki. He secured the flap at the back of the bed. “Your driver, Corporal Jomrik, is already in the cab, threatening to toss Maldynado into the furnace.”

I like him already, Basilard signed. 

Alas, the soldier could not understand him and merely waved a farewell.

“Don’t we need to wait for someone else?” Mahliki asked. “I heard someone mention a Kendorian.”

I’m in a hurry, Basilard signed, turning toward the cab. If she’s not here, we’ll have to leave without her.

“I’m here,” an accented voice spoke from the wall of the vehicle house.

Basilard picked her out of the shadows immediately, but he frowned inwardly, annoyed that he hadn’t heard or otherwise sensed her approach. True, he had been speaking with the others, and the noise from the lorry being loaded would have drowned out lesser sounds, but he should have noticed her, nonetheless. He looked forward to returning to the wilderness, where he would be in his natural environment.

“Hello,” Mahliki said, raising her right palm in a Kendorian greeting gesture. “I’m Mahliki.”

The traditional return gesture was for the other person to touch the raised palm with her own, so both people could see and feel that the other wasn’t holding a weapon. The woman wore a quiver and had an unstrung bow tied to her back, along with a short sword in a scabbard at her belt, but her hands were empty. 

“Ashara,” she said, not stepping forward or lifting her arm.

Mahliki lowered her hand, as she said, “Welcome,” without giving any indication that the standoffishness bothered her. 

“I’m ready to go,” the woman—Ashara—said.

As she strode out of the shadows, the running lamp of the lorry cast light on frizzy red-blonde hair pulled back in a tail and a lean build. She was one of the only people around who was shorter than Basilard. Her pack appeared heavy, but she made the three-foot jump into the cab easily, without using her hands. A couple of fir needles stuck out of her hair in the back, and Basilard wondered if she had come from outside of the city somewhere.

An, “Oof,” followed by the tinkle of metallic disks came from inside the cab.

“What are you supposed to be?” Ashara asked.

“Handsome, charming, and roguishly appealing?” Maldynado suggested.

“No, that’s not it.”

Mahliki snorted. “This is going to be an interesting trip.”

Basilard imagined his expression was on the bleak side as he watched her climb into the cab. He didn’t want interesting. He wanted uneventful.

 


Chapter 4

Ashara did not know what to make of the Turgonian scientist. She hardly looked old enough to be enrolled as a university student, so Ashara could not imagine she had much expertise in any field. She had introduced herself as Mahliki, a name that did not sound even vaguely Turgonian, but the men all called her “my lady,” implying she came from a warrior-caste family. Ashara hoped that meant the girl did not have any experience with the mental sciences. It would be much easier to fiddle with the results of her experiments if that were the case.

Perhaps Ashara could have asked for more personal information, but then she might have been expected to share some in exchange. She had no desire to do that. Shukura might believe her previous profession would be useful in this, but the night stalkers weren’t spies; they were trackers and fighters, assassins when necessary. She knew how to use the wilderness to find people and then kill them if they were a threat to Kendor. She didn’t know how to make people trust her—or how to keep them from figuring out what she was. All she could hope was that none of these people were that percipient. 

In addition to Mahliki, her other traveling companions were named Maldynado, Corporal Jomrik, and Basilard, the latter being every bit as odd and unlikely as the scientist. He appeared old enough for the position of ambassador, somewhere in his mid-thirties, but he had battle scars all over his face, shaven head, and hands. Considering Mangdorians were pacifists, that in itself was perplexing. He also could not speak and had devised some kind of gesture-based language to communicate with the others. After catching a few exchanges, Ashara recognized some of the signs as belonging to the Mangdorian hunting code, but it had evolved far beyond those origins, and she could only understand part of what he said. Not that she was trying hard to learn.

Currently, Ashara sat wedged between two crates in the back of the lorry, doing her best to avoid her traveling mates. She had no wish to get attached to them. This mission would be hard enough without feelings of camaraderie confusing her duty further. The one named Maldynado was hard to avoid as every time they stopped, he ambled over wearing his ridiculous hat and tried to engage her in conversation. She shouldn’t have spoken to them on the morning of their departure; perhaps she could have pretended she didn’t speak the language. In retrospect, that would have been a wonderful way to play the role of spy. Alas, it hadn’t occurred to her until they were underway. 

Midway through the second day, the lorry halted, and Ashara lifted the flap in the bed to peek out. Mahliki hopped out of the cab with a huge satchel clanking against her hip. After a brief disappearance behind some bushes, she strode toward a stand of oaks. The trees looked to be no more than twenty years old, new growth interspersed with decomposing stumps. From the lorry, Ashara did not see any sign of tree disease, but she climbed out, knowing she needed to keep an eye on the young scientist—or whatever she was.

Unfortunately, the men climbed out of the cab too. They stayed nearby, walking around and talking. Ashara tried to follow Mahliki without being noticed, but it was hard to stealthily cross a highway with the afternoon sun stealing all of the shadows.

“Hello, Ashara,” Maldynado called after her.

She ignored him. She caught up with Mahliki at the base of one of the oaks. She had dropped her pack and was eyeing the bark with a small knife in hand.

Ashara stopped several paces back, hoping not to attract attention. That was probably a vain hope after Maldynado’s loud greeting, but Mahliki did seem to be absorbed with what she was doing. Ashara rested her palm on a nearby oak, a casual enough gesture that anyone observing her should not think anything of it. She let her eyelids droop and reached out with her senses, using skills her mother had taught her as a girl and that had been further enhanced during her training as a tracker. She wanted to ensure that what she saw with her eyes matched what was truly going on in the young forest. She examined the oak beneath her fingers, then stretched her senses outward, through the roots and into the surrounding trees. Here and there, a few traces of fungal growths afflicted some of the oaks, but it was nothing uniform that could be called a blight, nor was it anything outside of the norm. The tree Mahliki was examining was perfectly healthy. With some puzzlement, Ashara watched her shave off a couple of bark samples and use a coring device to extract a sliver of wood from the trunk.

Ashara dropped her hand, letting her connection with the woods fade. She immediately grew aware of another presence and turned to face Basilard. It disturbed her that he had approached without her hearing him, even if practicing the mental sciences required concentration and it was understandable if one’s attention was less reliable than usual.

He gazed curiously at her with sky-blue eyes. He was a Mangdorian, she reminded herself, the battle scars notwithstanding. He would have learned to move silently through the forest as a youth, since all of the men in the culture were taught to hunt.

Basilard lifted his hands, as if he wanted to ask her something, but his lips twisted and he waved to catch Mahliki’s attention instead. When he signed a few words to her, Ashara watched. It wouldn’t hurt to learn to understand him, if only so she might gain some intelligence later on, when he signed to his comrades without realizing she knew his code. 

“No, not long,” Mahliki said. “I know we’re not in Mangdoria yet. Just wanted to pick up a couple of samples on the way. And to use the sylvan lavatory. As much as I’m impressed by the way you men can water the bushes out the door while we’re in motion, I’m not that talented.”

Basilard glanced at Ashara, a hint of pink flushing his cheeks. He quickly signed something else.

“Basilard says, ‘Thank you for coming along, Ashara. Is there anything we can do to make you more comfortable?’ He also asks that I not mention the peripatetic peeing to my father, especially the part where Maldynado and Jomrik don’t always remember to tell me to turn my back. Though maybe that message was for me and not for you. I’m not a practiced translator.” 

Basilard dropped his face into his hand. 

Ashara told herself to ignore the conversation—she didn’t want to be drawn into casually chatting with these people—but her humor was piqued and she couldn’t resist asking, “You have a sign for peripatetic?” Ashara had come across the word in a textbook talking about traveling business owners, or she wouldn’t have known it at all. She wasn’t quite sure about using it in relation to urination, but what did she know? Maybe it was part of a Turgonian saying. 

Basilard shook his head and signed something else.

“He’s lost his original translator,” Mahliki explained, “and laments that Maldynado and I like to augment his words.” She winked and took a core sample from another tree.

Ashara caught herself tempted to ask what had happened to the translator and scowled at herself. She was not going to learn about these people’s personal lives. Not trusting herself, she walked away. She caught a faintly wounded expression on Basilard’s face and a twinge of guilt prodded her. She had ignored his question. She pushed the feeling aside. She wasn’t out here to make friends.

She spotted a milshiar plant carpeting the base of a boulder and took the opportunity to slice off a few leaves. If she crushed the dried leaves using her mortar and pestle, they could be a useful component in her healing salves. She had brought a jar of salve with her, along with some of her potions, but if these people figured out she was here to spy, she might need more than she had.

Near the milshiar, she spotted a salmonberry bush and plucked a few berries. Might as well gather food and herbs while she waited. She kept her eyes open and glanced back a few times to make sure Mahliki was still working. More than once, she caught Basilard gazing in her direction. Despite the scars, he had a pleasant face and didn’t seem the judgmental sort, but she wasn’t sure she wanted him paying that much attention to her. Those who talked little tended to observe much. She didn’t want to be observed.

“Ready,” Mahliki called.

Ashara took her gathered leaves and berries and headed back to the highway. Before she reached it, an uneasy feeling came over her, one of being watched. This time, it wasn’t Basilard. He, Mahliki, and the others were all ahead of her. The feeling of someone watching came from behind. She gazed back into the trees, searching for movement or something out of the ordinary, but did not see anything. She almost reached out to touch a tree again, wanting to use the eyes of the forest instead of relying on her own, but the group was waiting on her. Basilard and Maldynado were both looking in her direction. She doubted the Turgonians would recognize magic, as they would call it, being used, but she couldn’t make assumptions about Basilard. Mangdorians had priests and shamans, not unlike the Kendorians had.

“Not enough leaves in your hair?” Maldynado asked.

“What?” Ashara started to lift a hand to her head, but she was using both of them to cup her berries and herbs—that would teach her to leave the lorry without her gathering pouch. Besides, she didn’t care about her hair. It wasn’t as if she wanted to impress these men with her looks.

“There are only two twigs sticking out of it,” Maldynado said. “I thought you might be thinking of going back for more.” He nodded toward the forest in the direction she had been looking.

Basilard elbowed him, then gestured to Ashara. She had no idea what he said. Ignore him, she hoped.

“What am I doing out here?” she muttered to herself in Kendorian.

Careful not to mash her berries, she climbed back into the bed, finding her spot where none of them could see her. The lorry soon rolled into motion again, the steam engine chugging as it powered the vehicle up a slope. After Ashara put away her gathered goods, she pulled a leather thong out from under her shirt. A silver locket hung from the end, and she opened it to admire the tiny portrait of her children. This was what she was doing out here. She couldn’t forget it.

• • • • •

At the end of two days, Basilard knew far more than he had ever wanted to know about the infamous macadamia blight of the Kyattese Islands. But he knew nothing about their Kendorian comrade, or why Maldynado was still wearing the turkey hat. He clunked his head on the roof of the cab every other time he stood up, causing the small brim to push down to the bottoms of his ears. Each time it happened, their driver, Corporal Jomrik, who had informed them he was personally responsible for the army lorry, glowered back at Maldynado, as if his hard head might be damaging the vehicle. Maldynado ignored him. The driver muttered to himself and occasionally reached up to bump his knuckles against a pair of dried duck feet dangling above his seat. Basilard could only assume it was some Turgonian superstition he hadn’t heard of before. 

Someone must have told Jomrik that the mission would not be without peril, for he kept his rifle balanced across his lap as he drove. It hadn’t been out of his reach for eating, sleeping, or peeing, even though, since leaving the lowlands, they hadn’t seen many others on the highway. Now and then, lorries laden with logs had trundled past, heading toward the city, and they had crossed a Kendorian trader sitting on a wagon pulled by two stocky lizards. Basilard had been watching the road every moment of the trip, hoping to spot Elwa. He feared she and the courier must have chosen the back trails instead of traveling along the highway. During the summer, the snow pack was high enough that sticking to the pass wasn’t as imperative.

“Your people have a border post up here somewhere, don’t they, Ambassador?” Corporal Jomrik asked in a thick drawl that marked him as from a rural part of the republic. “I haven’t been over the pass before. Not much out this way, I’ve heard.”

No, most of Turgonia’s massive republic lay to the west of the capital, because that’s where the fertile land was. They had appropriated a lot of the mountains for timber and ore, but few people lived out in this range. It was more of a buffer zone between Turgonia and its neighbors. 

A few more miles, Basilard signed, making sure Maldynado was watching.

“Around the next bend,” Maldynado informed the driver, his mouth full as he munched on an apple.

Would it distress you terribly to translate my signs verbatim? Once in a while? Basilard did not want to sound ungrateful, since it wasn’t as if Maldynado was a trained translator, but Starcrest had sent him along for this purpose.

“I like to add flair,” Maldynado said.

Jomrik frowned back at him. “You’re not getting crumbs on the floor of my cab, are you?”

“Of course not. Apples don’t have crumbs.”

Jomrik glared at him, pulled a rag out from under his seat, and tossed it at Maldynado before turning his attention back to the road. The corporal couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, but he was not intimidated by Maldynado’s warrior-caste airs or the fact that Maldynado was, as he mentioned daily, friends with the president. He did keep the lorry in meticulous condition. There wasn’t so much as a smudge of coal dust in the grooves of the textured floor.

Maldynado took another bite of his apple and peeked through the opening behind the furnace, a small window that allowed a person to see into the cargo bed. “Don’t see her.”

Why do you keep checking? 

The Kendorian woman had been even less garrulous than their assassin comrade, Sicarius. The night before, she had slept in the back of the lorry instead of around the campfire with everyone else, and she was taking her meals by herself, too, eating ration bars that looked as appealing as the soles of boots.

“To make sure she didn’t fall out?” Maldynado shrugged. “I’m curious. She doesn’t look like someone who knows anything about trees or blights.”

What does someone who knows about trees and blights usually look like?

“Well.” Maldynado jerked a thumb toward the corner by the boiler. “That.”

Mahliki sat cross-legged on the floor, a cloth spread out before her with flowers, leaves, and bark samples, along with several tools on it. She plucked up something with tweezers, dropped it into a vial of colored water, shook it, then peered inside with a loupe held to her eye.

I saw Ashara pick a few edible berries last night to go with her ration bar. She knew to avoid the poisonous ones and probably has a background in woodland lore. Maybe we can have some interesting discussions on foraging. Of course, he would have to teach her his hand signs for that. Would she have any interest in learning?

“Oh, Basilard. I thought now that you were a high-powered ambassador you wouldn’t need to scrounge in alleys for weeds to throw in your stews.”

Those were herbs. A surprising number of edible and flavorful varieties have survived in your city of concrete and mortar.

“I did see her scrounging in the weeds last night, now that you mention it.” Maldynado massaged his jaw. “It wasn’t just berries. She plucked some leaves and stuck them in her pack. She has some glass and ceramic vials in there. Did you see? You don’t think she’s a witch, do you?”

Because she forages?

“Could be collecting poisonous plants. To make potions with. And poison us. Like a witch.”

Basilard thought about sharing that Shukura had mentioned she had potion-making skills, but doubted that would assuage Maldynado’s concerns. Nor did he know if he should assuage his concerns, not when the woman was surely there to spy upon them. 

I forage, and you don’t call me a witch.

“That’s because you dig up tasty things and put them in a stew pot.”

Maybe she’ll surprise us with fresh flatcakes for breakfast. 

“Or a poisoning. I’ve had women try to poison me before, you know.” Maldynado wiggled his eyebrows. “Witches.”

Or jilted lovers?

“Jilted witches maybe. You—”

The cab door opened, startling the driver. The vehicle swerved as he whipped up his rifle. With one hand, he managed to straighten the wheels before they rolled off the road, but he glowered over at that open door. They were cruising along at fifty miles per hour, so visitors were unexpected. 

Ashara dropped inside, brushing Jomrik’s rifle aside so that the muzzle did not point at her. She shut the door behind her. “We have trouble.”

Basilard could not imagine what sort of trouble might be chasing them at fifty miles an hour. He lowered the window and peered out. He did not spot anybody driving on the road behind or ahead of them. 

“Aside from the fact that you’re clambering about on the outside of the lorry like a monkey?” Maldynado asked, looking Ashara up and down.

Her gaze flicked to his hat, then settled on Basilard. “Yes. Several flocks of birds rose from thickets up ahead, their departure sudden and swift. The hills on either side of the road are still now. Silent.”

“How can you tell with us chugging and clanking up the grade?” Maldynado tapped the wall of the cab. The steam vehicle was as stealthy as an army riding elephants through brush.

“I also caught the smell of something big,” Ashara said. “Grimbals, I believe.”

Mahliki, still sitting in front of her samples, lifted her head at this comment, her brow furrowed. “How would you smell that over the smoke from the stack?” She waved toward the ceiling.

Even though they could not see the billowing black smoke from inside the cab, Basilard had no trouble picturing it. And he agreed with Mahliki: even a hound would have trouble picking up the scent of an animal with burning coal plaguing the air.

“I have a keen nose,” Ashara said flatly.

There aren’t any grimbals this far south, Basilard signed. They were too dangerous to allow near human villages, so, as with the makarovi, my people and the Turgonians drove them north generations ago. A feat that had not been easy, according to the legends. The northern predators were difficult to kill without giant weapons like cannons, and with their powerful limbs and claws, they could tear through an army. Basilard remembered his own encounter with makarovi the year before. That had been in these very mountains, and his team had almost lost Amaranthe during it. But those creatures had been coerced into coming this far south by a shaman. Neither makarovi nor grimbals should be anywhere within five hundred miles. 

“Well, they’re back. I know what I smelled.”

Her certainty made Basilard uneasy. I’ll check, he signed and opened the door.

“Maybe you should slow down, Corporal,” Maldynado said. “Since people are making a habit of strolling in and out of the lorry while it’s moving.”

Outside, the wind clawed at Basilard, so he did not hear if the driver responded. The vehicle slowed down as he climbed atop the cab. Dark plumes streamed out of the stack, filling the valley behind them with smoke. The mountains towered on either side, their peaks blanketed with glaciers and snow, even in mid-summer. He sniffed, testing the air. Even upwind of the smokestack, he struggled to smell more than the scent of burning coal. He wondered again at Ashara’s supposedly keen olfactory senses. After spending most of the last five years in the city, he admitted that his own senses might not be as sharp any more, but he was skeptical of her claim.

Still, he crouched there, watching, listening, and breathing in the mountain air. The area, a mix of new growth and stumps left by Turgonian loggers, did seem still. He glimpsed a lake through the trees, but did not see any fowl floating on the water. Ashara’s birds might have been startled into the air at the approach of the steam vehicle, a rare sight up here, not necessarily because of the approach of predators. 

The lorry rounded a bend, and the hide and wood yurt that served as Mangdoria’s closest border outpost came into view. Jomrik had slowed the vehicle, and they trundled toward it.

Ashara’s head appeared. She considered Basilard, eyed their surroundings, then climbed up next to him, her sword clanking on the roof of the cab. It was still in its scabbard, but she had found her bow and wore a quiver bristling with arrows on her back. Neither weapon would do much damage if they encountered irate grimbals. They were distant cousins of bears, but larger and with thicker hides. In his youth, Basilard had hunted them with his clan on a trip to the northern fjords, and they had dug pit traps and used spear launchers to bring down the heavily furred and powerful creatures. Basilard’s daggers would only work if he could get in close—very close—and that was a dangerous place to be with a grimbal. He might have to borrow a Turgonian rifle. 

“Do you smell it?” Ashara asked. “The breeze was coming from up there when I caught the scent.” With her bow, she pointed toward the hills beyond the shack.

Nobody had come out of the small building yet. When on foot, Basilard could walk through the door of the yurt before anyone heard his approach, but none of his people would have missed the clanks of the steam vehicle. 

“There’s nobody inside,” Ashara said, perhaps thinking the same thing. Her certainty was strange, since the door and shutters were closed. There was no way to see inside. “Maybe they saw the grimbals in the area and left.”

Or maybe they were dead. Basilard’s earlier concern that taking Mahliki on this trip would be a bad idea if they found trouble came back to him. He forced himself to inhale deeply and slowly. So far, he didn’t have any proof that anything was wrong. 

There are not always people in the outposts, Basilard signed. 

Remembering that she would not understand, he did not expound. His people did not guard their borders, not the way the Turgonians and many other nations did. Traveling scouts kept watch over the trails into the country, but yurts like these were places to meet and trade, so there was no guarantee that visitors would find it staffed.

The scent of rotting meat mingled with a musky odor wafted toward him at the same time as he glimpsed movement near the path leading north from the yurt. The path leading into his homeland. 

“You smell it,” Ashara said, looking at him. It wasn’t a question.

Basilard nodded.

“There’s more than one. They’re right by that path up there.”

Grimbals are solitary creatures, he signed, holding up a single finger for emphasis.

“That’s what I’ve always heard, too, but I promise there are a number of them loitering up there. This will sound silly but…” She paused, frowning past the yurt. “I get the feeling they’re waiting. Are grimbals smart enough to plan ambushes? I’ve only encountered one before. They’re extremely rare as far south as Kendor.” 

They’re rare here too. Basilard shifted on his haunches, uneasy at the idea of grimbals planning ambushes, but also made uneasy by Ashara’s woodland acuity. Her hunches had yet to be proven correct, but if she was right, he might suspect her of having skill in the mental sciences. Could she have a shaman’s training? Shukura hadn’t mentioned it, but that was hardly surprising. 

He held up a hand, indicating he would return, then slipped over the edge, swinging into the cab again. 

Do not slow down, he signed, nudging for Maldynado to translate for Corporal Jomrik. Continue at maximum speed. This area is not safe.

Basilard glanced at Mahliki, who had stowed her scientific gear in a pack and now stood with the butt of a rifle resting in front of her boots. She had also belted on a sword and dagger. If not for her youth—and the jeweler’s loupe still on a band around her head—she might have passed for a warrior. Basilard took some comfort from that. Everyone here could fight if they had to, but there were other routes into Mangdoria. There was no reason to endanger his team if they could drive past and avoid trouble. He could not risk losing the president’s daughter.

“You sure, Bas?” Maldynado asked. “What if there are people in that hut who need help?”

Ashara says the hut is empty.

“And how would she know?” Maldynado’s eyebrows lifted.

We may have to ask her about that later. But for now, let us assume there are grimbals waiting at the turnoff. We want to avoid them, but they may be able to catch us if we go that way. The lorry won’t be able to travel swiftly on the dirt paths through Mangdoria. Basilard did not know if the wide vehicle would be able to travel along them at all. He pointed at Jomrik. Tell him.

“Emperor’s balls,” Maldynado said, all of the usual humor evaporating from his expression. He didn’t even remember that the emperor was a thing of the past now and that such curses no longer made sense. If they ever had. “Grimbals? This far south? Are you sure?” 

Basilard hesitated. Ashara had been. Yes.

“They’re almost as bad as makarovi.” Maldynado grimaced and touched his abdomen, the spot where Amaranthe had been clawed, the wound nearly fatal.

Jomrik accelerated, the vehicle rattling and bumping on the highway. The stones had been expertly laid by Turgonian engineers during the imperial expansion period when they had been building their cross-continental road system, but this stretch had not been maintained as well as the roads that lay within their borders. 

“If we stay on the highway,” Jomrik said, “we’ll end up in Kendor.”

Not for a couple of days. There are many mountains to traverse first. There are other routes into Mangdoria along the way. Don’t turn down any paths without asking me first. My people don’t guard the borders, but we do use trickery to keep out unwelcome visitors. 

“Like what?” Maldynado asked after translating.

Pit traps with spikes, paths that go nowhere, paths that turn into mazes.

“Pit traps with spikes? I thought your people were pacifists, Bas. What kind of pacifists gouge people with spikes?”

Those who do not wish to have their people kidnapped by slavers anymore. There are signs at the beginnings of the routes into Mangdoria, warning of the dangers to those who would enter uninvited. My people were driven to this in the last few years. There are some who take advantage of pacifists. Basilard arched his eyebrows, knowing Maldynado knew about his own history as a Turgonian slave. 

“Ah, right.” Maldynado removed his hat to buff the tinkling disks. 

The lorry rounded another bend, then lurched as the corporal pulled on the brake. “We’ve got a problem.” 

Basilard leaned against the control panel, almost pressing his nose to the windshield. Six white-furred creatures stood on the road ahead, the shaggy animals three times larger than grizzly bears. Grimbals. Ashara had been right. 

They were gathered around a fresh kill. With the big animals blocking the view, he could not tell what it had been. Maybe he didn’t want to know.

“I’ve never seen a grimbal before,” Maldynado said. “What are they doing this far south? Shamans? They’re not wearing collars, are they? Like those makarovi we fought last year?”

I am starting to think it’s likely that magical persuasion is involved. Basilard did not see collars or the gleam of any manmade device in the creatures’ shaggy fur, but that did not mean something was not there, attached to the big animals’ hides. Not only is this not the usual range for such animals, but grimbals are not pack animals. This sharing of a meal is unheard of.

“The lorry has two guns on the front,” Jomrik said. “Am I clearing the road so we can continue on, or leaving them to eat their dinner?”

Normal animals would scatter at the sound of gunfire, but if these were affected by some magic, would they stand their ground? Or attack? In a battle against so many, Basilard worried the big shell guns would not be enough. The lorry would not be maneuverable when compared to the animals. Also, those guns could only be fired once before having to be reloaded. His people had killed grimbals with spears, but only after the animals had been trapped in pits, and only one at a time. It took many, many spears to bring down a grimbal. 

One of the four-legged creatures leaned back on its haunches, wiping its blood-smeared face with the back of a massive paw. The creature next to it roared, the thunderous rumble echoing through the valley, then lunged at the one cleaning its shaggy beard. Before Basilard had figured out what had prompted the squabble, two more joined in, slashing at each other and snapping with their powerful jaws.

“Not pack animals,” Maldynado agreed.

“Can we go around them while they’re engaged?” Mahliki asked.

Jomrik looked doubtfully at the highway—the grimbals were taking up all of it. “Ground’s muddy on either side of the road along here. We might get stuck if we veer off, and I’m not leaving my lorry out in some grimbal-forsaken wilderness.” His mouth twisted, as he perhaps realized how apt the expression was at the moment.

“Can we drive through them?” Maldynado asked. “Will they get out of the way?”

Each one of them weighs as much as this vehicle, Basilard signed. 

“Even with Mahliki’s trunks in the back?”

Basilard waved his hand in a maybe sign while Mahliki glared at Maldynado. If we hit one, it will damage the vehicle.

“Damage? Like irreparably?” Maldynado frowned through the windshield.

“I’ll damage those monsters before they damage my girl,” Jomrik growled, tapping his hand on levers that activated the weapons. “There are rifles on that rack back there. Arm yourselves, and we’ll have grimbal steaks for dinner.” 

“Wait, do we want to pick a fight with them?” Mahliki asked. “Maybe we can shoot over their heads and scare them away.” 

Grimbals are territorial, Basilard signed. They’ll attack any higher-level predator that enters their domain. 

“Will they see a steam lorry as a higher-level predator?”

Basilard could only shrug. The possibility of magic made the situation unpredictable. 

The grimbals continued to fight with each other. As they did so, several moved away from the corpse, mud spattering their white coats as they battled. Even though two continued to tear away at their meal, Basilard had the unobstructed view of it that he had sought before. The remains would have been impossible to identify, except he glimpsed tatters of clothing on the road underneath the corpse. A person. He closed his eyes.

“Think that was the guard from the shack?” Maldynado asked quietly.

I do not believe one of my people would be caught, but I don’t know, Basilard signed. This is unexpected.

“No kidding.”

The door opened, and Ashara swung inside, her face bleaker than an oncoming avalanche. “Company coming up from the rear.”

“More company?” Maldynado asked. “We haven’t figured out how to sufficiently entertain the company we have.”

“Two more grimbals,” Ashara said.

“Which way are we going?” Jomrik looked at Basilard. Everyone looked at Basilard.

Leadership. He had never sought it, and the weight of it settling around his shoulders made him nervous. This entire situation made him nervous, not just because of the animals, but because of their strange behavior. Whoever was controlling them might be even more dangerous than the grimbals.

Forward, Basilard signed.

“Go, Corporal,” Maldynado said. He grabbed a rifle, opened the driver-side door, and leaned out. 

“Can you fire one of your big guns over their heads?” Mahliki asked. “Try to scare them?”

“Over?” Jomrik grumbled. “My vote is for through.” 

He adjusted the angle of the weapons, then fired one. Whether he was truly aiming at one of the creature’s heads or not, Basilard did not know, but the shell parted the fur of one, then disappeared into the foliage to the side of the road. The freshly shaved grimbal reared up, spinning toward the lorry. Two of the others turned in their direction too. None of them ran away.

Basilard opened the other door to check on the ones Ashara had promised were coming from behind. Her report had been accurate. Two lumbering white figures bounded down the road after the lorry. 

“Basilard?” Mahliki offered him a rifle from the locker.

Even if the noisy Turgonian firearms were not his preferred weapon, Basilard accepted it. He could not imagine throwing knives working against creatures of this size. Nor did he have any plan to hop out and retrieve anything he threw.

“Trying to go through them,” Jomrik said, firing a second shell, the launch sending a shiver through the vehicle. “Got one.” He pumped his fist, but his exuberance only lasted a second. “That didn’t kill it?” He cursed. “My lady, will you reload for me?”

“Yes.” Mahliki crouched and opened the ammunition locker.

As Jomrik accelerated, more of the grimbals faced the oncoming vehicle. Wind battered Basilard’s face, but he propped his rifle on the top of the door to steady it. He hated to kill wantonly, especially when they had no plans to skin the creatures and use the meat, so he hoped they would scatter before that was necessary.

Two rose to their hind legs, batting their paws at their chests like gorillas. Some of the others crouched on all fours, preparing to charge. 

“Idea,” Mahliki announced after she had reloaded Jomrik’s guns. She dragged her pack over and rummaged inside, the contents clanking as she pushed them around. She pulled out a jar and a couple of vials, resting them on the vibrating metal floor of the cab.

“Get ready,” Maldynado called from his position behind the driver, his rifle also braced. He had already fired twice, his bullets either not hitting or having no impact on the creatures.

One of the grimbals charged, with two others close behind. Suspecting the others would aim at the one in the lead, Basilard chose the one behind and to the side of it. He targeted the head, but the way he was hanging out of the lorry, balancing his weapon on the jostling door, affected his aim. He only clipped its ear. The creature did not slow down.

The lorry’s guns did more damage, with one shell smashing into the ground in front of the lead grimbal. Rock and dust flew up in all directions, obscuring the animals for a moment. Unfortunately, they soon charged out of the debris cloud. The gait of the one in front had been affected, but it continued on, followed by its buddies. An arrow sailed out from the other side of the cab, taking one in the eye. The creature spun away, pawing at its face.

Basilard took more care in lining up his second shot. The grimbals were almost upon them, and there wouldn’t be time to reload and fire again. This time, his bullet slammed into the chest of the one that had not been wounded yet. 

The animal stopped, roaring with pain as it reared back. It batted at its chest. With its fur so thick, Basilard could not see blood or any sign of a wound. He had to trust he had injured it. While it was rearing up, exposing what should be more tender flesh, Maldynado shot it in its white belly.

“Behind you,” Ashara said, and before Basilard realized what she was doing, she slipped out behind him, climbing atop the cab again.

Jomrik fired the lorry’s second gun. This shell, instead of hitting the earth, slammed into the lead grimbal’s chest. The big projectile had much more thrust and mass behind it than Basilard’s bullet, and it was hurled backward. Two arrows streaking down from above pierced it next, and it stumbled to the side of the road. Two were out of the fight, but the others that had previously hung back had decided to join the charge. Four creatures pounded toward the front of the lorry.

“Get inside,” Maldynado barked at the same time as Jomrik yelled, “They’re going to hit us.”

They were too close for the vehicle’s guns now, but Jomrik rushed to reload them anyway. Mahliki was still fiddling with her vials. The grimbals leaped at the lorry, paws raking at the vehicle from all sides. They were fearless in the face of the giant mechanical device spouting plumes of black smoke. 

Basilard ducked back inside, slamming the door shut an instant before one hammered into the side of the vehicle. The huge body rocked the lorry. Metal screeched, and white fur filled the view through the window. The jolt flung Basilard backward. He caught his balance just shy of stepping on Mahliki, who was still kneeling, trying to assemble something. Jomrik cursed, struggling with the vehicle’s controls again, as he tried to push them through the attacking creatures. 

Glass cracked, the ominous sound filling the cab.

“Not the windshield,” Jomrik groaned. 

The lorry swerved, throwing Basilard against the wall. The back of his head clunked against something hard, and he gave himself a brief moment to silently curse Turgonian technology and this strange way of traveling the world. While he cursed, he reloaded the rifle in the darkness caused by the blocked windows. Despite his throbbing head, he knew they would be in more trouble if they were out there on foot. 

The lorry swerved again, and light filled the cab. A grimbal tumbled off the hood. 

“Can’t shoot them if they’re on top of us,” Jomrik grumbled.

Basilard stepped toward the door, but Mahliki stopped him with a hand to the shoulder. 

“Let me try something,” she said, holding up a couple of vials. 

The vehicle struck something, and she flailed for a second, nearly falling into Basilard. She caught herself on the wall. A grinding noise came from the lorry’s engine. They had come to a stop.

“I was afraid of that,” Jomrik said. “We’re in the mud, and it’s deep. Hold on. Trying to get us free.”

Another grimbal hit the side of the vehicle. Claws gouged the door, and metal squealed like a dying animal.

“They’re all around us,” Ashara yelled down from above.

Basilard wished he had the ability to yell back, to order her to come inside. By now, more arrows protruded from the pelts of the grimbals throwing themselves at the lorry, but she was not safe up there, not even close. The massive creatures towered taller than the vehicle. Surely, they could easily swat her down. Indeed, thumps came from above. Paws striking the roof? Or Ashara jumping to avoid the creatures’ swipes? He couldn’t tell.

Basilard tried to push open the door again, his rifle ready for more shots, but there was too much weight pressed against it. All of the grimbals had surrounded them, and they were trying to peel open the vehicle like a tin of sardines. Even though Jomrik had thrown the controls into reverse, the wheels spun uselessly, unable to find purchase in the soft earth. Mud flew everywhere, spattering the white coats of the creatures. Basilard could not tell if the ones coming from behind had caught up or not. There seemed to be claws and white fur everywhere. 

Maldynado managed to force his door open and start firing again. Mahliki leaned out behind him, hurling one of her vials. A shadow fell over her, and Basilard grabbed the collar of her shirt. She leaned back at the same time as he yanked her back. A bloody white paw swiped through the air, each claw as long as a dagger. Maldynado was firing at one of the animals on the hood and did not get out of the way in time. The paw clipped his shoulder, bashing him against the doorjamb. He grunted and stumbled against Jomrik. 

“Off,” the corporal snarled, as if giving a command to a naughty dog.

“You talking to them or to me?” Maldynado asked, righting himself. He tossed his hat aside and reloaded the rifle.

“Everyone. Is that blood on the floor of my lorry? I’m going to kill these ancestors-cursed monsters.”

“Better not tell him it was my blood, eh?” Maldynado whispered to Mahliki, his words almost lost in the chaos. 

The vehicle lurched forward, rolling over something, and a howl erupted from outside. Jomrik smiled grimly. “One foot down.”

More distressed howls sounded. Something more than a wheel rolling over a paw must have happened. Most of the cries came from the driver’s side of the vehicle. A greenish-blue smoke filled the air out there. 

“Now would be a good time to leave,” Mahliki said. “Even with the doors shut, that’s going to be acrid for us too.” 

“I’m trying to leave.” Jomrik batted his hanging duck feet and cursed under his breath. 

The sounds of grunts came from outside. No, those were coughs. Ashara.

Basilard spun toward Mahliki, pointing toward the roof.

“Tell her to come inside,” Mahliki said, shaking another vial, ready to throw it. “It’s going to get worse before it dissipates.” 

The press of shaggy white bodies had lessened, the creatures reeling back and swiping at their snouts as the smoke filled the air. Basilard tried his door again. This time, nothing was pressed against it. After taking a deep breath, he slipped outside. He climbed up, nearly falling when the vehicle jerked and shuddered. One of the wheels had caught the edge of the road. 

Basilard pulled himself to the roof. Even though he was holding his breath, whatever Mahliki had thrown stung his eyes, and his nostrils itched madly.

Ashara had dropped to her hands and knees, her shirt pulled over her mouth and nose. Tears streamed from her eyes, but she reached for another arrow. 

Basilard gripped her arm and pointed downward. She hesitated, glancing toward their attackers. She must be thinking that they would be easier to shoot from up here. 

More emphatically, Basilard tapped his nose and pointed downward. Ashara wiped her eyes with her sleeve. He thought she might object, but this time, she gave a jerky nod and waved that she would follow. Basilard slithered back over the edge first, landing in the cab. He turned back to offer her a hand, only to see a white shape fill the sky as Ashara’s legs swung down. Instinctively, he tried to scream a warning, but as always, his vocal cords failed to comply with the wishes of his heart. The grimbal wrapped its massive paws around her waist before she could drop into the cab. 

She cried out in surprise and pain as claws sank through her clothing. 

Basilard leaned out as she was lifted away. He fired twice at the exposed belly of the grimbal, careful not to hit Ashara. It lifted her above its head, as if it meant to hurl her to the ground—or carry her away.

She twisted in its grip, so that she faced its head. Arrows fell out of her quiver, her bow useless to her now, but she managed to yank out a dagger.

Basilard dropped his rifle and tore out one of his own daggers. He leaped from the cab, catching the grimbal’s arm and hanging on with one hand as he stabbed the blade into its flesh with his other. It was like trying to stab a log. The dagger barely bit in. With tears streaming from his eyes, he struggled to see. He’d had to take a breath, and the noxious air burned all the way down his throat and to his lungs. Snot filled his nostrils. He hung on tenaciously, stabbing again, trying to work his way higher up the arm. If he could reach the neck, maybe he could saw through its tough tendons and find an artery.

Above him, Ashara hadn’t stopped fighting. Her own dagger slashed for the grimbal’s eyes. She struck one, and blood spattered the animal’s face. Ichor dripped from the damaged eye.

The creature howled and lifted its arm, trying to fling Basilard aside. He nearly lost his grip. He did lose all sense of up and down and where the vehicle was. And he had no idea how many other creatures surrounded them. They had to finish this grimbal and escape back into the cab—and hope the lorry could find its way out of the mud.

Though the creature’s arm continued to flail, Basilard clawed his way up to its shoulder. He thrust his dagger at its throat with all of his strength. It wasn’t a killing blow, but the grimbal squealed and dropped Ashara. 

Even with the roar of the animals and the stomping of feet, Basilard heard her land in the mud. He wanted to cry out for her to run, to leap into the cab, but he couldn’t. All he could do was stab the neck again, hoping to buy time if he couldn’t kill it. It wheeled back, flailing at him. Fortunately, with Basilard clamped around one of its arms, it had trouble finding the right angle to claw him. If he hadn’t seen more grimbals moving about at the edge of his tear-filled vision, he might have tried to finish it off. But the squealing of tires several meters away told him the vehicle had left him behind—or the grimbal had pulled him away from it. He stabbed it one final time, cutting into the flesh of its nose and hoping that snout was sensitive, then dropped to the ground. 

He spun, intending to run after Ashara, but he found her waiting for him. Somehow, she had retained her bow, and she had it back in hand, an arrow nocked. She let it fly, nodded at Basilard, and they ran together for the lorry. 

The vehicle had indeed found its way onto the highway again. It was waiting for them. At least, Basilard hoped that was the case and that it wasn’t too damaged to move. More of that greenish smoke filled the air, this time in front of the vehicle instead of around it, fortunately. Basilard’s throat and nostrils couldn’t take any more.

Ashara reached the door first, lunging inside at the same time as one of the big guns fired. A grimbal less than two feet from the front of the lorry flew backward, blood blossoming on its chest. Basilard leaped into the cab at the same time as the vehicle lurched forward. It struck the injured grimbal, knocking it to the side, even though a punishing shudder jolted the frame. 

Basilard pulled the door shut behind him, only to find that it no longer latched all the way. 

“It’s working,” Mahliki yelled from the other side. She was hanging out of that doorway again. This time, it was Maldynado who pulled her back inside. “The smoke slowed them down.”

“Go, Corporal,” Maldynado ordered. “That won’t keep them busy forever.”

“I am going,” Jomrik said. 

The vehicle accelerated, but not as smoothly as it had before. Something was clanking, and the wheels no longer seemed aligned, for they listed to one side of the road. Jomrik had to put a lot of effort into pushing the lever to put them back in the middle. Sweat gleamed on his forehead.

“A little farther, girl,” he crooned, patting the control panel. 

“A little?” Maldynado dashed tears from his eyes. Judging by the snot plastered on the front of his shirt, he had also inhaled some of those awful fumes. “Try about a hundred miles.”

“We’ll see,” Jomrik said grimly, his gaze fixed on the road, his shoulders tense.

Basilard grimaced. They might have delivered enough damage to keep three or four of those grimbals from giving chase, but if some shaman was directing the animals and could override their natural instincts, there were others that could follow.

“We’re outdistancing them,” Maldynado said, his head hanging out the window. “For now. Can we keep up this pace?”

An ominous clunk came from underneath the vehicle, followed by a scrape and a tink, tink, tink as something fell off and bounced away behind them.

“I don’t know.” Jomrik glared at Maldynado. He looked like he wanted to strangle him. “I knew my first sergeant was lying when he said, ‘Easy mission, Jom. Just take the Mangdorian ambassador home, then come back. You’ll get to miss those early morning company runs for a few days. You can relax.’ You know how I knew he was lying?”

Maldynado shook his head.

“The president was over there chatting with the captain in charge of the motor pool at the same time. Presidents don’t show up to discuss easy missions.”

“You sound bitter.” Maldynado noticed snot on his own shirt, prodded at it, and grimaced.

“Up until twenty minutes ago, my baby didn’t have a dent on her. I buffed her out every week, painted any scratches away, took real good care of her. I…” Jomrik’s words disappeared in a snarl, and he focused on the highway ahead. 

Basilard could not imagine being so attached to a mechanical contraption, but he did understand that the repairs would be expensive and time-consuming, if the vehicle would even be capable of making it back to the capital. He regretted that his mission had resulted in so much damage. He hadn’t wanted to cause trouble for the president or anyone else.

“Are you all right, Ashara?” Mahliki asked, lifting a hand toward the woman.

Basilard turned, feeling guilty that he had been distracted and had not thought to check on her. His own back ached—even if he hadn’t been ravaged by claws, he had pulled a muscle, at the least—but she must have been injured more badly. Those claws had cut through her shirt, sinking into her flesh. 

“Fine,” Ashara said.

She was leaning against the wall beside the door, her deep breaths pained, her shoulders drooping, her bow dangling from her hand. 

“You’re bleeding.” Mahliki pointed at the floor, where fresh drops of blood spattered the textured metal. 

Jomrik glared back at the spot but did not complain about his tarnished floor this time. With all the other damage, what did drops of blood matter?

“What’s your point?” Ashara asked, grasping her belly. Blood had seeped through her shirt in several spots. 

Basilard stepped past the women, pulling his pack out from behind the coal bin, so he could find his first-aid kit.

“That you may not know what the word fine means,” Mahliki said. “Understandable if Turgonian isn’t your first language. I also have trouble with some of the subtleties. Especially when discussing war, battle, violence, fighting, sparring, and various other terms related to combat. Did you know Turgonians have over a hundred words to describe the way a sword can be used to injure or kill someone?”

Ashara hissed in pain—or maybe exasperation at the conversation. She opened the door, slipped out again, and slammed it shut behind her. Basilard stood, his first-aid kit in hand, too late to put it to use. 

“Did I say something wrong?” Mahliki asked. “I was trying to be friendly.”

“Yeah, I don’t think you’re supposed to do that with Kendorians,” Maldynado said. “I’ll chat with her later. Show her my charm. See if I can melt her frosty demeanor. I’m good at melting women.”

“Did you know you have snot melted all over your shirt?”

“Yes. That’s your fault, I believe. But my charisma is so great that I can still win our frosty new friend over to our side. You’ll see. Just look at Yara. She hated me when we first met. And now we’re inseparable.”

“You’re separated right now.”

“Well, yes, but that’s your father’s fault. Ah, what was my point?”

“I was wondering that myself.”

Basilard poked his head out the door in time to see Ashara clamber around the back corner of the vehicle and pull herself into the cargo bed. She wasn’t moving as lithely as she had been earlier. He thought of following her, offering to bandage her wounds, but he didn’t want to irritate her further or make assumptions. Maybe she had her own first-aid kit and did not need help. Or maybe she had a way of healing herself. He recalled his suspicion that she might have training in the mental sciences. It was rare to find someone skilled with magic as well as combat. The Nurians had their “warrior mages,” but few people had the aptitude or time and discipline to master it all. Basilard was starting to suspect that their Kendorian traveling companion was far more than some random colleague Shukura had found wandering the city.

Another clank and tink sounded, another part falling off. Jomrik sighed dramatically. Basilard wondered if the lorry would make it out of the predators’ range and how they would fight the next battle if it didn’t. 

 


Chapter 5

“Hold that there. No, there,” came Jomrik’s voice, drifting out from underneath the lorry. He cursed a few times, growled in frustration, then cursed again. “Do you know anything about vehicles at all?”

“Not a thing,” Maldynado said. He, too, lay beneath the lorry in the fading daylight, his legs sticking out. “I just said I’d hold your tools if you needed me to. I thought I was being quite generous. You wouldn’t find many warrior-caste men willing to hold greasy, grimy things. We use these hands to wave condescendingly at peasants, you know.”

Jomrik growled again.

“I thought you were disowned, Maldynado,” Mahliki said from the spot she had chosen around the campfire, spreading her tools and vials around her. She flipped on a lantern to make up for the darkening sky.

“Yes, but by working for your father, I’ve regained some of my former stature.”

“Ah. What is it you do for him, again?”

“At the moment, I’m holding greasy tools.”

Ashara snorted. She stood to the side of the lorry and the fire, her back against a tree trunk as she watched both ends of the valley where they were camped. The highway ran west to east in this area, and a trail headed off to the north, cutting through the hills. Basilard had mentioned that it would eventually lead into his country, if they followed it. Ashara wished they were already twenty miles up it instead of still being so close to the highway. Before, the wide road had seemed safe. She now saw it as an easy route for predators as it cut through the thick vegetation hugging the ground to either side of it. 

She believed they had driven about twenty miles before smoke had started rising from the lorry’s engine and the corporal had declared it in need of repairs before it could travel on, if it could travel on. But it was hard to judge mileage while riding in the strange conveyance. Back home, people rode in wagons pulled by giant lizards, but that was not quite the same.

A twinge of pain came from Ashara’s abdomen each time she inhaled deeply, and she had to keep reminding herself not to. With the shadows deepening, hiding her from the others, she risked closing her eyes and drawing energy from the tree at her back and the earth beneath her feet to help her body with healing. She did not take so much that the plants around her would be stunted, but a little bit from the tree, from that bush to her side, and from the moss carpeting the ground at her feet. She wasn’t a true healer and could not help others in this manner, but she could accelerate her own recovery. Right after the battle, she had applied her salve to the cuts around her waist. That had done more than her meager talents ever would.

Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that the day had been inordinately taxing. She wondered if the Turgonians would make something more appealing than ration bars. A hearty meal sounded wonderful, even if it meant enduring questions from the others. A true spy would probably get close and try to glean information, but the idea made her stomach churn, especially after Basilard had helped her that day. She did not know if she could have escaped that grimbal on her own. He had risked his own life to pull her away. She couldn’t allow that to change anything, but she resolved to thank him whenever he showed up again.

After they had chosen this stopping point, which lay near another Mangdorian border yurt, this one also empty, Basilard had grabbed a rifle and jogged into the brush after signaling something to Maldynado. Since he had headed back in the direction they had come from, Ashara guessed he wanted to see if they were being followed. She wanted to know that too. The grimbals were troublesome enough, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone else was out here, someone even more dangerous.

Still connected to the tree and the forest around it, Ashara sensed someone approaching before she heard or saw anything. She stepped away from the trunk, nocking an arrowing and facing the brush behind her before she realized it was Basilard.

Three knocks came from the shadows. She lowered her bow. Even if she hadn’t sensed that it was Basilard, she would have assumed a grimbal would not warn her before approaching.

Basilard walked out of the gloom, his hands raised. Only when she nodded, signaling she saw him, did he lower them. It must be irritating to not be able to call out and warn a comrade of one’s approach.

Ashara noticed tufts of grass and leaves sticking out of his grip. In the darkness, she could not tell more than that. Curious, she followed him to the campfire where the crackling logs and Mahliki’s lamp provided more illumination. She was able to make out his hand signs, though it would take more time before she could understand them fully.

“What’s that?” Mahliki asked, pouring a couple of drops of a dark liquid into a vial. She must be making a few more alchemical concoctions for defense.

Once again, Ashara was tempted to ask her about her background. If she had access to the mental sciences, that might explain why she had been sent along, even though she was so young. Also, someone who made potions was naturally of interest to her.

Basilard laid a collection of what turned out to be leaves, herbs, and tubers on a flat rock. He picked up a heretofore-ignored skillet, set it in the coals, and pointed at what he had foraged. 

“If that’s dinner, I hope it’s not all you’ve got,” Mahliki said. “I’ve seen Maldynado pick more food than that out of his teeth after a meal.”

“Herbs and spices,” Ashara said. “Thyme, delfenara, wild garlic, and white mountain potatoes, I believe.”

Basilard nodded to her, not noticeably surprised by her ability to identify the plants in the dim lighting. Ashara wondered what Shukura had told them about her. Surely not that she had been trained as a night stalker. Thanks to the connotations of assassin that it carried, the term was enough to bring fear to the souls of her own people. She doubted the Turgonians would think more fondly of the occupation, nor could she imagine Basilard approving of an assassin in their midst. 

“Potatoes?” Mahliki lowered her vial and peered at the small tubers on the rock.

“That’s just the name. They’re not meant to be substantial. They have the texture of potatoes, but they’re more flavorful. You can slice them up and put them in a soup.”

Basilard signed a few words. I make, was all Ashara understood.

“He’s going to make a sauce,” Mahliki said, playing translator. 

Basilard nodded, smiling slightly, though his blue eyes were grave as he washed and cut his ingredients, and he glanced often toward their surroundings. Whatever he had expected on this trip, grimbals were not it. 

When he walked to the lorry, from which bangs, growls, and grunts continued to sound, Ashara followed him. This was her chance to thank him. She waited until after he rummaged in the cargo bed and hopped out holding ingredient pouches and salted cuts of meat. He saw her and paused, tilting his head to the side.

“Basilard,” Ashara said, then stopped, not sure what else to say. She was not good at thanking people for their help. She didn’t know why, other than it seemed a vulnerability, admitting that help had been required. She preferred to handle everything herself and always felt resentful when she needed help. Better to struggle through and find a way on her own. But that hadn’t been a possibility this afternoon.

Basilard faced her, waiting. A couple of lanterns burned on the ground beside the lorry, the illumination for the men working underneath. They allowed her to see the contours of his face. As seemed usual for him, his expression was calm, patient. Maybe slightly curious. Ashara’s first impression of him had been one of fierceness, maybe even cruelty, because of all of the scars, including one that had likely almost taken his eye out as it slashed across his nose and along his cheek. But she had found the notion of a cruel Mangdorian so startling that she had looked closer, watching his eyes for clues and his mouth, as well, which tended to be expressive, even if he couldn’t use it for speech. Perhaps it was a diplomacy tactic, but he always seemed nonjudgmental and friendly.

“I appreciate your help today,” Ashara said, her voice gruffer than she intended. And less full of gratitude. She sighed at herself, wondering again why Shukura had thought she could do anything here. A real spy would be winning their trust, not regaling them with standoffishness. 

Basilard inclined his head.

She thought about trying again, but was afraid further attempts to enunciate her thoughts would only come out as awkward. “You cook?” she said instead, pointing at the meat.

Another nod.

“He better cook,” Maldynado said from under the lorry. “His meals are the only reason I go camping with him.”

“Camping?” Jomrik grumbled—everything he said seemed to come out in a grumble, a growl, or a snarl. “It’s not camping if your vehicle gets mutilated by monsters.”

“No? What would you call it?”

“Torment,” Jomrik sighed. “I’m trying hard to get a promotion, but how is that going to happen if I come back with a mangled lorry? The first sergeant is going to chew my butt into a little wad and spit it into the lake.”

“An attractive image,” Maldynado said. “But don’t worry. Basilard’s meal will make you feel better. That’s why we keep him around. The president’s right nut knows he cheats horribly at Tiles, so I certainly don’t spend time with him because it’s healthy for my purse.”

“Nut?” Ashara mouthed, wondering if she was translating the expression correctly.

Basilard lifted his eyes heavenward, shook his head, and walked toward the fire. He glanced back, seemingly inviting her to come along, or at least to leave the men under the lorry.

Ashara hesitated, thinking she should return to standing watch from the tree. But shouldn’t she be spending more time talking to these people? Figuring out if Mahliki could indeed do anything against the blight? Ashara had to assume her own people might be behind it, or at least that they intended to take advantage of something natural that was happening. She didn’t know why, but it had never been her place to ask. Shukura would not have told her, regardless. 

Mahliki rose from her spot by the campfire and jogged to the lorry, hopping in the cab. Thuds sounded, trunk lids being lifted and closed. 

Ashara walked to the fire and crouched, watching Basilard slice the meat into slender fillets and rub them with the garlic and thyme. He dropped a ball of tallow or other grease into the pan to heat. 

“I know most Mangdorians can forage and find food, but I haven’t heard of many that are accomplished chefs,” Ashara said.

His expression turned wry, and he flicked his fingers, the gesture probably meaning something akin to, You may want to try my meal before giving me that title.

“I’m a little surprised you’d bother to forage. With your scars and your competence with weapons, I took you for being fairly Turgonianized.” Ashara caught herself waving toward his scars and weapons before realizing her comment might be considered condescending. Maybe she would be better served by staying in the back of the lorry and not talking to anyone. She could sneak around and listen to other people’s conversations to gain the information Shukura wanted.

Basilard shook his head, his mouth flattening wryly. He laid the cuts of meat in the oil, which gurgled and spattered, the scent of browning pork filling the air. He gazed past the skillet and into the flames.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” Ashara said, not that what she thought would matter to him. “Kendorians aren’t pacifists.” A statement of the obvious.

When Basilard didn’t respond, she knelt back, intending to leave him alone. She seemed to be making him uncomfortable. 

But he lifted a hand, palm out. He pointed to her waist, then raised his eyebrows.

“You’re either inquiring after my injuries or you want me to take my shirt off,” Ashara said. It was an attempt at humor—and a misdirection, because she did not want to admit that she could draw power from the forest to heal herself. That was a night stalker trick.

He blinked and shook his head, apparently believing she had genuinely been confused as to his intentions. Before she could say it was all right, leaves crunched behind her. Maldynado was ambling over, his garish turkey-shaped hat hugging his head. Basilard signed something to him.

“You need translation services, do you?” Maldynado asked. He eyed Ashara, one corner of his mouth quirking up. “You were right. Basilard would like to see you naked.”

Basilard managed to look mortified at the same time as he glared at Maldynado and hurled a rock. 

“Ouch, Bas,” Maldynado said, not turning quickly enough to avoid the projectile. The stone bounced off his hip. He rubbed it as he met Ashara’s eyes again. “Bas doesn’t like it when I add flair to my translations. He used to have a real translator, and I think he’s lamenting that he drove her off with an ill-timed marriage proposal.”

If possible, Basilard’s expression grew more mortified. Even in the poor light of the fire, the red flush to his cheeks was apparent. 

Basilard signed to Maldynado, his gestures brusque. She got something about, You’re the one… 

“I simply mentioned that summer weddings were lovely. I didn’t realize you hadn’t lip tussled with her yet. That’s how you first judge if a woman’s romantically interested in you, right, Ashara?”

“Lip tussling?” she asked, paying more attention to Basilard than Maldynado. Even if she did not know him well, she felt sympathetic to his mortification. She should have changed the topic, but found herself curious and wanted the whole story.

“That’s right. If she tussles back with you, she likes you, or she’s at least attracted to you. Liking and attraction aren’t really the same thing, but it’s a start. If she flings her arms around you and tries to launch her tongue down your throat, then that’s when you know you’ve got a good thing.”

Basilard dropped his face into his hand.

“You’ve got a talent for words,” Ashara told Maldynado, even if she really shouldn’t be judging, given her own fumbling tongue. “Might try your hand at writing songs for the bards.”

“You think so?” Maldynado removed his hat, brushed dirt off some of the gleaming metal disks, and sat on a rock. 

Ashara worried he was about to regale her with his experiences with bards and songs, but he glanced at Basilard and chose a more sober topic.

“He’s Turgonianized—and speaking of talents for words, I don’t think that is one—because some rich lout had him and a bunch of others enslaved and stolen from his homeland. This lout made the slaves fight for their lives in illegal pit fights. So they fought, or they were killed. Hard to be a pacifist in that situation. An alive pacifist. But his people didn’t see things from his point of view. Usually when we meet some of them, they like to tell Bas about how he’s going to Hell.”

His cheeks still red, Basilard turned the meat with a knife, then stood up. He signed a quick string of words, none of which Ashara caught, then strode into the darkness. 

“Apparently, he didn’t ask me to translate for him so I could share his history. Or details of failed marriage proposals.” 

“Imagine that,” Ashara murmured, watching Basilard’s back until it disappeared. He’d grabbed one of the rifles on the way, so he probably meant to check for trouble. Even though she suspected he didn’t want them to continue to discuss him while he was gone, the new revelations left her curious about something that didn’t make sense. “If his people have condemned him, why did they make him their diplomatic envoy?”

“Nobody else wanted to deal with us militant Turgonians.”

Ashara snorted and waited for the real reason. But Maldynado merely turned his palm up, spreading his hand. 

“That’s the truth, or what he told me. And I believe him, except when we’re playing dice or Tiles. I don’t think he knew what else to do with himself after he’d seen to it that we Turgonians would make some laws to ensure slavery wasn’t condoned or overlooked any more. He has a daughter back in his country who he wants to see more of, but his kin don’t want him around. I think he figured the ambassador job might give him a reason to pass through his village now and then.”

Ashara lifted her head, a jolt going through her at the mention of a child in someone else’s care, of a nation turned against him. She swallowed, the parallel making her uncomfortable. 

“Think he’s going to come back?” Maldynado prodded one of the steaks. “There was supposed to be a sauce, wasn’t there? That’ll teach me to offend him before supper’s made.”

Ashara walked away, needing a few minutes alone. She found herself in a patch of bushes across the highway, picking gooseberries for a sauce. She wasn’t sure if it would go well with the pork Basilard had selected, but it gave her a way to help finish the meal. She felt that it was her fault that the preparations had been interrupted. Why had she come over and started asking questions in the first place? If anything, she should have been peppering Mahliki with questions, not Basilard. And with Mahliki, she wouldn’t have needed an obnoxious translator. Of course, Mahliki might get suspicious if Ashara, after ignoring her for two days, interrogated her on botany and magic. It might be better to make friends—or at least pretend to make friends—with Basilard and get the information from him. Though learning of these uncomfortable situations that they shared made her not want to use him, to chance hurting him. 

She reminded herself that she had her own children to worry about, not anybody else’s. If she could learn to understand his language, she could talk to him and find out more about Mahliki’s work through him and perhaps more information about the Mangdorian state in general, information she could feed to Shukura. 

When Ashara returned to the camp, Basilard was still gone. Mahliki and the grease-smeared driver were sitting around the fire with Maldynado, passing around a bag of nuts. The skillet had been removed from the heat, but nobody had presumed to disturb the meat. Ashara set the pork aside, grabbed the mountain potatoes and her berries, and made a sauce to go on the dish. She was aware of all three sets of eyes watching her—after her aloofness, the others had to be wondering what had prompted her to cook for them. 

“Maldynado,” she said casually as she worked, “will you teach me some of the ambassador’s hand signs? I didn’t get much of a chance to thank him for helping me today during the attack.” There, that sounded like a plausible reason for wanting to learn the language. Maybe.

Maldynado scratched his jaw and gazed at her thoughtfully. Maybe he saw through her story. He seemed a dandy with his silly hat and bumbling manner, but he had been a capable fighter and marksman that afternoon. She ought to be careful not to assume he was dull. 

Finally, he shrugged and said, “Can do.” 

Good.

• • • • •

The lack of signs of his people disturbed Basilard. 

What he had told the others was true, that those yurts along the highway weren’t always manned, but there were patrollers that monitored the borders, and someone usually appeared within a few hours of Basilard entering the area. He might be the official ambassador to Turgonia, but he often found himself escorted in and out of his homeland when he came bearing messages. Usually, he resented the escort, knowing it meant he wasn’t entirely trusted, but now he worried the lack of it meant something was wrong in his homeland, something more than blighted trees. There was no way the patrollers should have missed the smoke and noise of the steam vehicle.

Basilard glanced back toward the camp from his spot on a knoll overlooking the highway. The fire was still burning. Normally, he wouldn’t bother with anything except for a small cook fire, if that, since the summer evening made it unnecessary for warmth. But he had wanted to offer a blatant signal for any Mangdorians who might be watching the road. Still, none of his people had come. So long as the grimbals didn’t come, either. 

He looked back toward the highway, glad for the excuse to stand guard out there and stay out of camp. He didn’t know why Maldynado had started sharing all of that information about him, but the incident with Elwa was too fresh, too painful in his mind. He didn’t want anyone else to know of that humiliation. It was bad enough Maldynado knew. 

A breeze whispered through the canyon. Basilard had been enjoying the scent of the pork, thyme, and garlic, hoping the others would leave some for him, but this breeze blew that smell away from him—and another smell toward him.

He sucked in an alarmed breath, sniffing the air like a hound, hoping he was wrong. The grimbals. He didn’t see them on the highway, but darkness limited his vision. The creatures might also be pushing through the undergrowth. 

Why? Why would they follow this far? No predator would chase prey this many miles, especially prey riding in a vehicle that should make the scents of those within impossible to track. True, the burning coal made a distinct odor, but he couldn’t believe an animal would link the two, coal with humans. And why were the grimbals so set on humans? This time of year, there was plenty for them to eat—plenty that was easier to catch than people. They shouldn’t be that desperate for food.

Stop trying to ascribe logic to this, he told himself. There had to be a shaman out there somewhere. A shaman who either didn’t want anyone to survive a trek into Mangdoria—he thought of that dead man who had been caught on the road—or who didn’t want Basilard to return to his homeland. Could this be about his team specifically? Could they have been expected? 

Another breeze stirred the leaves on the trees, bringing the distinctive earthy scent of those creatures. They couldn’t be more than a mile away.

Basilard ran down the knoll, charging for the camp. He did not bother with stealth, and the others looked up when he raced toward them. They had been in the middle of eating, but everyone grabbed their weapons and lurched to their feet. 

More grimbals, he signed. They’re coming. Is the lorry ready?

“No,” Corporal Jomrik said before Maldynado finished translating, “but I stoked the fire in the furnace, anyway.” He ran toward the vehicle.

Basilard hesitated. Does that mean we can ride farther in it, or not? 

If the answer was not, they would have to come up with a plan, a way to defeat multiple grimbals without steel walls to hide behind. 

“Maybe?” Maldynado said, but ran for the lorry, just as Mahliki and Ashara were doing. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the campfire as he went. “That’s your steak. Don’t leave it for the critters.”

Critters. As if grimbals were so innocuous. How were they going to fight another group of them in the dark? And what if there were more that hadn’t shown themselves before? 

Maybe they could elude them somehow. There was a river about fifteen miles to the north, if they turned off the highway here and took this entrance into Mangdoria. Basilard recalled a rope bridge across that river, one that could be cut to keep animals from following. The problem, as he had noted earlier, was that the routes into his homeland were not designed to accommodate steam vehicles. He had not lied about the pit traps and mazes. Even without the threat of predators behind them, he was not sure if he could guide Jomrik through in the dark. He also was not sure the lorry would be able to travel quickly enough over the bumpy ground to stay ahead of the grimbals. 

The earthy scent of the predators reached his nose, this time without the help of a breeze. Basilard grabbed the skillet and ran to the cab to inform the others of his plan. He hoped it did not sound as suicidal to them as it did to him.

 


Chapter 6

 

Branches cracked and grass flattened as the lorry bumped over the uneven terrain. It hit rocks and trampled over bushes, every big jolt threatening to throw some of Mahliki’s trunks out of the back. Basilard, his fist to his lips, watched the road ahead intently, lamenting that the cracks streaking across the windshield affected the view. The running lamps at the front of the vehicle provided some illumination, but he feared it would not be enough for him to see those traps before the lorry tumbled into them. The crash—and the sharpened stakes at the bottom—would end the vehicle’s life. Even by day, Basilard would have struggled to spot the traps. They weren’t designed to be spotted, not by those who didn’t know they were there. And he hadn’t traveled these paths—especially this one, which was farther east than the one he usually took—often in recent years.

“We’re going to die,” Jomrik muttered.

“Aren’t soldiers supposed to be more optimistic than that?” Maldynado asked.

“Where’d you hear that? Soldiers are pragmatic. It’s not a career that inspires thoughts of longevity.”

“Well, I’d consider it a favor if you’d think about your longevity tonight.”

Another branch smacked the windshield. Small shards of glass clinked to the floor. Basilard shook his head. The view was too poor to rely on.

I’m going to sit up there, Basilard signed after nudging Maldynado—his eyes were locked on the windshield too. Everyone’s were. Jomrik’s knuckles were white where he gripped the control levers. So I can better guide you.

“Up there? Up where?” Maldynado looked up at the roof.

You’ll see. 

The warped door creaked when he opened it—a piece of rope had to be untied before he could go out. Basilard pushed it back closed, though it did not shut all the way. He wouldn’t retie the rope, not when he might need to get inside again quickly. He was all too aware of the slowness of the lorry as it rumbled along the path, in part because of the terrain, and in part because of its damage. Despite the repairs the corporal had attempted, it clanked ominously with each rotation of its wheels.

Basilard lay on his stomach on the hood, making sure he did not block Jomrik’s view. The corporal needed to see everything he could.

From his belly, Basilard watched the terrain around the path as much as the rocks and dirt itself. He was hunting for boulder formations he recognized, ancient trees that marked routes. Already, their path had forked a couple of times. He felt confident that he had made the right choices in those instances; it was the traps he worried about. The—

He jerked his head up, recognizing a formation that crept into view at the edge of the lights’ influence. He flung up a hand. The lorry halted so abruptly that he nearly tumbled off the hood. 

Basilard pointed to low brush to the left of the trail. He hated to direct the vehicle to destroy the foliage, but he remembered that double-hump-shaped rock formation. Even if he was wrong, it was better to be safe. 

“Jomrik says that’s not a road,” Maldynado called out the door.

Basilard waved and pointed again. There weren’t any trees in the brush. If the vehicle could slam into a grimbal and survive, it ought to be able to crush some bushes. 

“He also says we’re going to die.”

Basilard jumped from the hood, grabbed a heavy rock by the side of the road, and tossed it into the path. What had appeared to be a level patch of dirt fell away, a giant rectangular trapdoor dropping open. Blackness hid the spikes at the bottom from view, but Basilard knew they were down there. He also hoped the fact that the traps hadn’t been sprung already meant that his people hadn’t been gone from the area for long; the border patrollers would reset the traps whenever they came upon them in this state.

As soon as the pit was revealed, the lorry crashed into the brush. Leaves flew into the air. So many branches snapped that Basilard was sure everyone in the mountains knew where his team was. Maybe dragging the vehicle up this far was a mistake. Maybe they should have gone on foot. It might be a shame to leave all of Mahliki’s equipment behind, but he didn’t think they were traveling any faster in the lorry than if the group had gone on foot. The only difference was that the sturdy metal walls of the military vehicle might provide them some protection from the grimbals. Aside from the cracked windows, the grimbals’ gouges had done little to seriously damage the sides. Of course, if that window shattered completely, a paw could reach in and grab someone.

With these thoughts racing through his mind, Basilard skirted the pit on the opposite side from the vehicle, so he could meet it at the end. A rock shifted on the trail behind him. He glanced back and nearly slipped into the pit, alarm flooding his veins. One of the grimbals was less than a hundred meters back—and running. Even in the darkness, he could see its giant silhouette against the starry sky behind it. More creatures moved behind it.

Go, he cried, even though nothing came out. 

He sprinted, met the lorry, and banged on the side for urgency, even as he ripped the door open and jumped in. He slipped on leaves that had found their way inside, littering the floor. He caught himself on Maldynado’s shoulder.

Grimbals, Basilard signed, his hands probably jerking too quickly for anyone to follow the signs. Forcing himself to slow down he added, Right behind us. Go. Fast.

“What about traps?” Jomrik asked before Maldynado had finished translating. His question didn’t keep him from pushing the acceleration lever forward. The vehicle surged down the trail. Thankfully, a flat downhill section lay ahead of them. Mahliki had put aside her loupe and vials for the coal shovel. The furnace door was open, flooding the cab with heat as she poured fuel onto the flames.

It should be another mile to the next one, Basilard signed. I’ll go out on the hood in a moment to watch for it, but we’re going to need—

The door on the driver’s side opened, and Ashara pulled herself out, heading for the roof again. This time, she took a rifle and a box of ammunition instead of her bow. 

Basilard decided that, even if she now knew far too much about his personal problems, he was starting to like the woman. His face grim, Maldynado grabbed his rifle and started after her.

“We’ll shoot at them, try to keep them busy,” he said.

“Don’t fall off,” Jomrik said. “We’re not coming back for you.”

“I’m wounded, Jommy,” Maldynado said. “I thought our time under the lorry meant something to you.”

“It meant never ask a warrior-caste fop to be an assistant.” The path narrowed, the rocks jolting the vehicle, and the corporal did not speak again.

Before Maldynado could climb out, Mahliki blurted, “Wait,” and grabbed his arm. She dug out two of her vials. “Here. Throw these. Make sure the glass hits a rock or something hard so that it’ll break.”

“Like a grimbal head?”

“A particularly pointy one, perhaps.”

The crack of a rifle came from above and behind—Ashara must have climbed from the roof to the top of the cargo bed frame. As branches continued to scrape at the sides, Basilard shook his head, afraid she and Maldynado could be knocked off, and he and Jomrik would never know it. He was tempted to go up there to help, even if he doubted the rifle bullets would strike vital targets in the dark. He hoped Mahliki’s smoking vials would slow down the grimbals.

“That’s a mile,” Jomrik said, glancing in his direction.

Next trap, right. Basilard climbed back out, only to take a branch in the face, pine needles stabbing his skin and nearly knocking him off the vehicle. With his heart trying to leap out of his throat, he plastered himself against the side of the lorry, sucking in his belly as more branches scraped past. Gunshots filled the air above him. Reminding himself that trees were the least of his concerns, he found a clearing between the grasping limbs and slithered around the frame and onto the hood again. Jomrik was plowing along the path at twelve or fifteen miles an hour now. Basilard had no idea if God paid attention to him anymore, but he prayed that, after following them all day, the grimbals were too worn out to keep up.

The path split into three at the edge of the lorry’s running lamps. Feeling confident about this if nothing else, Basilard pointed to the rightmost route. A meadow opened up ahead, and he directed Jomrik to roll through it instead of staying on the path. Basilard distinctly remembered two pit traps on the path in this area. 

The rifles ceased firing. He craned his head around, but he could not see to the top of the cargo bed from his position. He hoped the others were merely pausing to reload, not that anyone had fallen off. There weren’t any trees in the meadow, but the lorry pitched and lurched as it covered the rough terrain. Jomrik must have seen this as a spot to gain ground. He was driving faster now, almost too fast. 

Basilard gripped the cracks at the edge of the hood, wishing he had more to grab on to. His stomach bashed against the unyielding metal, as he was thrown about, nearly bucked off when they raced over a hump, and all four wheels left the ground. 

“We can slow down,” came Maldynado’s beleaguered call from the top of the cargo bed. “The grimbals are falling behind. Bas, tell him.”

As if Basilard could tell Jomrik anything. It took several moments before he could manage to lift an arm without flying off. He pointed toward the path. They had passed those traps. They could return to the slightly smoother route.

Jomrik veered in that direction, but he did not slow down. The meadow was sloping downward, a slope that would continue until they reached the river Basilard had been thinking of when he chose this route. He hadn’t been thinking of picking up speed the whole way. He glanced back, hoping his face would say what he couldn’t express with words. They needed to slow down. But Jomrik was too busy looking down and fighting with the controls to notice. 

A sick feeling spread through Basilard’s belly. Had the brake been damaged? Maybe they couldn’t slow down.

By the time the vehicle reached the path, it was careening along so fast that wind battered Basilard’s face, making his eyes water and threatening to hurl him from the hood. There was at least one more pit trap, one right before the river, maybe two, but he couldn’t stay outside. At this speed, a simple bump might hurl him from the vehicle. And if it was flying down the path, out of control, the corporal wouldn’t be able to stop to wait for him to catch up. The grimbals might not be able to outrun a steam lorry, but they would have no trouble catching up to a human on foot.

He slithered around the corner of the frame, reaching for the door handle. Maldynado, barely discernible through the cracked windshield, had reentered the cab, and he opened the door. A bump nearly threw Basilard into the air, but he managed to keep a hold of the jamb. With strength he wouldn’t have guessed he had, he yanked himself inside with so much force that he almost landed in Jomrik’s lap.

“…trying to put it out,” Mahliki was saying, “but it’s gravity propelling us forward, not the engine.” 

“Just do something,” Maldynado demanded. He was clenching his rifle, his legs spread wide for balance, looking like he might shoot the control panel.

“I can’t,” Mahliki said, a rare note of panic in her voice. “You should have brought my brother. He’s the engineer.” 

Her words vibrated as she spoke. They weren’t the only thing. Basilard’s teeth rattled in his skull. Jomrik still clenched the controls, steering as much as he could, but from the whites visible around his eyes and the tense set of his jaw—of his whole body—he wasn’t going to be able to keep them from crashing. By now, the vehicle must be approaching the speed it had used on the well-maintained, flat highway. This rock-filled path was anything but maintained and flat.

Ashara came in the other door, the last person to join them in the cab. From the look on her face, coming back inside hadn’t been an obvious choice. Maybe they would all be better off taking their chances and flinging themselves out before the vehicle crashed. But at this pace, they might break their necks if they jumped free.

Basilard hit Maldynado’s arm to draw his eye. We’re almost to the river. The good news is that the drive into the water might slow us without killing us. He hoped that was the case. He had jumped from cliffs, striking water at great speeds, and knew that it could hurt almost as much as cement.

Maldynado relayed the message. “What’s the bad news, Bas?”

There are two pit traps before we get to the river.

The meadow had long since disappeared, replaced by trees on either side of the path. As Maldynado translated, Basilard tried to guess just how close they were—and how the lorry might drive to the side to avoid them.

“At our speed, we might fly right over the pits,” Mahliki said.

Jomrik glanced back. “Really?”

“If I had our velocity and the distance across the pits, I could do the math for you.” 

“Bas, you’ve got that information, right?” Maldynado asked.

Before Basilard could manage a bleak shrug, the vehicle clipped a boulder, tilting precariously. Jomrik wrestled them back onto the path, but not before they smashed against a stump. A massive crack battered their eardrums, and they tilted, everyone tumbling to one side. A bang came from outside.

“What happened?” Maldynado blurted.

“We lost a wheel,” Jomrik said. “The whole axle is going to fall off if we don’t—”

“Look, there’s the river.” Ashara thrust an arm past Basilard’s nose. 

All Basilard could think was that whatever their velocity had been—and whatever their odds of flying over those pits had been—it was significantly less now. Though he had a poor understanding of how to steer the contraption, he grabbed Jomrik’s hand, trying to push them to the left. He pointed ahead, hoping the corporal would understand. If they could see the river, that next pit was coming up.

Jomrik may have understood, but it didn’t matter. The vehicle didn’t respond. It had slowed down, but not enough. They plowed inexorably toward the water. 

“Jump out,” Ashara said, reaching for the door. “We don’t want to be stuck in here if it goes under. We—”

The ground fell out from beneath them. 

They almost had the momentum to make it across—Basilard was staring out the cracked windshield and saw the hood reach the far side, felt the remaining front wheel land on the lip of the pit. But then he tumbled backward as the cargo bed plummeted behind them. Outside, the running lamps tilted upward, showing dirt, then tree trunks, then branches, and finally the sky as they were all pitched back against the furnace. Someone landed on top of Basilard, smothering his view. 

Then they hit the ground, his back thumping painfully against unyielding metal. An elbow jabbed him in the gut like a battering ram. The lights went out, and darkness descended upon them. Basilard had a vague sense of being on his back and staring up at someone’s shoulder, but he didn’t know much more than that.

“Bas?” Maldynado asked weakly. “If I ever told you being an ambassador sounded boring, I’d like to retract that statement now.”

• • • • •

As dawn crept over the mountains, Ashara paced along the bank of the river, her bow in one hand and one of the Turgonian rifles strapped to her back along with her quiver. On the other side of the waterway, two giant, shaggy grimbals matched her pacing. She and the others had escaped the crashed lorry before they had caught up the night before, but the animals were not giving up. Now and then, they padded into the water, walking up to their bellies before pausing, the fast current swishing past. They hissed and growled at the water like cats caught in a rainstorm. At its narrowest, the river had to be thirty meters across and too deep for them to ford.

Rotting posts on either side of the river marked the remains of the bridge—it hadn’t taken more than a couple of swift cuts from a knife to send the rope and planks downstream. After what Ashara had endured with the group, she supposed it was uncharitable to be glad that the trunks and most of Mahliki’s gear had been left at the bottom of that pit, since there hadn’t been time to lever it out of the smashed cargo bed. Ashara wouldn’t wish any of these people to be injured, but if fate itself kept Mahliki from having the tools to accomplish her mission, then Shukura would get his wish without Ashara having to do anything duplicitous.

Corporal Jomrik also stood on the bank, facing the creatures, his face somber as he stared across the river with his rifle in hand. He wasn’t looking at the grimbals but at the pit—smoke from his destroyed lorry still wafted from the stack.

“Found some,” Mahliki called from within a copse of oak trees lining the bank. She waved toward Basilard, who had been walking in the woods with her, gazing upward toward the branches.

Remembering her mission, Ashara strode toward them. If Mahliki had found some of the blighted trees, Ashara wanted to take a look.

“I’m just not sure how fully we can trust your assessments,” Maldynado was saying when Ashara walked up. He was trailing Mahliki, holding a backpack for her while the young woman clambered about, twenty feet off the ground in an oak. Even though plentiful water flowed by within the reach of the tree’s roots, one third of the leaves had turned brown. “You said you were doing the math and that math said we’d make it over the pit.”

“I said we might make it over the pit and that I could do the equation if I knew the variables. Nobody gave me the variables. And then the wheel fell off, which couldn’t have been anticipated and factored in.”

Now that Ashara was looking for brown leaves, she could see them throughout the copse, but only on the oak trees. Elms, aspens, and a handful of evergreens appeared unaffected. A few smaller filbert bushes farther up the river showed indications of disease. 

“I bet your da would have factored all of that in and warned us in advance if we were falling into the pit or going over it,” Maldynado said.

Mahliki glared down at him from the branch she had crawled out on. Ashara hadn’t seen her irritated before, but dealing with Maldynado could bring that out in anyone.

“Maybe I just thought you’d prefer a surprise.” Mahliki turned her focus back to the branch and sliced a sample off the bark.

“Such as the surprise I got when you landed on top of me, and your elbow smashed my most treasured gems?”

“I’m not sure that should have been a surprise,” Mahliki muttered.

Ashara walked up to the trunk of one of the affected oaks and touched a hand to it. Here and there, clumps of black bumps marred the grayish-brown bark. She could feel that the tree was distressed, but she did not have the sense of anything magical about it or the bumps themselves, no hint that the blight had been artificially created by a shaman. But if the tree had been inoculated in the spring, or even the year before, and the disease had been progressing for months, the traces might have faded away.

Basilard joined them, with Jomrik remaining by the river. The gear that they had been able to carry away and could conceivably tote on a trek through the mountains was stacked behind him.

Basilard signed something, with Ashara catching a few of the words.

“It’s a something-something kind of oak,” Maldynado translated, earning a narrowing of the eyes at the loose interpretation. “The acorns are favorites for Mangdorians. Because they can’t grow wheat or rice up here in the mountains, acorn flour is a staple. Lots of forest critters live on the acorns, too, so he’s worried that the entire ecological balance of the area could be affected in a bad way.” Maldynado propped a hand on his hip. “There, I translated you verbatim, except for that species thing I didn’t know. Am I doing better?”

Basilard seemed focused on the black bumps, but he did respond with a quick sign.

“All right, all right. Basilard said animals, not critters,” Maldynado said.

“See the black stroma with the sunken cankers?” Mahliki asked. “My first guess is that this is a fungal infection, but I’ll look later under my microscope. It’s certainly pernicious for something natural. The cankers are all over the branches up here, girdling some of them completely. Not surprisingly, all of the leaves beyond those spots are brown. I don’t see any acorns in development on this tree at all.” Mahliki twisted on her perch, peering upward. “Basilard, we’re not too early, are we? Since I grew up in the tropics, I’m not an oak expert, but it seems like some should be starting to come out, especially given that the summer season must be short at this elevation.”

“There should be some,” Maldynado said, watching Basilard’s fingers.

Ashara walked toward another oak, looking up to see if she could spot any incipient acorns. She didn’t. Even if she had no reason to love Mangdorians, she didn’t have a reason to wish them ill, either. And the idea of all of the forest animals—critters—being affected made her uncomfortable. What if her people were responsible for this, and it wasn’t simply an act of nature? If, for whatever reason, Kendor wanted to harm the Mangdorians, how could it be justified when it could harm the entire forest?

“A single mature oak can drop ten thousand acorns in a good year,” Ashara murmured, the piece of trivia jumping into her head as something her father had once shared. He had also been a woodsman, a job that had resulted in his death when Ashara had been a teenager. But he had died a hero, helping put out a wildfire before it descended upon a village where it would have killed hundreds. She’d once had aspirations of being a hero too. “A long time ago,” she whispered to herself.

“Basilard wants to know your opinion on the blight, Mahliki,” Maldynado called up. “Whether this could be natural or whether it’s about as typical as grimbals ambushing innocent travelers on the main highway through the mountains. Also something about blights affecting multiple species being unusual. I’m not sure if he’s telling me that or asking.”

Ashara headed toward the group again. She needed to hear Mahliki’s opinion, but as she walked, an unpleasant sensation came over her, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up. It was the same sensation she had felt the first time the lorry had stopped for Mahliki to take samples. Someone was watching them, perhaps using the mental sciences nearby.

Mahliki had not yet answered Maldynado. She dropped to the ground, frowning into the woods. Did she sense something too? Ashara was still trying to figure out if she had an aptitude for the mental sciences. 

Ashara spun a slow circle, trying to spot their spy. Usually, for her to sense a practitioner, he or she would have to be nearby. Within a couple hundred meters and actively doing something. She rested a hand on a trunk, thinking to draw upon the awareness of the forest, but she worried some attack might be imminent and was reluctant to distract herself. Also, she did not want the others to realize she had anything beyond mundane skills. Still, she had her senses stretched outward just enough to be alerted when a nearby squirrel scrambled away, fear in its mind. 

She jerked around, facing the river. “The grimbals.”

One was still pacing on the opposite bank, its movements agitated, but the other was pushing deeper into the water than either of them had before.

“Someone’s trying to coerce them to cross,” Mahliki said, shoving the samples she had taken into her vest pockets. “Basilard, how about you take us to your village, and then we’ll look at more trees around there?”

Basilard was already running for the packs, waving for the others to follow. Corporal Jomrik fired two shots at the grimbal attempting to cross the river. One of Mahliki’s vials might be more useful, but there wouldn’t be a way to break it on the water. Ashara raced after the others, grabbing her gear and donning it. She had a vague plan to climb a tree if that grimbal made it across, but as powerful as those creatures were, they might be able to shake her out of even a mature oak. 

If one of her people was out here, she did not appreciate that his manipulations were putting her in danger along with Basilard and the Turgonians.

Start walking, Basilard signed—she had no trouble interpreting his abrupt gesture toward the path. The way he grabbed a rifle, stood beside Jomrik, and faced the river wasn’t hard to interpret, either. 

“Bas…” Maldynado said, frowning. 

Basilard waved for them to go.

“Who’s going to lead us to your people if you get yourself eaten?” Maldynado asked.

The grimbal in the water had walked out up to its chest. It paused, its feet still on the bottom of the river, the current pushing at it. 

I will catch up, Basilard signed. No pits for several miles.

Neither Mahliki nor Maldynado appeared happy about continuing up the trail without him, but they started walking. Ashara picked up the rifle she had added to her arsenal in the steam lorry. Basilard and Jomrik glanced at her, but neither attempted to shoo her away. She hoped she had proven herself useful on the wild rides of the day before, even if her arrows had done little to harm those predators.

The grimbal pushed deeper until only its shaggy head was above water. Its eyes were round with alarm or outright fear, but it continued on. Again, Ashara had that sense of the mental sciences being used, the unearthly tingle plucking at her nerves. She couldn’t see anyone, but she was tempted to run through the copse in search of the interloper. But if he or she was on the far side of the river, what could she do? Even if the practitioner was behind the nearest tree, a shaman might overpower her before she could reach him. In this situation, she doubted she would catch him by surprise.

Jomrik, Ashara, and Basilard fired at the grimbal, aiming for those fear-filled eyes, hoping a vulnerability might be found. Some of the bullets sank in instead of bouncing off the thick skull, but it wasn’t enough to stop the grimbal. It stepped farther into the river, until finally its feet left the bottom. Its forelegs came up, massive paws attempting to paddle, to propel itself forward. Frenzied splashes flew up, the water churning all about it. It wasn’t until the head disappeared under the surface that Ashara realized it was flailing ineffectively rather than swimming. Splashes continued, but when next the head appeared, it had been swept several meters downstream. It hadn’t made any progress toward their bank. 

Ashara lowered her rifle. The wet, white-furred head appeared a few more times before going around a bend, but it was out of range by then.

Basilard signed something about grimbals being bad swimmers. Ashara resolved to get those language lessons from Maldynado.

“Hope it doesn’t come out on our side.” Jomrik batted at something dangling from the end of his rifle before slinging it over his shoulder. Ah, the duck feet. He must have deemed them a worthy enough prize to remove them from the cab before abandoning the lorry. “Hope that other one doesn’t find a way over, either.” Jomrik jerked his chin at the opposite shore.

That grimbal hadn’t decided to swim—or hadn’t been coerced into swimming against its better judgment. But it hadn’t given up the battle. After a long glare at them, it took off, running upriver. 

“Is there another way across?” Ashara asked.

Basilard nodded. Eventually.

“Basilard,” Ashara said slowly as they hefted their gear and turned to follow the others. This seemed like an opportunity to follow Shukura’s orders while keeping in line with common sense. “I was sent along to help figure out the blight—” something she hadn’t done yet, she realized, and vowed to make sure to appear helpful later, “—but I think it would be wiser to find your village and your people first. To leave these big predators far behind so they can’t continue to track us. And I’m sure your people can help when we get there, since they’re renowned for being great hunters.” Sure, throw in a little flattery. That wouldn’t make him suspicious, not at all. “Also, they may have more information on the blight that we could use as a starting point.”

“I’ll go along with that,” Jomrik said. 

Basilard nodded, but he also gave Ashara a sidelong appraising look that made her wonder if he saw through her attempt at manipulation. Yes, she would need to do more to prove she was helpful. She hadn’t been sent along to shoot at things. 

Basilard lifted his hands, as if he might sign something else, but he glanced at Jomrik and Ashara, and shook his head. Probably realizing neither of them could translate. Perhaps that was a good thing. Ashara wasn’t ready for an interrogation. She hoped he would forget about whatever questions he had by the time they caught up with the others. 

 


Chapter 7

The chirping birds and the buzz of insects allowed some of the tension to ebb from Basilard’s body. The activity should mean that nothing dangerous lurked nearby. Still, he couldn’t help but glance back often as his group hiked across the mountainside. Even though he knew he needed to stay alert, to be aware of further threats that might await ahead of them—or that might race up from behind them—he couldn’t keep his mind from whirring, thoughts spinning through his head like the flywheel on a steam engine.

Why had they been attacked? Was someone commanding the grimbals to attack all travelers through the pass? Or had his party been picked out specifically? He thought of the dead man the predators had been eating. No, others had been targeted, as well. And something was clearly happening here in Mangdoria—he had yet to see a single one of his people. More than once, his gaze drifted to the brown leaves on the deciduous trees, primarily the nut varieties, though he had spotted a couple of wild apple trees that showed the same signs of distress. 

Maldynado sidled up to Basilard’s side as he adjusted his latest hat—apparently, the turkey one had not survived the crash, so he had switched to a top hat made from a blue and green fabric that displayed a grass and sky pattern. A flamboyant bow on the brim pinned down a fox tail that dangled over the side. Basilard wondered if this represented some city dweller’s idea of woodland camouflage.

“Been thinking,” Maldynado said quietly.

Dangerous.

“Not usually the way I do it, because nothing ever comes of it.” Maldynado smiled quickly, but his eyes remained serious. “Our Kendorian friend. We don’t know much about her.”

Basilard glanced around to locate Ashara. She was to the rear of the group, watching their backs, as she had been doing all morning, as Basilard led the way and chose trails that would lead them to the valleys where numerous clans made their homes. Jomrik and Mahliki had kept to the middle, though Mahliki darted off to look at trees now and then. She was quick about it, not causing the group to wait, but it made Basilard tense each time she ran off alone. 

No, we don’t, Basilard agreed. Somehow it had been his history that had come out in detail around the campfire. 

“Like how come your Kendorian ambassador buddy chose to send her along? She’s not a diplomat herself, right? Not the way she fights. And she’s amazing with that bow. I can’t even imagine how one can shoot from the top of a bouncing lorry in the dark and hit those beady little grimbal eyes over and over again, but she did it.”

Diplomats can’t have combat skills? Basilard quirked his eyebrows upward.

“Well, it’s not normal. You’re special.”

Basilard snorted. It seems like anyone visiting Turgonia for any reason should have combat training. Where other nations discuss politics over tea and biscuits, your politicians beat each other up while negotiating for trade concessions.

“The tea and biscuits are appreciated more after a good brawl. But come on. I’m not wrong, am I? You’d never seen her before, right? Going to meetings with the Kendorian ambassador or talking to people at the manor? Besides, nobody that gruff could be a diplomat.”

Basilard almost objected. True, Ashara had been aloof during the first couple of days in the lorry, but she hadn’t been any more disagreeable than the rest of his companions the night before. Still, he himself had been thinking similar thoughts, that whatever Ashara was, she wasn’t some diplomat.

Go on, he signed, curious if Maldynado would come up with other new insights.

“I’m just wondering what she is. Why was she loitering around the city, available to be sent on missions? Maybe she’s a spy, and she’s been one all along, keeping an eye on the goings on for her government.”

It’s possible. 

So far, she hadn’t shown much interest in investigating the trees, at least not compared to Mahliki’s enthusiasm, and that was ostensibly why she was here. 

What do you propose to do about it? Send her back?

“Into the paws of the grimbal waiting on the other side of the river?” Maldynado asked. “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I—”

Basilard held up a hand, catching movement in his peripheral vision. Ashara. She wasn’t on the trail with them, but she had moved up, almost drawing even with them. She was slipping between trees, jogging to get ahead, then pausing to peer up at the branches. It might mean nothing—perhaps she was finally taking the opportunity to study the blight—but it might be an act, giving her an excuse to walk close enough to hear Maldynado’s words.

Basilard wiggled his fingers and pointed to Maldynado’s hand.

Maldynado grimaced. I’m out of practice, he signed slowly. We haven’t had to skulk through the shadows of alleys and rooftops with Amaranthe and Sicarius for a while.

I know. What is your proposal, in regard to our Kendorian?

You should question her. Not like an interrogation, but subtly. See if you catch her in any lies. If she’s a spy, so what? But if she has nefarious intent, then maybe we can leave her behind in one of your villages while we go on to see your chief.

My people would not hold her forcibly, Basilard signed. And if we tried to sneak away without her, I believe she could find us.

We can’t let her follow along and report back to someone about our every move.

Are our moves important? I find myself wondering what I’ve done that would cause someone to go to lengths to kill me or my party. I don’t think I’ve made any enemies recently. And I’ve outlived most of the ones we made working with Amaranthe.

Maldynado snorted. That may be true, but listen, Bas. You don’t have to have pissed anyone off recently. You’re the Mangdorian ambassador now. That could be reason enough for someone to target you. Someone who doesn’t like Mangdorians.

Most of us are inoffensive. We don’t bother other countries. We keep to ourselves.

“Well, not everybody likes that,” Maldynado said aloud. “You there, Ashara. Finding anything interesting?” Maldynado smiled and waved cheerfully, but he shot Basilard a warning look. 

Yes, she had been staying close, glancing toward their flashing fingers more than once. Basilard did not think she could know his sign language, but he wouldn’t be surprised if a well-traveled Kendorian had encountered the base hand code that he had built it around. Maybe she could pick out some of the words.

“It’s not just nut trees,” Ashara called back without hesitating—no flustered twitches at having been caught staring. “Did you see the cherry and the apple? I’m surprised there are so many nut and fruit trees in these woods. At this elevation in mountains farther south in this range, it’s usually more evergreens.”

My people may be hunters and foragers, rather than agriculturists, but that doesn’t mean we don’t encourage the growth of species that are beneficial to our people.

“Bas says they plant ’em,” Maldynado said.

Must you make me sound so monosyllabic? Basilard asked.

“Yeah, it’s good. She’ll underestimate you. Won’t know you’ve got a brain under all that scar tissue.”

I suppose you are the master of being… underestimated. Basilard glanced at the flamboyant beret. 

“Exactly.” Maldynado elbowed him again, then lowered his voice. “I’m serious about the questioning though. Chat with her. If you don’t, I will. And you know how reluctant I am to use my brand of interrogation methods on the ladies now that I’m devoutly devoted to Yara.”

Lucky her.

“Yes.”

“There was a cherry tree?” Mahliki called, jogging up to join Ashara. Something about the way Ashara’s cheek twitched made Basilard think she hadn’t particularly wanted Mahliki to join her. 

After that, Maldynado wandered back to discuss methods for drying duck feet and the reasons one might want to with Jomrik. 

Basilard mulled over Maldynado’s advice while continuing to watch for signs of his people. He paused to examine a print in dried mud, judging it to be three or four days old. Whatever had happened, the Mangdorians hadn’t been out of the area for long. 

“You’re very passionate about this,” Ashara’s voice drifted through the trees. 

Mahliki had skimmed up another tree. “Don’t you want to know what’s going on?”

Basilard slowed his pace, curious if information might be gleamed simply by listening. How was he going to question someone who didn’t understand his hand signs?

“Oh, trust me, I do,” Ashara said. “But I’ve always been concerned about nature, considered myself a part of it. You seem more… Where are you from, exactly? I’m not familiar with your accent.”

Basilard hadn’t realized their guest didn’t know who Mahliki was. Hadn’t Shukura briefed her? Maybe she truly had been recruited because of forestry knowledge, rather than for political reasons. If she didn’t know who President Starcrest’s children were, especially the one living in the capital, then she definitely wasn’t a part of Shukura’s office.

Mahliki hopped down from her branch, tucking another sample away. “I mostly grew up on Kyatt, but we traveled around a lot, so I’ve had the opportunity to study plants and animals and insects in numerous climates.”

“Insects?” 

“Yes.” Mahliki slipped a hand into one of her many pockets and pulled out a folded net with a telescoping handle. “Even though the blight has fungal elements, the quickness with which it’s spread is interesting to me, and I wonder if it’s possible there’s an insect deliberately or inadvertently carrying spores around to assist with dissemination. I’m hoping we’ll camp near a nice marshy bog tonight.” She beamed a smile toward Basilard, then trotted to get ahead of the group again.

“I was hoping for a lodge with beds and a fireplace,” Maldynado said.

Instead of chasing after Mahliki, Ashara returned to the trail. She surprised Basilard by falling into step at his side. How much of that conversation had she decoded? Did she feel the need to ameliorate the damage? Basilard had not formed a strong opinion of her yet, so he did not think such an action was necessary, but maybe she would give away a few secrets, as Maldynado had suggested, if they simply spoke. The problem was, as always, how to have a conversation when he could not speak in the traditional sense. He hesitated to call Maldynado up, not agreeing with that tactic of convincing Ashara he was dull.

You fight well, he signed, thinking she would understand that much. Shooting too. He waved at her bow. She was carrying the rifle, but the bow seemed more natural for her. As it was for Basilard.

“Oh.” Ashara’s brow crinkled. Not the comment she had expected him to make? “Good. Thank you.”

A dozen follow-up comments and questions came to mind, but he didn’t know how to make them. None of them relied on the original Mangdorian hand code, which had been invented primarily for silent signaling during hunting expeditions. He found himself noticing her hair. Today, she had a petal from a flower sticking out of it. He didn’t think she had intentionally placed it there. She foraged often as they traveled, scrounging under bushes and plucking berries from briar patches, and bits of leaves and twigs liked to stick in her frizzy curls. Her hair probably defied combs and brushes, not that she looked like she bothered attempting to tame it very often. She herself did not look like someone who would be easily tamed. Strange that she worked for Shukura. Basilard wondered if she would mind if he plucked the petal from her hair. He doubted she knew it was there.

“I was getting Maldynado to show me some of your signs earlier, but he isn’t a natural teacher.” Ashara’s forehead crinkled, and he worried she had caught him staring at her. 

Basilard turned his eyes toward the route ahead. Then, realizing she might expect a response to her comment, nodded. Maldynado was a horrible teacher. 

“Perhaps you could show me some. And you could teach your corporal, too, if he’s interested in more than lamenting the loss of his vehicle. When there’s trouble jumping out at us, it would be good if we could all communicate with each other.”

Huh. She actually cared to communicate with him? Did she think this mission would be long enough that she needed to learn his language?

Basilard pointed ahead of them. In an hour, we’ll come to a turnoff to a village. Before nightfall, we’ll reach it. We may not need to continue any farther. I’ll find out about the possibility of trade from the chief who leads that clan, and perhaps Mahliki will find someone to help with the blight information. We may be able to head back to Turgonia soon. He wasn’t sure why he was explaining in depth when she wouldn’t understand. Part of it, he supposed, was simply him trying to figure out their next step. Could anything be gained by the group staying here in Mangdoria longer than necessary for Mahliki to research the blight? Or would it be best to report this trouble to Starcrest? While Turgonia had no real reason to be concerned about Mangdoria’s problems, the highway across the mountains was maintained by the republic, so they might do something about the grimbals.

“Was that a rejection?” Ashara asked.

Basilard shook his head. He would try to teach her a few signs while they were on the road, but the process would be easier with a translator—or a piece of paper and a pen. Since he could not write and walk, he reluctantly called Maldynado up. Ashara’s lips twisted downward. Maybe she didn’t want Maldynado to be a part of the lessons. Because he had offended her somehow? Or because she wanted to be alone with Basilard? 

He snorted inwardly at that thought. As his recent debacle with Elwa demonstrated, women rarely wished to corner him in quiet nooks for private time. The last time he’d had private time with a woman had been on an ill-advised brothel visit with Maldynado and Akstyr, back when Akstyr had still been in the republic—which had been the empire, back then. He snorted again, depressed at the realization that it had been that long since he’d had companionship, at least in the physical sense. Elwa had often made him laugh, and he had enjoyed her company. Too bad he hadn’t made her realize he thought of her as more than a colleague. And too bad she hadn’t, at the same time, been thinking of him as more than a colleague. 

Conscious of Ashara walking alongside him, frowning over at him—and probably wondering what he was thinking about—Basilard rubbed his face, trying to push all thoughts of companionship, physical and otherwise, out of his mind. Whatever Ashara had on her mind, he was certain that wasn’t it. She was an attractive woman, and even if she was living in the republic and had to choose from Turgonians for companionship—if that was something she sought—then with her athleticism and fighting prowess, she would have no trouble attracting one of them.

“What are we talking about?” Maldynado asked, ambling up.

Nothing, thank God. The last thing he needed was for Ashara or Maldynado to know where his thoughts had wandered. Surely real ambassadors didn’t waste their mental energy worrying about such things. 

“I believe Basilard is looking for excuses not to teach me his language,” Ashara said. “Perhaps so you can more effectively talk about me when I’m standing right next to you.” 

She grinned, but the blatant comment made Basilard’s cheeks heat. He was not generally one to speak about people behind their backs, and even if this was all politics—or whatever the hell he had become involved in—having her point out his dubious moral fortitude made him uncomfortable.

No, he signed. I will teach.

“Good,” Ashara said before Maldynado finished the translation.

Basilard didn’t need Maldynado’s frown to realize he had been outmaneuvered. Maybe outwitted. Wonderful.

• • • • •

The village was empty. Ashara dropped her chin on her fist, watching as Basilard walked along the packed earth next to a stream, eyeing hide-tanning racks and stone-and-dirt foundations, all that remained of the three or four dozen yurts that must have been set up there once. Towering oaks and pines rose all around the clearing, offering shelter and shade. The village, or what remained of it, would have been impossible to find, if not for Basilard’s direction. The path they had been following had petered out of existence miles earlier, with a more prominent one inviting them in another direction. Why had these people fled? They shouldn’t have had reason to, given how well this place was hidden.

This was more of a mystery than Ashara had expected from this trip, and she had no one to report it to. Back on the highway, she had never seen the courier Shukura had mentioned—indeed, she wondered if that person the grimbals had been eating might have been the courier. She supposed she had to stick with the Turgonians until they returned to the republic, or at least until she had a chance to permanently thwart Mahliki’s research. It had occurred to her that she might steal the woman’s pack or arrange for it to accidentally fall into a river. Would she be able to make any research progress without her tools? She carried everything from magnifying and analyzing equipment to plant specimens to alchemical solutions in that pack. Unfortunately, she used the bulky bag for a pillow when she slept, so stealing it would be challenging.

While Basilard poked around the abandoned village, Maldynado and Jomrik dropped the team’s gear in the middle of the clearing and collapsed next to it. The day had grown long, with the sun dipping below the rim of the surrounding mountains. It didn’t look like Maldynado would get his bed. Certainly not a lodge.

Ashara walked the perimeter, looking for clues as to the direction the people had gone and how long ago that had been. The disappearing Mangdorians did not mean much to her personally, but if they had left their homes because of grimbals or trouble with other big predators, that would be good to know. Some of her old stalker colleagues in the army had possessed the ability to see the past through the eyes of plant and animal life, but she had never been that talented. She had to rely on physical signs to unravel stories of the past. 

Ashara found a well-used trail leading farther upstream. Countless feet had trod it that year, so she couldn’t say for certain if the villagers had fled that way, but she did find a child’s doll to one side, something that might have been dropped as the people left in a hurry. A few gouges in the dirt suggested a well-laden travois might have been dragged in that direction recently.

Basilard joined her, nodding. They went that way. He picked up the doll, pointed to the sky, and signed something that probably meant it had not been rained on. Or that it did not like sleeping alone under the stars. Though Ashara had wheedled language lessons from Basilard and Maldynado, she was not yet an expert.

“Any idea where they would have gone?” Ashara asked. “Is there a meeting place where your people gather when in trouble?”

Basilard hesitated, then made a single sign.

Ashara decided that hand waver meant, Yes, but I’m not going to tell you about it. Had Shukura truly believed she would be able to get close enough to these people to do anything? He might have underestimated them. Or maybe she was an even poorer spy than the ambassador had guessed. She snorted, deeming that a certainty.

“Got some insects to examine,” Mahliki said cheerfully, jogging into the camp with her net. 

“That girl has a singular focus,” Ashara said, before remembering that she was supposed to be sharing that focus. 

Expecting judgment, she glanced at Basilard.

He shrugged and signed, Her father.

They had gone over terms for kin, comrades, and food that afternoon.

“He drives her to study assiduously?” Ashara guessed, though that didn’t seem right. Mahliki’s passion seemed genuine, something from within rather than something imposed from without. 

He… Basilard looked frustrated, like he did not think she would know the words he chose. He was probably right. It didn’t help that all of the translating and teaching had been in Turgonian, which wasn’t that natural of a language for her. He sighed and signed a string of terms, making them slowly. 

“His power makes others seem weaker?” she guessed, though it didn’t make sense.

Basilard waved to Maldynado, who groaned from his spot reclining against a rucksack. “We didn’t get any sleep last night, Bas. Why don’t you bring your perky self over here if you want a translation? I’m tired.” 

Jomrik was cleaning his weapons, but he, too, looked like he might fall asleep on the dirt in the center of the old camp.

Basilard walked to Maldynado and signed what must have been the equivalent of several sentences, but even Maldynado was squinting to decipher his signs in the waning daylight. Ashara would gather firewood once she had her explanation.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Maldynado said. “Can’t we just ask her? Mahliki?” he called to a portion of the stream where the young woman had paused to poke at some reeds. “What’s driving you to solve this mystery? Are you that passionate about fungi, or is it a father matter?”

Basilard rolled his eyes at this bluntness. It was a foregone conclusion that nobody would ever nominate Maldynado to be a diplomat. 

“Father matter?” Mahliki joined them, kneeling to pull a lantern out of her pack.

“Sure, like when you feel inadequate and unable to make a name for yourself because of the reputation of your famous father. Are you striving to establish yourself as an independent force? To gain recognition for the family name that has nothing to do with war and soldiering and leading a nation? Do you feel pressure to achieve, and do you fear failure? And are you maybe wondering if sometimes it might simply be easier to embrace the persona of a failure, so that you don’t need to worry about disappointing people?”

When he stopped talking, nobody spoke right away. A few crickets chirped in the undergrowth of the trees ringing the camp.

“Does Maldynado have a famous father?” Ashara murmured to Basilard. 

Basilard’s hand made a wavering motion. Sort of?

“I’m not talking about me,” Maldynado said dryly—and not convincingly. 

“You know Father’s just considered an engineer in Kyatt, right?” Mahliki sounded bemused by Maldynado’s speech. “Mother’s the one with the prominent family name, and back before I was born, I understand she was the recipient of a lot of condescending concern over marrying an enemy admiral and bringing him home. My father isn’t really anyone important back home.”

Over the course of this conversation, whose daughter Mahliki was gradually dawned on Ashara. Then she felt silly for not having guessed sooner. Or maybe it wasn’t silly. Why would the Turgonian president have sent his daughter along on a research trip to another country, especially with such a small guard? Was she truly the most qualified person around? At her age? That seemed unlikely. But she supposed he couldn’t have anticipated those grimbals, and with the Mangdorians being pacifists, he wouldn’t have expected any people along the way to trouble her. Still… Ashara’s gut twisted at the idea of something happening to Mahliki and of the revenge the president might seek on those deemed responsible. All she needed was to be blamed for someone else’s death. Then she could be wanted dead in two countries. 

“So…” Maldynado said slowly, “you’re not driven by a father matter?” The way he repeated the last two words made Ashara wonder if it was a familiar term in Turgonia. Something bandied about by dubious presses offering pamphlets on improving familial relationships, perhaps. 

“I try not to disappoint him,” Mahliki said, “but my passion for solving this mystery is… Well, you know I’m still a student, right? I’m taking all of the science courses at your University, but I’m also sending my coursework back home to a couple of professors at the Polytechnic. I’ve finished the core curriculum there, but I need to write a… what’s the Turgonian term? A thesis? No, it’s more than that. I need to do fieldwork, study something, do experiments, and then write up the results and have them assessed by my professors. This—” she waved to the trees, “—is perfect.”

“You’re doing this for a grade?” Ashara asked. Great, she wasn’t only here to encourage the growth of the Mangdorian blight, but she got to sabotage the academic métier of the Turgonian president’s daughter. She might end up wanted dead in three countries.

“It’s more like the culmination of years of coursework,” Mahliki said. “I could be one of the youngest people to become a botany professor in the history of the Polytechnic.” She lifted her chin. “If you knew how much home study I’ve had to do over the years, you might understand why I’m proud of my accomplishments and pleased that this project has come my way at an opportune time.” Mahliki shrugged and lit her lamp, her cheeks a little pink. Maybe she felt self-conscious about the attention. Ashara would. “Father matter,” Mahliki muttered. “Why are Turgonians so convinced that collective fulfillment relies on the existence of high-achieving males in your society? I don’t know how your women put up with you.”

Basilard thumped Maldynado on the arm and nodded. 

“What did I do?” Maldynado asked.

“Besides starting this conversation?” Ashara murmured and walked off to gather firewood. She did not know whether to feel more or less daunted that her nemesis here, at least insofar as Shukura and his request were concerned, was a student working on a thesis paper. A scientist who had been talked into this mission and had nothing to prove might have been easier to dissuade.

Ashara sighed and looked up at the mountain slopes ringing the area, wondering if she needed to do anything tonight. Should she try and sabotage Mahliki’s samples? Or wait and hear what the verdict was? Or maybe she should do some research herself, examine the trees more closely with her mental skills. But to what end? She couldn’t help if she figured out the problem. That wasn’t why she was here. Even if she was starting to wish it was.

By the time she returned to camp with an armload of wood, someone had already started a fire. Jomrik and Maldynado were both snoring, and Mahliki had taken her lantern to a flat spot near the water, where she had assembled a microscope. Upstream from her, Basilard knelt by the shallows, his shirt off as he washed himself with a cloth.

No, he wasn’t bathing; he was attending a wound. After the chaos of the day and the night before, there hadn’t been time for relaxing. They had walked all day without resting, even taking their meals on the road. Ashara hadn’t realized anyone else had been injured, but after those harrowing experiences, she should have assumed they all had been. The healing salve that she had applied to her own wounds had helped her injuries scab over and start to mend. A Turgonian might make a superstitious hex sign at such a thing, but would a Mangdorian object to magical aid? Maybe she could prove herself a non-enemy if she helped. At the least, maybe helping would make the others less predisposed toward shooting her when they figured out the truth.

She sighed, hating Shukura for putting her in this position. 

Ashara dug in her pack, retrieved the clay jar, lit a lantern, and walked to the stream. “Do you want some help?” 

She waved to Basilard’s shoulder. The light revealed claw marks in his flesh, the red scrapes raw and moist. 

Basilard lifted a hand and shook his head. The wounds were on the front of his shoulder, so he could probably reach them without assistance. She found herself eyeing all of the other scars on his chest and arms. Old knife gashes, she supposed, remembering Maldynado’s explanation. Basilard certainly looked the part of a fighter, with a powerful build and musculature that made him seem taller than he was. With his shirt off, he wasn’t at all what Ashara would have expected from a diplomat, someone who presumably sat at a desk for most of the day or perhaps strolled around in different nations’ embassies, enjoying alcoholic ciders and pastries.

Realizing she had been staring at his chest, she blurted, “I have some salve,” and jerked up the jar. “It will help the wounds to heal faster, reduce the likelihood of infection, and dull your pain receptors so they don’t bother you as much.” By the gods, she was starting to sound like a Turgonian pitchman. Or maybe pitchwoman was the term, since women handled most of the business in the nation. “You fight with your right arm, don’t you?”

Both. Basilard shrugged and peered at the homemade label. What’s in it?

She had no trouble translating the obvious signs. “Arnica, milshiar, Kendorian bladderpod, dagger dew, and, uh, love.” 

Basilard arched his eyebrows. Love? 

“Yes, see? It’s on the ingredient list.” She leaned close and showed it to him. It had been a marketing gimmick, of course, but one that seemed more acceptable to Turgonians than the suggestion that the ingredients had been altered with mental powers.

The shrewd way Basilard’s eyes narrowed made her think he knew the truth, but he shrugged again and held out his hand.

She was reluctant to give him the whole jar since it was all she had brought along—nothing about Shukura’s briefing had implied she would be battling monsters at every turn—but she would feel forward asking if she could apply it for him. Besides, she had never been that comfortable being touched or touching others outside of intimate relationships. Even then, it usually took her a while to make assumptions about what the other person would or would not like. Since she preferred doing things herself without extraneous help or physical contact, she tended to assume others might feel the same way.

Basilard’s hands moved, his eyebrows raised in another question. He had expressive eyes. Perhaps he had to, in order to ensure he was understood.

“Uhm, you want to know how much to use?” Ashara guessed. “Not much.” She pantomimed taking a daub. “You do need to rub it into the wounds. It doesn’t feel like salt, but it’s not that pleasant of an experience. I can do it for you, if you want.”

His expression grew wry, giving her hints to decipher his next comment. Because you think pain would be better coming from you? 

“No, but people treat themselves gingerly. I’m, ah, efficient.” She flushed, aware of the warmth in her cheeks, though she had no idea why the conversation should have her feeling awkward. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t applied salve to people before. 

Basilard pointed to his scrapes, then shifted his shoulder toward her. She knelt beside him, taking the damp cloth he had been using to clean the wounds. She dabbed them first, to ensure he had completed the task. Then she massaged the salve into the cuts. While she did so, she noticed he had fewer scars on his back. He must not be a man to flee from his enemies. She spotted a second fresh gash across his collarbone and washed it.

“Make sure to flex your muscles, Bas,” came Maldynado’s voice from the campfire. “That always impresses the ladies.” Apparently, he wasn’t as torpid as he had appeared. 

Basilard glared over his shoulder at his comrade, but soon dropped his head. He did not flex. He had to be embarrassed.

Ashara searched for something to say that might alleviate that. She wasn’t going to admit that she had been noticing Basilard’s muscles and that they were nice, scars and all. It had been three years since her husband’s death, and she hadn’t sought out many companions since then. It had doubtlessly been too long since she had rubbed anyone’s shoulders—or applied salve, as the case might be. But Basilard, even if he had shown an interest, would not be a suitable choice for a romantic tryst. Even if they didn’t have opposing goals here, she couldn’t imagine a peace-loving Mangdorian, even one with some scars, approving of an assassin, or someone who had once been one. 

“He doesn’t consider the ramifications of anything before it comes out of his mouth, does he?” Ashara asked.

Basilard shook his head. 

“Why are you friends with him?” From their earlier exchanges, she had the sense of a friendship and a past that went beyond this mission.

Basilard waved his fingers in the air. 

“He understands your language?” 

He nodded.

Ashara snorted. “Is that as small of a pool of people to draw friends from as it sounds?”

Another nod—and a sigh.

She bit her lip, feeling sorry for him. He probably wouldn’t appreciate the sentiment, but she couldn’t help it. She felt even more sorry that she had been sent to make life more difficult for him.

“Basilard?” she said quietly. Before she could think wiser of it, she said, “I have children too.”

He lifted his head and twisted to look at her. 

She finished dabbing salve on his wounds as an excuse to avoid his eyes. “A son and a daughter. They’re seven and five now. But I haven’t seen them for a while.” Eleven months, to be exact. “They’re back in Kendor. I have a few… problems with my people too. I’m not welcome back there. My children are staying with my mother-in-law for now. Temporarily. Until I find a way to get them.” Until she had established a home somewhere and believed she could give them the life they deserved. 

Aware of him watching her face, she knelt back. She didn’t know why she had shared that. She didn’t share her problems with anyone. He had just seemed like he might be bolstered by knowing someone else had similar problems. That someone else might understand.

“I’m done here,” Ashara said. “Do you have bandages?”

Basilard did not respond, not even a nod. He was still looking at her. Had she further messed up the situation by sharing? Was he wondering if she was lying? Trying to gain something by pretending sympathy for him? 

“I—”

A warning twang plucked at the back of her mind, and she spun around, suddenly certain they were not alone. The shaman was back.

Jomrik and Maldynado were lounging by the campfire, while Mahliki continued to study insects by the water. Even as Ashara opened her mouth, wondering if she should blurt a warning, Mahliki leaped to her feet. She scooted back from her microscope as a booming crack filled the air.

One of the massive trees around the campsite tottered, then fell. A thousand more cracks rang out as its branches struck the branches of other trees on its way down. When it landed, the ground shook, dirt and leaves and pine needles flying into the air. Maldynado and Jomrik sprang to their feet, rifles in hand, their eyes huge and bewildered as they spun in all directions, searching for an enemy.

Ashara hadn’t been near the path of the falling tree, but it was a long moment before she could do more than gape. In addition to damaging several other trees, the giant pine had fallen across the clearing, landing precisely on the spot where Mahliki had been sitting. The rock where she’d set up her microscope had disappeared beneath the trunk and boughs. Ashara doubted the small piece of equipment had survived. 

She looked at Mahliki, expecting her to be biting her fist or preparing to shriek. Instead, her eyes were closed to slits as she glared up at the hillside behind the camp. 

Had she seen someone? The shaman? Ashara had no doubt that a person had created that “accident,” but she couldn’t sense where the attack had originated. 

She strode across the camp, jumped over the new log, and grabbed her bow. Maybe it was time to find out.

 


Chapter 8

Ashara did not mind the darkness. It wasn’t her first time hunting at night. To some extent, the campfire burning below guided her—the others had built it up after she left—but she also relied upon her senses. Hearing, smell, touch, and… that sixth sense that had warned her of the attack a few seconds early. She hadn’t missed that Mahliki seemed to have received a similar warning. Just when she had decided their aspiring professor was entirely mundane, this happened to make Ashara doubt that assumption. Not that it mattered now. Finding out who was attacking them did.

She laid her palm against the rough bark of an ancient pine, hoping the forest could tell her where the shaman was. She let her senses run out along its roots, to the roots of adjacent trees and beyond, seeing the world from the earth for a mile in each direction. Someone would have needed to be close to drop a tree in their camp. She brushed against another presence, a human presence, someone looking down at the camp—and at her—from a couple hundred meters up the slope. There was something familiar about the person. At first, she thought it was simply because she had sensed the same person at other points along the journey, but it seemed to be more than that. It seemed to be—

Ashara Longbow, a voice spoke into her mind.

She jumped, her hand falling from the bark and her concentration snapping. Her heartbeat thudded in her ears, hard and fast. Who are you? she responded in her mind, though she suspected she should know. The telepath obviously knew her. And the voice did seem familiar, as the aura had. Someone from her past. Someone—

Someone who objected to the notion of women being trained as night stalkers, the voice sneered. Because they would have children and forget about their training and their careers. As you did.

“Tladik,” Ashara whispered. Tladik Mindhunter, a powerful shaman who specialized in the animal sciences, though he had numerous other skills. Only a talented telekinetic could bring down a tree with his mind. Tladik had been one of the founding members of the Cyrian Circle, the secret government organization that had recruited and trained the first night stalkers. He had been a man the members of the triumvirate had feared as much as they had respected.

So glad you remember.

Tladik had never been her instructor, but he had overseen the instructors and been an adviser in a number of matters. He had never made it a secret that he did not think women should have been recruited, no matter how talented they were. 

Why are you helping them, Longbow?

Ashara rested a hand on the coarse bark of the pine, struggling to compose herself, to push back memories more than fifteen years old. She had to focus on what his presence here meant. Did he still work directly for the government? It wasn’t as if she hadn’t suspected that her people were playing a role in some of this trouble—why would Shukura have sent her if he didn’t have a rabbit in the race?—but she hadn’t wanted to believe it. Why were the Kendorians harassing the Mangdorians? It wasn’t as if a nation of pacifists would have proven itself an aggressor in some dispute.

Answer me, Tladik said. It doesn’t matter if you’re not a telepath. I’m monitoring you. I’ll hear you.

How comforting. 

Shukura sent me to spy on them, she thought and walked up the slope in the direction she had sensed Tladik earlier. What she planned to do if she found him, she had no idea. Shoot him? He would be able to deflect her arrows unless she caught him in the middle of using his powers for some other purpose. A distracted practitioner was a vulnerable one. He might have a bodyguard with him to protect him. But not knowing anything, why would Ashara shoot him? To protect the group of Turgonians? And Basilard? Turgonians had been enemies to her people for centuries, and there wasn’t much fondness toward the Mangdorians, either, since they tended to be irritatingly sanctimonious about their religion, occasionally sending priests into Kendor in an attempt to reclaim wayward kin from generations past.

Shukura? Who is that?

Ashara paused, surprised he wouldn’t know. She had assumed the ambassador would be a part of this… whatever this was.

The Kendorian ambassador to Turgonia, she thought, not seeing a reason to withhold the information. 

Turgonia. So that’s where you fled to. 

Ashara waited for him to comment on how she had supposedly killed her husband. He didn’t mention it. Maybe, if he could see into her mind, he knew the truth. Maybe he didn’t care. 

If you’re spying on them, why are you hunting for me? Tladik asked. His next words came out as a growl in her mind: You do not want to battle with me.

No, he was powerful. She remembered that well. Many of her instructors had been afraid of him.

Trying to imply she was unintimidated, Ashara replied, Whatever you’re doing here, you’ve almost killed me a few times.

You are inconsequential. The Kendorian ambassador to Turgonia has nothing to do with this. Go home to him and report as much.

Ashara sensed that she was close to him. She stopped walking. What did she think she could do? Sneak up on him? No, he knew exactly where she was. And if he saw her as a threat, he would deal with her, especially if he considered her inconsequential.

Report what? Better to simply get information right now. Someone else could deal with him. What are you doing here?

A breeze stirred, and Ashara caught a scent that didn’t fit in with that of the forest, of leather from buckskins and of sweat from the road. She realized just how close she had come to him. 

Something touched her mind, something more than a voice. It wasn’t anything physical, but she felt as if thousands of ants were crawling around between her skull and her brain.

Groaning, she dropped to her knees, digging her fingers into her hair as if she could stop it. Memories flashed through her mind, thoughts of her meeting with Shukura, her humiliation in the auditorium, of being willing to do anything to make sure Jiana and Khanrin were safe. Right away, she knew what was happening, and she tried to push him out of her mind, to at least wall off the thoughts of her children. But her training in the mental sciences had not prepared her for telepathic attacks. All she knew how to do was to add love to potions, damn it.

Then he was gone, leaving her breathing heavily, inhaling the loamy scent of dirt under her nose. Crickets resumed chirping, and snaps from the campfire drifted up the hillside. With depressing certainty, she knew Tladik had obtained far more information from her than she had from him.

Yes. I’m trying to decide if I should kill you now or let you live. Are you truly not the one who killed Lord Elstark? Or have you only convinced yourself of that?

“I didn’t do it,” she growled, not caring if he was close enough to hear her words or not. Her brain ached. Even thinking words made her head hurt. “If you were in my head, you should know that.”

Even for a telepath, it is difficult to distinguish the truth from the lies a person believes. 

She remembered asking for a telepath to question her three years ago, so she could clear her name, prove that she had loved Elstark and that she never would have hurt him. She had left the woods for him, surrounded herself by the city and the masses of people because he had wooed her with his songs, because it had been worth giving up everything she had known and loved to be with him. And even if their life hadn’t always been perfect, she had never stopped caring for him, never stopped thinking of him as the handsome lord who had taught her what it was to love.

But even though her people were more likely to embrace the mental sciences than the Turgonians, the justice arm of the law had never accepted “magic” as a reliable means of establishing right and wrong, guilt and innocence.

You have the choice to obstruct us here, or help us, Tladik thought.

“That mean you’ve decided to let me live?”

Do not let the girl find a way to reverse the plant disease.

“Why? Why does it matter? Are we responsible for it? Why are we attacking Mangdoria?”

I am not at liberty to discuss government plans with criminals or those who turn their back on their calling for romance. If he had spoken the words to her face and sneered, they could not have sounded more snide. But know that I am not without influence, more than your ambassador has. If you help us in this matter, I will report it. If you want to ensure the safety of your children… you won’t forget your roots, your people.

Ashara slumped, not caring that her face fell into the dirt, not caring that tears stung her eyes. All she knew was that she had made a mistake in coming out here, in making Tladik aware of her. And now she might pay for it. Her children might pay for it. 

A grunt reached her ears, followed by a thud.

Ashara rose to her knees. Her first thought was that Tladik had bumped into something while walking in the dark. She thrust her fingers into the loamy dirt, trying to get the earth to tell her what was around her, and she immediately sensed Basilard’s presence in addition to the shaman’s. She reached for her bow—it had fallen from her fingers during the mental intrusion. 

As soon as she grasped it, a flash of white light blinded her. She tumbled back, covering her eyes with her arm. Something—or someone—thumped into a tree nearby. 

Even though the light faded almost as quickly as it appeared, it took a moment before Ashara saw anything except yellow blobs in front of her eyes. When her vision cleared, her eyes adjusting to the night again, she grew aware of someone standing a few feet away and looking at her. Basilard.

How long had he been there before she had noticed him? Before Tladik had noticed him? And—she gulped—what had he heard? She couldn’t remember what she had spoken aloud and what had been said in her mind. Tladik had never opened his mouth, but could her side of the conversation have been enough to condemn her? More than she already was? If Basilard had glimpsed Tladik in that light, light that he must have thrown up so he could escape, he might have identified the man as a Kendorian. How could Basilard think anything except how odd it was that the only two Kendorians on the mountainside had been out here chatting with each other? 

He looked her up and down—checking for injuries?—then turned, heading back down the slope to his camp. 

• • • • •

For the first time, a pit was open with the trap already triggered when Basilard and his group arrived. Late that morning, they had reached an intersection and had turned onto a slightly wider path, one that would eventually lead to Basilard’s village, the one where his daughter lived and also the one where Chief Halemek—and Elwa—resided. He had no idea if his people would be there and dreaded the prospect of walking into an empty camp, of not knowing where everyone had gone. He and his team still had not encountered any Mangdorians, but now they had proof that someone else was out here.

He dropped his chin onto his fist, considering the wooden spikes thrusting up from the bottom of the pit more than fifteen feet below the rim. It was nearly identical to the pit where the lorry had crashed. Thanks to the vehicle, Basilard and the others had avoided the spikes in their climb out, but judging by a few tattered strips of clothing, someone had been less lucky in this case. He thought he spotted dark stains on some of the spikes—blood—but clouds obscured the sun and dulled the lighting down there. There was a flat wooden circle stuck in one corner, a thick crack visible from his perch.

That wheel is not from a steam vehicle, right? Basilard asked, pointing so that Maldynado would see it.

Maldynado and Jomrik had been walking with him all morning, while Mahliki scribbled notes in a pad behind them and Ashara took up the far rear. Ashara hadn’t spoken to Basilard, perhaps not to anyone, since the incident the night before, an incident Basilard still did not understand. It had looked like he had come up on a fight, a shaman launching a mental attack at her, and he had almost rushed in to help, but the way she had spoken had made him think… He wasn’t sure what he had thought. Since then, it had crossed his mind that he might have been witnessing an employer punishing an employee—or a master punishing an apprentice.

“Nah,” Maldynado said. “Too flimsy. Looks like it came from a cart, something a lizard might tug across the desert. Or the plains of Kendor,” he added, glancing back. 

Ashara was kneeling farther back on the trail, touching a footprint or some other sign of humans passing. Basilard had a hard time imagining her as an apprentice or even someone who took orders from someone else. Of course, when it came to shamans, one might not have a choice. Basilard had felt the man’s power for himself. He had been stealthy in his approach, or so he thought, but the shaman had detected his presence and hurled him against a tree and nearly blinded him. Basilard did not know how to fight someone that powerful and survive. He wished Sicarius was with him. The former assassin-turned-government-agent had received training to help him shake off mental attacks from practitioners; Basilard had seen him defeat wizards because of that skill.

“What’s farther along in that direction?” Maldynado pointed up the path beyond the pit.

More mazes of trails, more misdirection and traps. Eventually, the roads to several villages and… Basilard glanced back again, aware of Ashara approaching. A meeting place. It’s usually used for religious ceremonies, but it’s also the kind of place our people would go to if there was trouble and numerous clan heads needed to converse.

“You think that’s where we should go? Or you think that’s where these people are going?”

We should check there. Basilard did not know what he would do if his village was empty and he didn’t find his people at the meeting place. Even though he kept telling himself that it was premature to assume the worst had happened, he couldn’t help but think of his daughter. These other people… I hope the traps capture them all.

“There are fresh wagon wheels going through here,” Ashara said, joining them. She didn’t meet Basilard’s eyes. Instead, she gazed past him, just a soldier making a report, her bland expression said. “Lizard droppings too.”

“I’m amazed those lizards can survive this climate,” Maldynado said. “Granted it’s not very cold up here at this time of year, but I thought the big lizards preferred the desert and the marshes around the Gulf.”

“Since they’re our primary beast of burden, my people have long bred them to survive in colder weather. Not entirely without the help of the mental sciences.” Ashara nodded toward the path ahead. “I’ll look for more evidence as to who was here, but I think they only went through a day or so ago.”

Was a shaman with them? Basilard signed, watching her face.

Maldynado translated the question.

“Possibly.”

Let’s continue on, Basilard signed. I want answers. He gazed at the brown leaves of the oaks lining the route and tried not to feel like a poor swimmer in water where he couldn’t touch the bottom.

Sighing, he looked back, intending to wave for Mahliki to follow. She wasn’t there.

Basilard’s stomach dropped into his moccasins. While he had been worrying about his daughter, he had forgotten that he had to keep an eye on President Starcrest’s daughter. 

Praying she was only up in a tree again, Basilard raced back to the last spot that he had seen her. He crouched in the dirt, peering under the skirts of low-boughed evergreens and up into the branches of deciduous species farther back from the path. That shaman who had been spying on them, who had nearly dropped a tree on Mahliki… had he returned to strike again? And why hadn’t Basilard stayed closer to her?

A gunshot cracked from somewhere in the woods. 

Mahliki?

Basilard sprinted toward the source of the noise, his Turgonian rifle in one arm and his serrated dagger in the other. Shaman or not, he would eviscerate anyone who tried to hurt Mahliki.

A surge of relief flowed through him when he raced around a boulder and spotted her. She was standing, her rifle at the ready, but she did not appear injured. She was facing away from him, toward a slope rising up beyond the trees. 

Basilard slowed down as he approached, forcing himself to walk quietly, in case she had someone in her sights. But even as he drew closer, she lowered the weapon and shook her head. She looked over her shoulder and did not appear surprised at his approach.

Trouble? he signed, pretending he wasn’t panting for air after his sprint and also that he hadn’t been worried about her.

“Someone in buckskins was watching me,” Mahliki said. “I sensed it. I’m not a practitioner—I think I told you that—but I grew up around them. My siblings and others. I can tell when someone’s targeting me.”

Basilard stepped up beside her, scanning the rocky mountainside. There were dozens of places where someone could hide up there, if not hundreds. If he did not have to worry about the others, he might have left and tried to sneak up on that shaman. But, as he had learned when working for a man who had turned out to be a wizard, it wasn’t easy to sneak up on a practitioner. They had senses beyond what he could fathom.

“This time, I jumped out of the branches and fired wildly in his direction before any trees tried to tip over and land on me. It seemed to distract him.”

Him? You’re certain?

“Yes. He had long brown hair and was pale-skinned like a Mangdorian or a Kendorian.”

Brown? Basilard had only glimpsed the shaman from the night before, but he had been certain it had been an older man, someone with blond or gray hair. There weren’t multiple Kendorian practitioners out here, were there? 

“Or like the Kyattese, I suppose,” Mahliki added, touching the skin on the back of her hand, “but I can’t see my kin coming thousands of miles to squabble over these mountains with your people.”

Squabble over these mountains? Basilard scratched his jaw. Thus far, he had been reacting and making guesses based on what was happening to him. He hadn’t been thinking on a grander scale, about what someone might seek on a national level. Was it possible the Kendorians wanted his people’s land? To drive them out to claim the mountains for themselves? If so, why? The land wasn’t hospitable. That’s why Basilard’s ancestors had been forced onto it to start with—nobody else had wanted it. 

Who would want these mountains? he signed, his version of thinking aloud. 

“Not me. They’re cold. Craggy. And someone left a lot of unfriendly spike-filled traps all over the place.”

Basilard smirked.

“My father says that ninety percent of wars are fought over resources,” Mahliki said.

I thought religion was the main reason, Basilard signed, more of a quip than a serious response. But his fingers slowed down even as he made the last sign. Resources. Ambassador Shukura and Starcrest himself had shown interest in trading for Mangdorian ore. Could this have something to do with that? He had no idea if ore had been found in the mountains, because his people did not use metals, except in small amounts for making knives and hand tools. Cutting into a mountain, or worse, blowing into it with explosives, was unheard of in his country.

“Oh, religion and talk of differences in morality, all of that us-versus-them stuff, is what gets the common man behind the war notion, but all the governments really care about is keeping the resources they have, so the status quo can be maintained, or acquiring more, so they can gain more power and prosperity for their nation. Times of plenty keep the people happy and allow the government leaders to remain safe and secure in their jobs.” Mahliki shrugged. “I think that was the gist of the lecture. I admit I don’t pay that much attention when he babbles on about military history and global politics. I’m amazed my mother can sit there and gaze adoringly at him while he’s talking about that. Of course, he gazes adoringly at her while she babbles about philology and linguistics.” Her mouth twisted into a wry expression. “They’re very special people.”

Does Sespian not gaze adoringly at you while you babble about fungi?

“Nobody gazes adoringly during fungus discussions. I try not to bore him with them. When we’re together at his place or mine, we usually sit quietly, him drawing and me reading. We do other things, too, of course. But we’re just comfortable in silence. Is that weird?” Her nose wrinkled up, and she glanced up the mountainside again, probably wondering if this was the time for this discussion. Basilard had been watching the slope. The shaman—or whoever had been making Mahliki’s senses jangle—had not reappeared.

No. It’s mature.

This time, her lips twisted downward. “I think that might be worse than being weird.”

You’ll grow out of that notion.

“Bas? Mahliki? You alive back there?” Maldynado called from the path.

“Yes.” Mahliki peered at the slope one more time, then headed back. 

Basilard put aside his thoughts of tracking shamans, at least for the moment. Perhaps an opportunity might arise later to trap their spy. He knew of a few places where more than spike-filled pits had been left to thwart invaders. 

Someone is watching us, Basilard signed to Maldynado when he rejoined the others. 

“Can you see the utter shock on my face?” Maldynado waved to his features.

“Not me,” Mahliki said. “I’m distracted by the fox tail on that hat. It’s so bright and fluffy. It would make a good target for archers and shamans. Maybe you should lead the way.”

“I don’t think it’s your prerogative as the president’s daughter to insult my wardrobe.”

“No? That’s disappointing.”

Ashara, standing ahead of the group, waited in silence. Basilard nodded for her to lead the way and started walking, with the rest of the group staying close to him. He would warn her when they approached another trap. Even though he wasn’t sure how far he could trust her, he found himself wanting to make sure no harm came to her. And he also found himself wanting her to be on their side. He didn’t want to be betrayed by her. He wasn’t sure why it mattered. Perhaps because she had shared that information about her own children. And because her touch had made goosebumps arise across his whole body when she had been tending his wounds.

He scowled at himself. That was hardly a worthwhile reason to trust someone. 

“I think she likes you,” Maldynado said.

What? Basilard frowned at him, not positive who he was talking about. He supposed it wouldn’t make sense for him to mean Mahliki.

“She’s grumpy and gruff, but she was lingering quite a bit yesterday, touching your back.”

Reflexively, Basilard lifted a hand to his shoulder. Whatever the secret ingredient had been in Ashara’s healing salve, his wounds did feel much better today. Love, indeed. 

She was providing medical care, nothing more. And she’s not gruff. When she takes the time to come over and talk to you, she talks. Normally. She just keeps to herself most of the time.

And why were they discussing this? They had a shaman to worry about and people to find. Basilard increased his pace, hoping to discourage a continuation of the conversation.

Mahliki spotted a shaman, he added when he saw Maldynado opening his mouth again. We should be careful.

“Shaman?” Maldynado asked.

 Jomrik’s eyebrows rose, and he glanced toward the rocky hills on either side of the path as they walked. “I wondered about shamans last night, when that tree fell.”

“You must not have wondered very hard,” Maldynado said. “You were snoring again three minutes after it happened.”

“I was tired. Been a harrowing journey. All I was expecting was to drop the ambassador off up here.” Jomrik nodded toward Basilard. “My first sergeant said, take him and his team up there, stick around in case they need their supplies, then bring them back. Figured if I did a good job and the ambassador put in a good word for me, I might get that promotion I’ve been hoping for. Now, I’ll be lucky if… I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to be doing.” 

Jomrik hadn’t been cheerful, even when his lorry had been fully operational, but he was glummer than ever now. Having never asked for a soldier, Basilard was not sure what he should be doing with one. Were there some special duties he should be assigning the man?

“Shooting at shamans is a good hobby for you to take up,” Maldynado said.

“Can you do that? I thought they could wave their hands and make bullets bounce off.” Jomrik grimaced.

“Depends if you catch them off guard or not. You stumble across one with his drawers down in the forest, you might want to take advantage of that. They’re just humans when they’re not using their powers.”

“Why would one have his drawers down?”

“Same reason as anyone else,” Maldynado said. “Rabbits, bears, shamans, everybody drops cannonballs now and then.”

Mahliki was staying within earshot now—something Basilard was glad for—and she glanced at the men, her brows raised. Jomrik cleared his throat, his cheeks turning red. Basilard wouldn’t have guessed that a conversation about defecation would have embarrassed a soldier, so he assumed it had more to do with Mahliki’s presence. He had further evidence to support his hypothesis when Mahliki jogged ahead to catch up with Ashara, then veered off to a cherry tree to take a sample. Jomrik watched her, a wistful expression on his face. 

“Is she, uh—” Jomrik lowered his voice to a whisper. “Do you know if she’s taken? Back home, I mean. In the capital.”

“Taken where?” Maldynado smiled, deliberately misinterpreting the question. 

“Does she have a… male friend, I mean?”

“Many male friends. She’s quite popular.”

Jomrik scowled at Maldynado. “You know what I’m asking.”

She’s been spending time with Sespian for the last few months, Basilard signed. Ashara paused up ahead, kneeling to look at tracks where another trail joined theirs.

Maldynado translated. 

“Sespian?” Jomrik asked, as if the name was familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it.

“Yes, the former emperor,” Maldynado said dryly.

“Oh. But he’s not anybody super powerful and important now, right? Didn’t he become an artist?” Jomrik’s nose wrinkled. “That’s womanish.”

Basilard snorted. Turgonian men seemed to consider anything that didn’t involve fighting as womanish. 

“Actually he’s an architect,” Maldynado said. “His drawings get turned into big buildings. He designed the presidential manor.”

Jomrik scratched his jaw, perhaps trying to decide if an end result of “big buildings” caused art to be less womanish. “Aw, s’pose it doesn’t matter. I’m just a corporal. And I’m most likely to be knocked down to private when I get back, on account of returning without my lorry.” His shoulders slumped, the glumness wrapped around him deepening.

Having no advice to offer him on the topic of women—or lorries—Basilard trotted ahead to see what Ashara had found. Before he came within five meters, he spotted the deep wheel marks gouging the dried mud. A few wagons had been traveling on their path, as evinced by the triggered pit trap, but nothing like this. These wheel marks—all of them fresh—indicated at least twenty wagons. Basilard picked out the clawed, five-toed prints of giant lizards, their tails forming a line in the dirt, thicker than that from the wagon wheels.

We don’t have lizards up here, Basilard signed.

“Kendorians,” Ashara said, apparently guessing what his signs had meant. 

Yes, a lot of them. It was time to do some investigating. 

Keep going that way, Basilard signed when Maldynado and the others caught up. There’s a stream up ahead that empties out of a lake up there. He waved to indicate the hills at the end of their valley. Several paths come together. One leads to my village. If his village was still there. Another leads to a meeting place where my people might have gone. I’ll rejoin you at that confluence of trails by the stream before nightfall. Be careful. Watch Mahliki.

Mahliki arched an eyebrow. Yes, she could probably watch herself adequately, but the shaman—or shamans—seemed to be targeting her specifically.

“Where are you off to?” Maldynado asked.

To find out where they’re going. Basilard pointed to the tracks. He hated the idea of leaving Mahliki and going ahead to scout, but he was tired of walking in the group, being spied upon by others, and waiting for things to happen. That was not his way. Alone, he could disappear into the woods, climb to a high point, and see into the distance without being seen himself.

“What if they’re going to the same meeting place as your people?” Maldynado called after him—Basilard was already jogging away from the group.

He turned to respond. Whatever the Kendorians are here for, I sincerely doubt it’s to visit a Mangdorian religious site.

He looked to Ashara, wondering if she knew what her people were doing here and if she would tell him. She gazed toward the hills and did not comment. Basilard turned and continued trotting into the woods. He would find out for himself.

 


Chapter 9

Basilard felt vulnerable on the rocky mountainside, knowing anyone walking along below or looking across from the other peaks could spot him easily. Up here, above the tree line, nothing except boulders offered cover. Here and there, mountain goats that hadn’t heard his approach leaped away, sending pebbles skittering below. Fortunately, there weren’t any trails nearby, not manmade trails, anyway, so he did not anticipate encountering anyone else climbing around up here. Another quarter mile, and he would reach a ridge from where one could see the trails the group was traveling on for ten miles in either direction. He would also be able to see across the Blood Rocks, a land of pillars, arches, and canyons that stretched for more than a hundred miles in every direction. 

Though he did not know much about mining and prospecting, he’d heard Turgonians talk about red stone meaning iron-rich earth, and he knew iron was used in many of the alloys in the republic. The Kendorians might be more interested in gold or silver, but Basilard knew less about how to find those ores. When he had first realized people might be invading in order to mine, he had thought of the canyons. 

A falcon screeched overhead. Normally, Basilard would not think much of the birds, aside from taking occasional cues from them, but after the strange behavior of the predators along the highway, he paused to look up. He did not want to be gouged in the back of the neck by a beak or talons while he was climbing.

The bird circled once, then swooped over the ridge, disappearing from sight. No trouble, after all. But while Basilard was looking upward, he spotted several crows circling in the air up ahead. He continued in that direction—there were few routes among the rocks—and mentally braced himself to come across some recent kill. 

He was not wrong to do so. He hadn’t expected the kill to be human, and his stomach sank when he spotted torn clothing and the raw flesh of a half-eaten body. 

Though he did not want to look closer, he had to know who had died up here, and he needed to know what had killed the person. Were there more grimbals roaming on this side of the river? He had a hard time imagining the giant creatures roaming on the loose scree of the boulder-filled slope, but other more agile predators might be about. Wolves, cougars, and lynxes were all common in this area.

The crows scattered at Basilard’s approach, cawing at him with irritation for interrupting their meal. Not much remained of the skin, but a few clumps of pale brown hair were visible. He hoped one of the invading Kendorians had been caught by hungry predators. Unfortunately, he spotted a beaded thong that had fallen from the person’s grip, a bloodstained wooden carving at the end of it. He recognized the religious talisman without getting close enough to see the subject matter of the carving. He didn’t need to. It was Mangdorian. 

What were you doing up here, friend? he wondered, then let his gaze rise to the top of the ridge. Maybe this man, too, had come up here to observe his surroundings. 

Hoping that he would not meet a similar fate, Basilard continued to the rocky ridge. As he crested it, the red canyon lands stretched out ahead of and far below him. Massive cracks in the earth, the canyons stretched for miles, some a few hundred feet deep and others a few thousand feet deep. The faintest of sounds drifted to his ears. A banging, like a smith working on an anvil. Or a miner cutting into a lucrative vein?

Basilard crouched in the shadow of a boulder, wanting the rock as protection for his back in case a shaman was out there ordering animals to attack his people. He withdrew a collapsible spyglass, but even before he opened it, he spotted what he had been looking for. It wasn’t what he had wanted to see, but it was definitely what he had been looking for.

Sighing, Basilard gazed down at the train of lizards, wagons, and humans snaking into view, walking out through a pass in the ridge about three miles to the north of him. They were heading across the flat red earth toward the closest canyon. Basilard had been out here in his youth and knew there were a few trails that jutted from the steep walls, allowing one to descend to the bottom. From the depths of that canyon, several wisps of smoke rose up. Campfires, or something larger. The hammering noises seemed to be coming from that direction too. If his memory served, a river traveled through the canyon. It would afford the invaders a pleasant campsite with all of the water and fish they needed for their stay. His mouth twisted bitterly. The last thing he wanted was for his land to be hospitable to intruders.

Basilard opened the spyglass and tried to estimate how many people were in that long wagon train, but he stopped when his count reached over a hundred. A hundred people who were on the way to meet however many more had already started working in that canyon. He didn’t like that those wagons held more than bags of flour. Some carried freshly cut wood, bags of nails, and boxes of tools. Were the Kendorians planning to build houses? Or perhaps a fort so they could defend their claims while they worked them? As if they would need to defend themselves against Mangdorians. Basilard’s people would not raise weapons, not even to drive intruders out of their homeland. 

He gritted his teeth. He shouldn’t raise a weapon, either, especially not when he was now an official representative of his people, but the idea of letting these invaders pillage his land and take what they wanted… It grated at him. Even worse, because they had wanted to keep their operation secret, or so Basilard assumed, they had killed people on their way here. Or they had convinced animals to kill people. The end result was the same. And the blight? Was it their doing? Something to distract or weaken the Mangdorians while the Kendorians planned this invasion? Or maybe they had thought that the Mangdorians would be forced to trade access to their ore deposits in exchange for food.

Whatever the original intent, Basilard couldn’t let this continue. He had to do something. 

But he had no idea what.

Even if he could find his people, he doubted they would help him. That left him with Maldynado, a grumpy soldier who seemed lost without his lorry, and the president’s daughter, someone he most definitely should not put into a combat situation. He would have liked to count Ashara as an asset—she had certainly been a valuable ally in fighting the grimbals—but he doubted he could, not if it came to a fight with her own people. She might even now be back with his party, sabotaging Mahliki’s work or communicating with that shaman and letting him know where they were heading.

Basilard drummed his fingers on his thigh, wondering if he should head back immediately or get closer, so that he could assess the forces already in the canyon. It would be a long hike down the mountain and out to an overlook, but he would have better intel to bring back to…

Who, Basilard? Who are you going to report to? he asked himself. He was in charge, especially if he couldn’t locate his people. And even if he did locate them, he already knew what their plan would be. Avoid confrontation. Do nothing.

Hoping he would not regret leaving his comrades for long, Basilard picked a path over the ridge and headed for the canyon lands below. He needed to come up with a plan. Maybe during the long hike, inspiration would visit him. As long as he didn’t get caught by some animal spy along the way. He looked over his shoulder, remembering the fallen Mangdorian, and hoped he wasn’t making a mistake.

• • • • •

“This looks like the stream,” Maldynado said, plopping down his pack. “At least it’s a stream. Does anyone else feel lost after winding around through these mountains and going up and down all of these crazy trails that run every which way?”

Ashara stood on a boulder, having arrived ahead of the group. She had already climbed a tree and spotted the lake Basilard had described. She knew she could find her way back to the highway, using the sun and the mountain peaks themselves for guidance if she had to, but they had taken a meandering route to this spot. 

“I’m not sure I could find my way back,” Mahliki admitted while rooting in her pack. “Not without falling into a pit.”

Corporal Jomrik grumbled something Ashara could not hear. 

Maldynado rested the butt of his rifle on the ground, scratched his armpit, and gazed around at the wilderness. “I’m not sure how to relax out here with so few gaming halls, so few wrestling matches to watch, and so few dining establishments. Where’s a man supposed to go to dice and drink?” He peered down one of the trails. “I wouldn’t mind shooting something.”

“I saw a pair of squirrels cavorting in a tree a ways back,” Jomrik said. 

“That wasn’t cavorting. That was foreplay. It’s unkind to shoot a critter’s lover at such a time. I was thinking more that I wouldn’t mind targeting an enemy shaman who likes to drop trees on young ladies.”

“What if he’s cavorting with another shaman at the time?”

“In that unlikely instance, I might make an exception to my rule about shooting lovers.” Maldynado looked toward Ashara, even though she hadn’t shown any interest in participating in the conversation. “Do Kendorian shamans cavort, Ash?”

Even if Maldynado seemed content to be judged a fool, he did give her shrewd, speculative looks now and then, the sort that probably meant he was thinking about how untrustworthy she was. Ashara wondered if she should simply tell the group the truth. But then she remembered Tladik’s words, his threats, and worried she dared not do anything except work with him. Besides, would Maldynado and the others believe her if she did tell the truth?

“Ashara?” Mahliki walked over, carrying a stack of compact glass dishes with lids. “May I ask you a personal question?”

“If I’m a spy for Kendor?” Ashara asked, more bitterness seeping into her tone than she intended. She should not have spoken so bluntly, but she knew they were all thinking of it—and perhaps speaking of it in Basilard’s hand language when she wasn’t looking. 

“I thought that was assumed,” Mahliki said without any of the same bitterness. Her face was calm, not even judgmental.

“You did?” 

“The Kendorian ambassador sent you.” Mahliki spoke matter-of-factly, as if any other conclusion would have been asinine. 

Ashara snorted. Maybe it would have been.

“However, from what Basilard said, it was suggested that you have some special knowledge of the forest, of specific plants. I thought you might have more than mundane knowledge.” Mahliki touched her temple.

“Is there a reason you ask?” Ashara considered the stack of dishes again. 

“I’m contemplating solutions to what I’ve been thinking of as the amiopoleaia hardwood blight, because I believe that is the root fungus, though it’s been adapted by scientific or perhaps—” Mahliki wriggled her eyebrows, “—scientific means to spread easily and with greater virility than normal. There’s something else that’s off about the fungus too. I got a little light-headed when I was bent over my samples, breathing the air. I believe the spores may have a neurotoxic effect on humans. Insects don’t mind them, though. The spores are attracting numerous bees and hummingbirds and possibly other pollinators too. I’m fairly certain that isn’t a feature of the original. I could be positive if I had access to The Complete Fungal Morphology and Anatomy Manual of Eukaryotes of the Palastak Continent. Native Trees of Northeast Turgonia would also be useful. Unfortunately, both books have spikes sticking through them now.” 

“Maybe your library can be retrieved later.” Ashara should have said something more useful, but she was stunned that Mahliki had already identified the cause of the blight—how had she known which fungal disease it had been based on? Especially if she didn’t have her books along to reference? 

“Jomrik promised to do that for me personally, even if he has to steal a lorry from the army vehicle pool in order to get back up here. I wouldn’t allow him to get in trouble like that, but it was sweet of him to offer.” 

“Yes…” Ashara leaned to the side and caught Jomrik gazing over at them—at Mahliki, specifically. “I imagine men are sweet to you quite often.”

Mahliki wriggled her fingers in acceptance of this—she didn’t seem to be the kind of girl to be oblivious to admirers—then handed Ashara the first glass dish, one full of fuzzy grayish-green blobs growing on a gelatin. “That’s the normal amiopoleaia fungus. This,” she said, handing over another dish, “is what’s growing on the trees around here. I can’t detect anything that would indicate a practitioner had placed spores on them, but as I said, I suspect any tinkering was done in a lab countless generations ago and that we’re looking at the end result, put out into nature to spread like a virus.”

“Generations ago? How quickly does the ami—that fungus procreate?”

“I can only estimate, given that my observations have been interrupted by predator attacks and falling trees, but it seems to double every two to three hours, given adequate nutrients. Its metabolism may increase substantially in a warmer environment, the way standard brewer’s yeast does, in which case, that might explain why it’s become so much more pronounced and prevalent this summer.”

“What is it you think I might be able to do to help?” Ashara said. “I’m afraid I don’t know who created it or how to combat it.”

“No, I didn’t think you would.” 

Mahliki was certain Ashara was a spy but didn’t believe she had any knowledge of political happenings back home? That was depressingly accurate.

“But look at this one.” Mahliki handed her a third dish, this one with shavings of wood inside but without the fuzzy gray splotches. “Remember those early samples I took? Of healthy trees? I smeared them with my nutrient agar to encourage growth and inoculated the sample with spores.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“Exactly. If you look at the shavings under magnification, you’ll see that the spores did munch on my nutrient blend, but I didn’t have enough in there to fuel more than one generation of doubling. The wood itself was not an acceptable environment for the fungus to grow on. I’ll have to ask Basilard for the name of this particular species, and then we’ll look for more of them, to see if all of them are immune to this particular blight. If so, that may give us some clues in finding a means for defense. Right now, I’m making a few sprays and trying them on the fungi, but again, I’m limited in resources. No lab. Not even a microscope anymore. I wish my sister was here. She’s not an expert in the nature-related mental sciences, but she could probably make what I have in mind. She’s in Kyatt, so not exactly close. That’s what brings me to you.” Mahliki arched her brows. “What exactly do you do? I heard something about love and healing salves.”

Ashara had been preparing to answer the question, but the addition made her snort and almost choke. 

Mahliki waited patiently, her brows still arched, while Ashara recovered. Apparently, nobody believed the love bit. 

“I make potions, and I do sometimes alter herbs to have greater potency, especially in regard to enhancing properties that are desirable for humans. But I…” Ashara groped for a way to say that she shouldn’t help, not with a shaman out there who might very well kill her for assisting the Mangdorians. Still, she felt sick at the idea of letting this blight ravage the mountain forests without doing anything, when it was possible she could do something.

Ashara held up a hand, almost relieved when her senses warned her of something her ears had not yet detected. Not magic, not this time—her neck hairs hadn’t bristled with discomfort yet—but she sensed something more mundane. A soft grunt came from the distance, that of a human, not of an animal. 

“Get the others,” she whispered. “Take care. We’re not alone out here.”

“Basilard?” Mahliki asked, but she was already taking back her dishes and turning toward the shady spot where they had left their packs.

“No,” Ashara said. 

She waved for Mahliki to join the armed men and unslung her bow, then dropped down behind her boulder, the creek at her back. There were more rocks on the other side of the waterway that would provide decent cover for her. Someone would have to get close to easily target her, and she did not intend to let that happen.

“Is it the shaman?” Maldynado called softly, his voice just audible over the gurgling water. 

Ashara waved a hand at him, wanting him to find cover rather than asking questions. But then she realized he had. Maldynado, Jomrik, and Mahliki were behind broad trunks, their rifles pointing in the direction Ashara was looking. The trees weren’t ideal protection, since someone might creep up behind them, but she would have to trust them to take care of themselves while she worried about her own survival.

Movement caught her eye. Someone darting from tree to tree in the distance. With one knee on the ground and the other foot planted, she leaned out slightly, making room to fire with her bow. She spotted someone else about twenty meters away from the first person. Unease crept into her stomach. Multiple enemies. And just because she hadn’t sensed anyone using the mental sciences yet did not mean Tladik was not among them. She glimpsed the fringes of a buckskin shirt. She hoped these might be Mangdorians who were simply approaching warily, since Ashara and the others were all outsiders, but she wouldn’t count on it, not when Tladik had been following them for two days.

A smudge of red warned her of an attack, and Ashara ducked behind the boulder a heartbeat before an arrow glanced off, its fletching an unfriendly crimson. Not a Mangdorian.

A rifle cracked. Maldynado or Jomrik firing. Ashara did not see if anyone was hit. She doubted it. The intruders were still two hundred meters way. She could barely make them out among the trees and undergrowth. 

She leaned out again, picking the spots where she would hide if she were staging an ambush. That copse over there? It was only a hundred meters away and the leaf-filled saplings might let someone sneak close to Maldynado and the others without being noticed. She pointed her nocked arrow at it, searching for the movement she thought might come. 

The hairs on the back of her neck stirred, and she winced. It might be her imagination, but it might mean Tladik was nearby working his magic too. She almost shifted her aim away from the copse to look for him, but she caught the movement she had anticipated. Someone stepped out from behind one of the thicker trees and aimed at Mahliki. 

Ashara fired. Her arrow sprang from her bow, whispering through the air and pegging the archer in the throat before he could loose his own weapon. The man tumbled backward, rattling the branches in the copse. Maldynado and Jomrik, alerted to the threat, fired indiscriminately. The archer was already dead, but another figure raced out of the back of the copse, alarmed by the gunfire. 

Ashara had the better angle. She shot him between the shoulder blades. He tumbled forward, a braid of red hair dancing in the air before settling to the ground. The hyper alertness of battle charged through her veins, making her react rather than experiencing deep thought, but the fleeting realization that she was killing her own people crossed her mind. She didn’t know what to do about that. The first arrow had come in her direction. Still, with a sick certainty, she knew there would be consequences.

More gunshots came from the men—Mahliki was firing, too, but to the rear of their group. She must have spotted someone trying to circle around them. Fortunately, she had dropped to her knees behind a log, so she was protected from both sides. Good, because Ashara feared she was the main target here. Tladik must have figured out that she was the one with the potential to solve the blight problem. The intruders might be shooting at Ashara, Maldynado, and Jomrik, too, but only because they needed to get through them to kill Mahliki. 

More crimson-fletched arrows flew from the trees, and Ashara ducked again. She shifted so that she could lean out on the other side of her boulder. That was when she spotted a warrior coming at her from upstream, from the direction of the lake. No more than ten meters away, his moccasins glided soundlessly over the rocks, any noise he might have made muffled by the gurgling water. In one hand, he held a big axe, and in the other a smaller weapon, a tomahawk. It was poised to throw.

Though her nerves jangled with alarm, and it was all she could do not to flail in her attempt to nock another arrow quickly, experience and the knowledge that she had survived countless battles guided her hands, keeping them steady. She rolled sideways, splashing into the creek at the same time as she nocked her arrow. She came up in the water, aware of the tomahawk buzzing past and clacking off a rock. The man was less than five meters away when she fired. It was far enough. The arrow took him in the chest. He staggered and toppled into the stream, but not before her second arrow joined the first, to ensure he would not rise again.

As Ashara turned to check on the others, an invisible force wrapped around her neck. It felt like huge, rough hands pressing into her throat, cutting off her airway, but nobody was there. Instinctively, she clawed at her neck, as if she could tear the person’s grip away. But logically, she knew that this was a shaman’s attack, and that the practitioner might be a hundred meters away. 

Panic welled in her chest, and her lungs strained, trying to gasp for air, but she did not drop the bow. She pulled another arrow, wincing as the pressure grew stronger, harder. In addition to denying her air, it created pain. A flash of fear ran through her at the thought of her windpipe being crushed, of being like Basilard, unable to ever talk again. If she lived.

She lifted her bow over the boulder, an arrow ready, though an irritating tremble plagued her hands. She willed them to still even as she searched for the shaman. If she found him and shot him—or even distracted him enough so that he released his hold—her body could have all the air it wanted.

There. The firefight was still raging between the rest of her group and the archers out in the woods, but she spotted a solitary figure without a weapon raised. He stood behind a tree for cover, but part of his torso and his head leaned out. It was not Tladik or anyone she recognized. It did not matter. He was staring at her—targeting her. 

With her arms burning from the effort of holding the bow taut—and from the lack of air flowing to her limbs—she loosed the arrow. He raised a hand, and it bounced off an invisible barrier a foot in front of him. 

Ashara slumped against the boulder. The pressure on her throat had lessened for an instant, but it returned again right away. She didn’t want to give up, but she hadn’t been able to inhale so much as a tiny gasp of air. 

She lifted her arm to reach for another arrow, but her numb, fumbling fingers couldn’t grasp one. Blackness edged her vision as dark dots swam through it. The shaman blurred. She looked toward Maldynado and the others, as if they could save her, but they were busy defending against the archers. She tried again for an arrow. The shaman smiled slightly and shook his head. Bastard.

But then he jumped, glancing down, as if a snake had appeared at his feet. 

The invisible hands grasping her throat disappeared. Ashara had no idea what had happened, but she gasped in air at the same time as she drew the arrow that had eluded her. Even as she readied her bow to fire, the shaman’s head was jerked back. For an instant, she thought someone was standing behind him, but the figure disappeared before she glimpsed more than a dark arm. She loosed her arrow, but soon realized it had been unnecessary. The shaman was already toppling forward, a bloody gash across his throat. 

Not sure who her new ally was, but thinking Basilard must have returned to help, Ashara crouched behind the boulder again. She sucked in deep breaths of air as she searched for her next target. There were only a few arrows left in her quiver, so she couldn’t waste them.

But after one more crack from a Turgonian rifle, the forest fell silent. Nothing moved among the trees. A number of Kendorian archers lay dead in the leaf litter.

“Maldynado,” a woman’s voice called in Turgonian from beyond the trees where the Kendorians had been shooting, “we’d appreciate it if you lowered your weapons. I believe we’ve efficiently eliminated the threats from your perimeter.” The speaker paused for a moment, then said, “All right, I mostly tripped over roots and stayed out of the way, but my comrade efficiently eliminated threats.”

Maldynado lowered his rifle, the most genuine smile Ashara had seen from him splitting his face. “Would your comrade happen to be someone dark, deadly, and phlegmatic?”

“He’s not all that dark. We were down in the desert, and the sun lightened his hair, so it’s even blonder than usual.”

“Did it also lighten his disposition and his wardrobe?”

“Ah, not considerably, no.”

The woman—and whoever was dark and deadly—was camouflaged well. Even with her speaking, it took Ashara a moment to pick her out of the foliage. The dark-haired woman’s face was smeared with dirt, an effect that might have been deliberate or the result of long days on the road, and she wore brown trousers and a vest over a green shirt that blended into the forest. Her hair was back in a bun, and when she stepped out from behind the tree, her weapons were visible, a short sword, a pistol at her waist, and a crossbow slung across her back, along with a rucksack. She walked toward Maldynado, an arm lifted in greeting. Ashara searched for the second person, but did not see him yet.

“Who parked the steam lorry in a stake-filled pit, Maldynado?” the woman asked as she approached.

“Why are you looking at me and saying my name as if you’re certain I was responsible?” Maldynado leaned his rifle against a tree, hopped the stream, and strode toward her, his arms spread.

“You’re the only one I know who crashes steam vehicles regularly.”

“Only when you’re at my side, directing me to do so. I have no idea why I always get blamed.” Maldynado embraced the newcomer, lifting her off the ground with his enthusiasm. 

Mahliki and Jomrik had stepped out from their hiding spots. Neither seemed surprised to see the woman. 

Ashara stood, debating whether she should join the group or go retrieve her arrows and search the bodies for orders or information as to how many more might be about. If these were the same people with the wagons, they had left them behind for the attack. She suspected they only represented a small subset.

She glanced upstream, thinking to start with the tomahawk-wielding Kendorian, only to spot someone already crouching over the body. She flinched in surprise, reflexively reaching for an arrow. 

The man in black stared at her, no hint of alarm in his hard, dark brown eyes, but there was a warning there. And a throwing knife rested in one of his hands, one he could probably hurl before she could shoot an arrow. 

Ashara lowered her hand, realizing this must be the comrade the woman had spoken of, for his tousled blond hair did have a sun-kissed look about it, or maybe it was the contrast of the olive skin that made it stand out. From the hair coloring, Ashara might have guessed him a Kendorian, but his darker skin and angular facial features seemed more fitting for a Turgonian. As did his plethora of weapons. She didn’t see a firearm or bow, but the hilts of throwing knives and daggers of various sizes stuck out of arm sheaths, belt sheaths, and calf sheaths. She wagered the man never had trouble finding tools to wrangle a tough steak into manageable pieces. She also wagered not many people made him put those knives to use; he had an aura of danger about him, his face cool and flinty, giving nothing of his thoughts.

“All right, put me down, you oversized hat rack,” the woman said with a laugh. “You know Sicarius gets jealous when I let other men fondle me.”

Sicarius? 

Ashara might not have recognized the face, but she recognized the name. He had been—or maybe he still was—an assassin, one who had plied his trade in Kendor, among other places, in past decades. Her people believed he had worked for the old Turgonian emperor, killing key personnel to keep the empire’s enemies squabbling internally instead of combining forces and attacking Turgonia. He was one of the reasons the night stalkers had been created fifteen years earlier. The government had wanted a force that could deal with highly trained assassins.

If this was the same Sicarius, he was younger than she would have guessed, based on how long the name had been whispered in her country. He appeared to be around thirty-five or forty.

“Now, Amaranthe,” Maldynado said, setting her down and stepping back, “you know I don’t fondle other women any more, on account of my steadfast and unwavering loyalty to Yara.”

“And because you’re more afraid of her than of Sicarius?”

“That too. Just before I left, we chanced across an instructor of hers from her early days in the Enforcer Academy, one who had been overly familiar with the female recruits. She seemed to have left an impression on him. And some marks. I didn’t get the entire story, because he was so quick to hustle away from Yara with his hands covering his crotch.”

“I’ll bet.” Amaranthe glanced curiously at Ashara, then lifted a hand toward the rest of the group. “How are you doing, Mahliki? And Corporal Jomrik, isn’t it? Tikaya gave us a quick briefing before sending us after you. Without giving us time to bathe, eat, or sleep in a bed.”

“We had sufficient rations,” the man in black said. 

Sicarius, Ashara reminded herself. He had finished searching the tomahawk-throwing Kendorian, removing a folded piece of paper and a spyglass, and he walked toward the group. Ashara shifted out of his way, so he would not pass close by.

“Yes…” Amaranthe crinkled her nose. “Sicarius made a fresh batch of his dried meat-and-organ bars before we left on our last assignment. Oddly, there were still some left.” She smiled at him as he drew closer.

Sicarius did not respond to the comment or the smile, other than to eye her briefly on his way past. He handed her the folded paper, then strode toward the shaman’s body.

“You’re right,” Maldynado said. “His disposition is still the same.”

A startled squawk flew out of Mahliki’s mouth. She ran to the stack of gear that she, Maldynado, and Jomrik had dropped off when the group reached the creek. One of the packs was smoldering. Mahliki’s? She tore into it, cursing as something hot burned her fingers, and flung her tools, vials, glass dishes, and notebooks onto the moss. One of notebooks was responsible for the smoke, which wafted from its charred edges. She alternated blowing on it and waving it vigorously. Her efforts only fanned new flames to life. With another agitated squawk, she lunged for the stream and thrust the notebook into it. The water put the fire out, but Ashara did not know how legible the ink inside would be once it dried.

Mahliki lifted her dripping notebook, looking at it with a forlorn sigh. “Basilard’s country is not being kind to me.”

“Did the shaman do that before he died?” Jomrik stepped up beside her, frowning over at the body, and then down at the book. “Or is someone else out there with magic?” His mouth twisted into the sneer at the last word. Unlike Maldynado, he had never set his rifle aside, and he looked like he wouldn’t mind shooting someone. 

“I hope not,” Mahliki said. “My equipment hasn’t fared well with even one shaman around.” She lowered the book and patted her chest, which was oddly bulky and lumpy at the moment. Glass clinked. 

Several sets of eyes turned toward Ashara. Was she assumed to be the expert on the number of Kendorian shamans about? Basilard must have told them about spotting her with Tladik. She debated whether she could get into trouble—more trouble—for giving them information. Also, should she be worried about getting into “trouble” with the Turgonians too? She didn’t think Basilard would raise a hand against her, even if he did know she was a spy, but she knew nothing about this Sicarius, except that he probably wasn’t the kind of person to be intimidated by Shukura. Maybe he wouldn’t even be intimidated by Tladik.

In the end, it was the fact that the Kendorians had been shooting at her, not just at Basilard’s party, that made her decide against keeping their secrets. “That’s not the shaman who commanded the grimbals to attack us,” she said.

“There’s more than one shaman here to harass us?” Maldynado asked.

“This mission isn’t getting any better as it goes on,” Jomrik grumbled.

Maldynado slapped him in the chest. “You’re a soldier. You’re supposed to like a challenge.”

“Not when that challenge destroys the vehicle I am—was—responsible for.”

“Don’t you ever want a promotion? People don’t get promoted for just doing their duty and keeping their steam lorry clean. They get promoted for being heroic in battle, for standing out, making a difference to the mission. You should be happy for a chance to do those things.”

Jomrik glowered and said, “Nobody in my chain of command is here to see me being heroic.”

“I’m sure Basilard could say something to your first sergeant,” Amaranthe said. “The word of an ambassador would mean something.”

Jomrik rubbed the stubble on his jaw thoughtfully. “Huh.”

“How come he looks convinced when you say it and not when I do?” Maldynado whispered to Amaranthe.

She shrugged and smiled.

“Are you here to assist our Mangdorian ambassador with his quest?” Maldynado asked her. “Because it’s turned more interesting than you might have expected. Our briefing certainly didn’t mention shamans, invaders, or grimbals—did you run into those?”

“No, but we saw their tracks. And our briefing did mention Kendorians having been spotted in these mountains.” Amaranthe opened the note Sicarius had handed her, but the way she frowned at it didn’t imply that it held anything enlightening. “Where is Basilard?”

Ashara took a few steps closer, curious as to the contents, but she paused. She didn’t know this new woman. Amaranthe might think it odd if a Kendorian stranger peered over her shoulder.

“Scouting,” Maldynado said.

“Does anyone read Kendorian?” Amaranthe waved the note in the air. Instead of looking toward Ashara, she skimmed the forest. Searching for Sicarius? He had checked the shaman, then disappeared into the thick copse where Ashara had shot one of the archers.

“I do,” Mahliki said. “But not that well. I’m sure Ashara is the more logical person to ask.” She smiled at Ashara, no hint of suspicion in her gaze. She would trust her to share the information? Even though she had openly said that they all knew Ashara was a spy?

Ashara shrugged and stepped forward, holding out her hand. 

“I’m Amaranthe, by the way.” Amaranthe handed her the note and smiled. Her face was lively and warm, though Ashara couldn’t imagine why. Like Mahliki, she didn’t show any suspicion. 

“That’s Ashara,” Maldynado said. “We don’t know her whole name. She’s our Kendorian spy.”

Amaranthe’s eyebrows rose. Ashara blushed and kept her head down, focusing on the note. 

“She’s spying on the Kendorians for us?” Amaranthe asked. “Or the other way around?”

“The other way around. She works for Ambassador Shukura. But we’re hoping we can turn her to our side by employing charm, entertaining conversation, and sexy men to woo her.”

“Sexy men?” Amaranthe pointed to Maldynado, shook her head slightly, then pointed to Jomrik, her eyebrows climbing even higher. 

Jomrik looked confused, but he did lift his chin and straighten his spine, apparently willing to consider himself a sexy man if it helped the team.

“Actually, Basilard’s the one she likes to touch,” Maldynado said.

Flushing deeper, Ashara dropped her chin lower, staring hard at the messy penmanship taking up half of the page. But for some reason, she was having a hard time focusing on the words. So far, all she had noted was that they were written on Kendorian vellum rather than Turgonian wood-pulp paper. She wondered what this Amaranthe thought of Maldynado’s insinuations. Ashara had no idea what her relationship with the president or the Turgonian intelligence office was. Courier? Secret agent? If she traveled with Sicarius, maybe she was another assassin.

“Oh, good,” Amaranthe said. “Basilard needs some touching.”

“You won’t hear me argue against that,” Maldynado said. “I told him he should wander around with his shirt off more. Even though he’s a glorified messenger boy now, he still has some nice muscles. I think Starcrest makes his ambassadors fling sandbags around and wrestle with him while he’s receiving their reports. Keeps him young and spry. The ambassadors too. And we all know that women like muscles, right, Ashara?”

“It’s a letter,” Ashara blurted, desperate to change the topic. 

“Not sure your plan to charm her with entertaining conversation is working,” Amaranthe whispered to Maldynado.

“It’s probably not the vital intelligence you were hoping for. He was writing to his mother.” Ashara grimaced as she deciphered the poor handwriting. The dead man, through his words, became a real person for her, and she couldn’t help but feel like a murderer. She reminded herself that he had chosen to attack her, that he would have killed her with that tomahawk if she had not defended herself.

Yes, but hadn’t she been helping the enemy? He must have thought her a traitor. Every Kendorian who saw her with these Mangdorians and Turgonians must think that.

“He starts off telling her he’ll be home in a couple of months if all goes well. Then… We’ve crossed the border into Mangdoria,” Ashara read slowly, translating the words into Turgonian as she went. “Even though the locals are pacifists, I can’t help but be nervous. We’re being so brazen about walking into their mountains. We’d be sneakier if we were encroaching on Turgonian land. I hope there aren’t consequences for our actions. The major says not to worry. The Mangdorians have other problems to keep them occupied. Then she tells me to shut up and stop asking questions.” Ashara lowered the page. “It stops there. He didn’t get a chance to finish.”

“An accurate translation,” a cool voice said from behind her.

Ashara kept from flinching again, but barely. She was usually aware of people walking up behind her, but Sicarius had come to stand behind her without her noticing. She blamed it on the concentration the translation had required, as well as the others’ dialogue, which would have flustered and distracted anyone. 

“Other problems?” Amaranthe asked. “The blight?”

Mahliki, who was spreading out the damp pages of her notebook, said, “The Kendorians do seem determined to keep the Mangdorians—or anyone else—from solving that problem.” 

“So why are the Kendorians encroaching to start with?” Amaranthe asked.

“Something to do with trading for—or stealing—the ore in their mountains, Basilard thought,” Maldynado said. “He went to check on a wagon train that passed through.”

Amaranthe looked toward the trees, then toward the sky visible through the branches. It had darkened since the skirmish began, the promise of twilight in the air. 

“How long was Basilard supposed to be gone scouting?” Amaranthe asked. 

“Until…” Maldynado followed her gaze toward the sky. “Now. He thought he’d be back by nightfall.”

“What happens if he doesn’t make it back?” Jomrik asked. “Do we go blow up a few Kendorians? I salvaged some blasting sticks from the wreck.” He smiled at Amaranthe.

Maldynado rolled his eyes. “One sentence. She utters one sentence, and the man is ready to go from grumpy to heroic for her.”

“Not for me,” Amaranthe said. “For his promotion. Right, Corporal?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We’ll see if Basilard is back by morning,” Amaranthe said. “Otherwise Maldynado might yet get a chance to blow something up.”

Ashara found that notion somewhat alarming. 

 


Chapter 10

As he approached the meeting area, the smell of burning wood made Basilard’s gut tighten with worry. When he had been descending from the mountains, he hadn’t seen any plumes of smoke rising above the forest canopy, but the scent hung thickly along the creek. 

Before he came to the trail his comrades should have been camped near, he spotted the remains of a huge fire, the ground charred for several feet in each direction. Embers still glowed orange as wood smoldered. Maldynado and the others wouldn’t have built such a blatant campfire, not with so many enemies nearby. He grimaced, thinking of just how many enemies there were within ten miles. He had crept to the edge of that canyon, peering down upon a huge encampment along a river, with men and women laying rails into several freshly dug caves. Some of those wagons had veered toward the top of the canyon, too, and started unloading timber. For an outpost? Or watchtower? 

Since guards had been roaming the land above the canyon as well as down inside of it, Basilard had not risked staying long, but it had been long enough to verify they were facing a sizable army, one it would have taken a battalion of Turgonians to combat, if not more. Who knew how many practitioners might have come along on the invasion mission? And what did Basilard have? A nation of pacifists. Maybe not even that. Aside from the dead scouts, he had yet to see any of his own people. 

Though he was not sure it was wise, he approached the remains of the fire, in the hope of finding clues. He did not see any sign of the others, and it would be difficult to follow tracks in the dark. What if Ashara had built the fire as a signal? A way to call out to the other Kendorians and say that Basilard’s party had gone this way? He did not want to think she would do that, but he couldn’t let himself forget that Shukura had placed her in his party.

Nothing had been left beside the fire, but he spotted the charred remains of bones among the ashes. With a start, he realized what he was looking at: a Turgonian funeral pyre.

Basilard stared at the ashes, afraid this meant one or more of his comrades had died. He peered into the dark forest, but it was too dark to tell if there had been a battle. 

Eventually, he stepped away from the fire and headed upstream. Even if someone had died, someone else had remained behind to build the pyre. That person might have continued along the path, but he or she shouldn’t have gone too far, knowing Basilard would return. Of course, he had promised to return hours ago—now, it neared midnight. Maybe the rest of his party had given up on him.

He followed the creek, picking his way over moss-slick rocks on his way to the lake. Since he had mentioned the place to his comrades, they might have chosen to wait for him there.

When he reached the lake, he did not see a camp anywhere along the banks. The smoke from the funeral pyre still tainted the air, so he couldn’t tell if anyone else had burned a smaller fire nearby. Dark clouds had come in, blotting out the moon and stars, and keeping the smoke from dissipating. The air was muggy with the promise of rain. Would the others have sought some shelter?

He was about to turn and follow the bank when he had the sense that he was not alone. A dagger found its way into his hand, and he crouched in the deep shadows of two trees, using their trunks to protect his back. An owl hooted on the other side of the lake. A small animal scuttled through the undergrowth. He did not hear the footsteps of anything—anyone—larger, but he was certain he was being watched.

“You’re late,” a flat voice said from the impenetrable shadows of the forest on the other side of the creek.

The voice was familiar but unexpected, and it took Basilard a moment to realize who had spoken. 

Sicarius? he signed, even though the keenest-eyed nighthawk would have had trouble seeing his gestures in the gloom.

“This way,” Sicarius said, closer this time. He had crossed the creek without making a sound. 

Basilard stepped away from the tree, finally picking out his old comrade, his dark silhouette visible against the outline of the lake and the sky. Only because he wished it, Basilard knew.

Sicarius walked past Basilard and headed along the bank, pausing once to make sure he was being followed, then pressing on without looking back. Like old times. 

Now Basilard remembered that the president had spoken of sending Amaranthe and Sicarius along when they returned from whatever mission they had been on. Though he still was not sure about the significance of that funeral pyre—and the never-chatty Sicarius would not be the one to inform him—his heart lightened. He had been thinking of ways that he might rid his nation of the invaders on his way back, but every idea that had floated through his mind had seemed crazy and implausible. Something that could never work. Amaranthe was known—almost infamously so—for her crazy ideas, and for finding a way to make them turn out. If she had come, Basilard could run his ideas past her. Maybe something would be worth pursuing. And Sicarius was a powerful ally for other reasons. He might not claim the title of assassin anymore, but that didn’t mean he did not retain the skills—and the ability to carry them out without hesitating or questioning the morality of a situation, as Basilard would. 

Basilard wouldn’t ask him to assassinate anyone—even if Sicarius would consider it, he doubted Amaranthe would, and they were a team—but having someone who would act more ruthlessly than he was capable of made him feel like more opportunities lay open for him. Of course, he had to remind himself that Sicarius worked for President Starcrest these days, not simply for Amaranthe. Basilard couldn’t necessarily win his help by talking Amaranthe into helping.

“The camp is here,” Sicarius said. “No fire. There have been Kendorians around.”

The pyre? Basilard signed, though again, he realized there was no point, not in the dark.

Still, Sicarius must have guessed at the questions he would have. “Amaranthe insisted on a pyre,” he said.

Basilard nodded, glad for the confirmation that Amaranthe was indeed there.

Sicarius stopped in a protected hollow, a small bay carving out a pebbly beach surrounded by trees. Water lapped at the shore, the noise just audible above Maldynado’s snores. Basilard picked out three slumbering forms with blankets wrapped around them. Maldynado, Mahliki, and Ashara? Or Amaranthe? He could not tell in the dark, but someone might have been placed on guard.

A soft clank reached his ears. A lantern being unshuttered. The faint flame did little to brighten the camp, but he recognized Amaranthe’s face above the weak light. She sat with her back against a tree, her crossbow in her lap. She stood up as Basilard approached, and he hugged her. He had not seen either of them for more than three months. Sometimes it got lonely back at the capital, with so few people with whom he could converse. If Amaranthe had been home a couple of weeks ago, Basilard might have asked for advice on the marriage proposal—Maldynado had obviously not been a reliable resource on the subject. Maybe he would have saved himself some embarrassment and would not now be missing his translator.

With thoughts of Elwa on his mind, Basilard sat down, using the lantern light to sign. It is good to see you. Did you see Elwa on the road from Turgonia?

Amaranthe’s brow furrowed. Whatever question she had expected from him, that had not been it. Apparently, Maldynado and his loud, snoring mouth had not filled her in on Basilard’s ill-timed proposal yet. It was just as well. There were more important matters to discuss now, but Basilard would continue to worry about Elwa. The fact that nobody had run into her and the courier on the road continued to make him uneasy. As did all of his missing people.

He took a deep breath, trying to sort his thoughts. Figuring Amaranthe already had an idea as to what was happening with the invaders, he started with, I need advice. I have a crazy plan, and I need you to tell me if it’s suicidal or not.

“She is not qualified to do that,” Sicarius said dryly from behind her tree.

Amaranthe twisted to look back at him. “Are you suggesting that all of my plans are suicidal and that it’s only because of your unfailing skill and support that I’ve survived this long?”

“Do you want me to answer that?” Sicarius asked. 

Amaranthe tapped her jaw. “Perhaps not.” She faced Basilard again, lifting a hand, palm up. “Do you still want my advice?”

Yes.

Sicarius touched the top of Amaranthe’s head, the gesture surprisingly gentle from him, then slipped into the darkness to patrol the camp. “Not all of your plans are suicidal,” he offered in parting, the soft words traveling back to them. 

“He’s so generous with his praise,” Amaranthe said.

Basilard nodded, then launched into his explanation. There are hundreds of Kendorians camped out in the canyon lands, not far from here. I don’t know where my people are, but they would not raise arms to drive out the intruders, so I need to figure out something myself. Either that, or I need to accept that this isn’t my fight and that my people, in choosing peace, have set themselves up to be taken advantage of. But that’s hard for me. Not only are the Kendorians here to pillage our land, but they’ve killed Mangdorians on their way through. I don’t know how many yet, but there have been at least two scouts.

Several minutes passed as he signed, telling her everything, his fingers flying so quickly that Amaranthe probably had trouble keeping up. But Basilard couldn’t bring himself to slow down. Emotion poured out of him along with the words, the frustration of not knowing where his people were, of being in charge of what had turned into far more than a research trip, and of not knowing how to go forward. He hated that all he had were crazy, idiotic plans that were sure to get them all killed.

“Let’s start with that,” Amaranthe said. Impossibly, she smiled, as if all of his worries were of no greater a concern than things they had dealt with in the past. Maybe they weren’t, but for the first time, the problems were taking place on his home soil, and he was responsible. At least, he felt responsible. 

The crazy, idiotic plan? he asked.

“Yes. You want to get these people off your land, right?” Amaranthe glanced toward the slumbering forms. Maldynado was still snoring, but Jomrik and Ashara weren’t such noisy sleepers. Ashara might have been lying awake and listening to the conversation. Perhaps I should also use signs? Amaranthe asked. I’m not sure I understand Ashara’s purpose here, other than that the Kendorian ambassador somehow had her inserted on your team.

Signs might be best, yes. Basilard did not feel like explaining Ashara at that moment. He wasn’t sure if he could explain her, the fact that he wanted to trust her and that she had been fighting alongside them, but that there was that question about her ultimate loyalties. Perhaps we could talk with her tomorrow, with you being my translator and… observer. You’ve always had a knack for reading people well. And talking them over to your side.

We can try, but I’m not sure the Kendorians have any love for me, especially now that I wander around with Sicarius. He did a few assassinations in Kendor, back when he worked for the old emperor.

Yes, Basilard signed, his mouth twisting with displeasure. He did assassinations everywhere, as I recall.

There was plenty of work back when Emperor Raumesys was in charge. Now, what’s your plan?

I had the thought… Even though Basilard doubted Amaranthe, of all people, would judge him for a foolish plan, he still found himself loath to voice the one he had been mulling over on the return trek. Perhaps because it involved Turgonia, however indirectly. A part of me wants to find my people and implore them to help, to turn their hunting spears into weapons for combat, but I’m afraid that will end up being a useless effort. I feel I should still try, but I don’t know that one man will be able to change the religious views of a nation, and I’m not sure I should. God said… He stopped. He’d had arguments with Amaranthe, who was as atheistic as any other Turgonian, on this matter before, mostly as she tried to convince him that he wasn’t going to Hell. He didn’t want to go into that now. I believe they will follow God’s words, and not mine. So, my plan is to find a way to trick the Kendorians out of my land, at least temporarily, until a long-term solution can be found. The only thing he had thought up related to long-term solutions was offering the Turgonians something they wanted in exchange for having them guard the Mangdorian borders. Since they, too, were interested in ore, he wasn’t sure trading invaders for guards would be a much better deal, but since he had a relationship with the Turgonian president and didn’t have one with any other nation, that kept coming to mind.

Trick? Amaranthe prompted.

He had been staring at the flame in the lantern, struggling to wrangle his thoughts into a singular focus. I thought I might try negotiating with the invaders, telling them that I’m there to give them a warning, to let them leave with their lives before unpleasant things happen.

Amaranthe’s eyebrows lifted, but she nodded for him to go on.

The Kendorians aren’t afraid of my people. They are, Basilard signed, looking into her eyes, afraid of yours. 

Maldynado twitched in his sleep, interrupting his own snores with a gurgling sound, then yawned loudly before smacking his lips and rolling onto his side.

“Hard to believe,” Amaranthe murmured.

At the least, they are wary of your people. They know your military might, and that you outnumber them and have far greater weapons and forces to bring to bear. I know President Starcrest has no reason to help us with this problem, that what’s going on over here is of little concern to Turgonia, and that Turgonia has plenty of other problems it’s dealing with now. But I don’t truly need him for an ally, at least not right now, if I can give the appearance that he’s a Mangdorian ally.

By telling the Kendorians as much?

Yes, I thought I could bring a powerful warrior-caste Turgonian representative with me to show that I have the nation’s support. Basilard looked at Maldynado. Now that Sicarius was here, Basilard was tempted to shift who he had in mind for the role of Turgonian representative, but he didn’t know if the Kendorians would believe Sicarius had the government’s ear. They also might loathe him so much that they would shoot him on sight. Starcrest had pardoned Sicarius in Turgonia, but that didn’t mean Sicarius didn’t have enemies throughout the rest of the world. Maldynado was a safer bet. He carried himself with that snooty warrior-caste air that many people associated with Turgonia, and he should also be unknown outside of the republic.

“A powerful Turgonian representative?” Amaranthe wrinkled her nose dubiously. “Have they heard him snore?” 

You don’t think it could work?

I suppose Maldynado can be serious when he’s properly motivated. But I think you’ll want a backup plan. And what of the blight? My understanding was that this was the primary concern to your people. I’m sure it’s galling you that the Kendorians are setting up a mining operation on your land, but that’s not going to harm your people’s ability to provide for themselves this winter.

I believe the Kendorians are responsible for the blight. A distraction to keep my people busy, perhaps even pushing them out of this part of the country, so that the miners would never be noticed. Something that, he worried, was working. Mahliki is seeking a solution. She may need help, but that isn’t something I’m capable of offering. I know which plants are good for eating and for medicine and where to find them, but I don’t know how to fix them when they’re broken. However, I feel that if I get rid of the Kendorians, every other solution we seek will become much easier to find. 

“Yes, I saw the flaming book.”

Pardon? 

Sicarius killed a shaman, Amaranthe signed, but not before he lit some of Mahliki’s research on fire.

Basilard rubbed his face. He hoped Mahliki’s professors gave her a very good grade—or whatever the equivalent was that she sought—for dealing with all of these obstacles on her research trip. 

“Tell me about the canyon where they’re set up,” Amaranthe said.

Basilard held up a finger and left to rummage in his pack. He returned with a scrap of paper and a broken pencil stub. It took a few swipes from his knife to sharpen it sufficiently, but then he sketched a map of the Kendorian encampment. Since he had looked down upon it from above, he was able to display the terrain effectively, if not attractively. He would never have Sicarius’s skill for cartography or drawing. His people had an oral tradition, and only the chiefs and priests learned to read and write, so Basilard hadn’t grown up wielding a pen.

“Where does that river start?” Amaranthe touched the line through the center of the canyon. The pencil sharpening had been hasty, and the line had ended up with odd bulges. “That is a river, right? Not a path? Or a… Mangdorian plumpthin worm?” Her fingers made a squeezing motion in the air. 

Are you mocking my map-making abilities? Basilard asked and held up his lopsided pencil tip to show what he had been working with. 

“Who, me?” 

It is a river, but not a huge one. The headwaters are here, in this mountain. I couldn’t guess the depth from my perch above, but perhaps eight or ten meters wide. They’ve built a bridge so they can take their lizards and carts back and forth.

“This time of year, snow should be melting off the snowpack steadily. Before we drag Maldynado into the Kendorian camp to attempt your negotiation, I want to take a look at the area upstream.”

Basilard shrugged. That was doable. You agree with my plan then? You don’t think it’s suicidal? 

Amaranthe glanced in the direction Sicarius had gone, but he wasn’t visible. “It may be… challenging,” she said, “but we’ll leave someone to guard us from above, to offer assistance if we get into trouble.” 

Sicarius?

I don’t think he would be welcome by the Kendorians for a negotiation, so it’s just as well if he doesn’t show up.

Since Basilard had been thinking the same thing, he nodded. 

And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have watching my back. Of course, I don’t intend to get into trouble. I like to surprise him every now and then by not needing to be saved.

Agreed.

Basilard was about to rise, but Amaranthe held up a hand, then pointed toward Mahliki’s blanket. “I only spoke to her briefly about the blight, but it sounds like we need to make sure she’s somewhere that she can continue to work toward a solution.” 

That would be ideal, yes. In addition to the need to thwart the blight, Basilard would like the president’s daughter somewhere safe. Walking into a Kendorian camp was not that. The Kendorians might think to kidnap her and try to extort some of Turgonia’s resources out of them. Why not? They were already stealing Mangdoria’s. Worse, they could shoot Mahliki, not even knowing who she was. Perhaps she could continue on to the meeting place where I believe my people will be. Where he hoped his people would be. The doubt that he would find them gnawed at him, that worry lingering beneath all of the other ones.

“But not alone,” Amaranthe said, then switched to signing again. She’s capable, but with grimbals out here and ancestors know what else, we can’t leave her without a bodyguard. 

No, I agree. Jomrik is a possibility, but he doesn’t have any wilderness knowledge or tracking skills that I’ve noticed. He wouldn’t be the best choice to find my people. 

I’m not sure if Mahliki has that kind of background, either. Even if she knows how to follow a trail, she’s so distracted with her research that she might pass by a subtle sign.

Or an obvious one. Basilard smiled, imagining Mahliki looking at her dishes with that loupe and not noticing a village of yurts alongside the trail.

Possibly so. Amaranthe smiled back. Your Kendorian friend. She seems at home out here in the forest. Could she follow your directions and find the meeting place?

I assume so, yes. But I don’t know if we can trust her. I’d like to trust her, but…

You’d like to trust her? Amaranthe’s eyebrows twitched.

Basilard felt his cheeks warm, even though she hadn’t insinuated anything, not truly. She’s been very helpful in all of our skirmishes, both with the predators and… He hesitated. He still wasn’t sure what it had meant the other night when he had come across her on the ground, with that shaman nearby. They hadn’t been talking as equals, but Basilard feared the shaman might have been punishing her because she hadn’t found the information she had been supposed to find.

Yes, she was helping Maldynado and the others when Sicarius and I came up on your party today, Amaranthe signed. She shot at least two of her own people that I saw.

She did? Basilard hadn’t received the information about the Kendorian attack yet, but now the funeral pyre made more sense.

Amaranthe nodded. When I say, her people, I just mean Kendorians. I know there are factions, the same as there always have been in Turgonia, and she might not have any love for those who are invading here, but I thought her willingness to shoot other Kendorians was interesting. Why would she commit to help you so? Maybe Maldynado was right, and you’ve managed to charm her.

Basilard snorted. Not me.

“Hm.”

Perhaps you could talk to her, Basilard signed, remembering his earlier idea. If I had a conversation with Ashara in the morning, with you acting as my translator, you could observe her without her being wary about you, and then you could let me know what you think, if we might truly bring her over to our side or if she’s been Shukura’s man, er, woman, all along, and if she’s here to hinder us rather than help us.

I think you’re overvaluing my social abilities. Amaranthe’s lips thinned in a self-deprecating smirk.

No, I’m not. You tamed Sicarius.

“Tamed?” She laughed softly. He’s not a grimbal.

No, he’s flintier.

And he’s probably observing this conversation from whatever shadow he’s skulking in. Maybe you should say some nice things about him before we need him to get us out of trouble in the Kendorian camp.

I thought you intended not to need his help.

You don’t bet on a duel based on the combatants’ intentions. Amaranthe patted Basilard on the shoulder, then stood up. “I’m going to get some sleep and suggest you do too. Tomorrow might be an eventful day.”

Of that Basilard had little doubt.

As he headed for his pack to spread out a blanket for himself, he caught a murmur from the trees.

“Skulking,” Sicarius said. “Really.”

Amaranthe chuckled, slipping into the shadows to join him. “Was I wrong?”

Instead of answering, Sicarius pulled her toward him.

Basilard lay on his blanket, turning his back to them. Even if they were the most subtle of couples, he had no trouble telling when two people were retreating into the trees to share a private moment. He had no wish to intrude in any way. Nor did he want to think about other people enjoying each other’s company when it had been so long since he’d had any company to enjoy.

Focus on the mission, he told himself, on refining the plan. He would only get one chance to try and bluff those Kendorians out of his homeland. If he failed, more than his life would be at stake. 

• • • • •

The first light of dawn found Ashara sitting cross-legged on a rocky bank overlooking the lake. As the birds awoke, chirping their songs to welcome the day, she hunkered over a pile of sturdy reeds she had cut. She had retrieved most of her arrows from the skirmish the day before, but she had lost many in the fights with the grimbals, leaving her ammunition depleted. She had heads and a strong glue that she carried in her kit at all times, but the shafts had to be collected from materials found in the woods. Wood would be sturdier, but the reeds would take much less time to turn into weapons, and if she was going to be shooting humans instead of giant, shaggy predators with thick hides, she didn’t need strong, heavy shafts. 

She grimaced at the thought of shooting more people, especially more of her people, but she didn’t know what the next few days would bring. Despite being exhausted, she had lain awake for much of the night, dwelling on what she should do. Not only was this not her fight, but by siding with the Mangdorians and Turgonians, she was siding against her people. Whether she agreed with creating or taking advantage of a blight or not, who was she to decide to stop a Kendorian invasion? More than once, she had wondered if she should simply go home. Wherever that was. She couldn’t go back to the Turognian capital where a word from Shukura could even see her extradited back to Kendor. Further—she gritted her teeth—he had said that her children might not be safe if she failed him.

“I’m doing what?” Maldynado asked from his blanket. 

“Pretending you’re good friends with the president and that you’re authorized to deliver important messages on his behalf,” Amaranthe said.

“How is that pretending? He’s living and working in a building named after me. We’re definitely good friends.”

“I see. And the part about delivering important messages?”

“I’ve been sent to the caterer on his behalf no less than three times. The last one was for that big shindig with all of the ministers. A lesser man wouldn’t have been trusted with delivering the dinner order.”

“We want to convince those Kendorians that Turgonia is bringing the military over to deal with them, because Turgonia has decided it wants Mangdoria’s ore for itself.”

“But that hasn’t happened, right?” Maldynado asked. “You didn’t brief us much when you showed up. You just accused me of crashing lorries.”

“No, it hasn’t happened,” Amaranthe said, ignoring the rest. “Basilard is hoping to use trickery to get those people out of his homeland until he can check with his chiefs and figure out what kind of long-term solution might be reached. Maybe the Mangdorians will want to try to make a deal with Turgonia.”

“Why not suggest that now?” Jomrik asked. He had stowed his blanket, cleaned his rifle, and appeared ready for the road. “That an alliance has been made and that we’re going to protect Mangdoria?”

“The empire has never been known for protecting its neighbors,” Amaranthe said. “Yes, Starcrest is different from the emperors of the past, but I doubt the Kendorians have seen any proof of that yet. It’s too early. They’re going to want to think the worst of Turgonia rather than the best. I think they’ll be more likely to believe that we’re after the ore here rather than that we care about the people.”

Basilard, who was sitting on a stump and listening to them talk, smiled ruefully and nodded.

“Am I going to get in trouble for pretending the president said something that he didn’t?” Maldynado pushed aside his blanket, tucked his shirt in, and grabbed his hat, a new one this morning. It was green with small faux antlers sticking up from the top. 

“Thought you were good friends with him,” Jomrik said.

“That was before I started lying about him to an enemy nation.”

“Maybe Maldynado isn’t the best person for this,” Mahliki said. 

“Are you volunteering?” Amaranthe asked. 

“Well.” Mahliki frowned down at a notebook in her hands. She had woken early, lit a lantern, and been writing in it while she observed her glass dishes. “I don’t think Father would disown me for lying. There’s something in the parent handbook about that not being allowed.”

“Really?” Maldynado asked. “My old man must not have read that book. I didn’t even lie. He just disowned me for differences in opinions.”

“Will the Kendorians listen to a girl?” Jomrik asked. When Mahliki arched her eyebrows at him, he rushed to add, “Not that we don’t like girls back home. But has Turgonia ever sent a girl—a woman—to negotiate on its behalf?”

“Perhaps in matters related to money or trade,” Amaranthe said, then her expression grew wistful. “Books would know.”

“But women can join the military in Kendor, can’t they?” Mahliki looked toward Ashara. “And come into positions of political power? Haven’t there been a few female heads in their triumvirate?”

Ashara kept her focus on crafting her arrows. The others were far enough away from her that she didn’t feel compelled to join the conversation, and she didn’t know how she felt about the plan they had come up with. Bluffing hundreds of her people? It might be better than sending their assassin—Ashara hadn’t seen Sicarius yet this morning, but she sensed that he was around, keeping an eye on the perimeter—but would it work? Basilard might get himself killed. Tladik, or whoever was leading her people, clearly did not mind removing a few Mangdorians along their route.

“I believe that’s true,” Amaranthe said, “but Turgonia has always been male dominated, at least when it comes to war and politics. The Kendorians might find a female representative difficult to believe.”

Don’t you want to focus on the blight, Mahliki? Basilard pointed at her notebook.

“Very much so,” Mahliki said. “I just don’t want anyone getting in trouble. Even Maldynado. My father is a reasonable man, but he wouldn’t like someone making claims on his behalf.”

“If Maldynado’s willing, we’ll have to risk it.” Amaranthe smiled. “Maybe your father will never hear about it.”

“Amaranthe adheres to the do-something-reckless-first-and-then-ask-if-it-was-a-good-idea-later philosophy,” Maldynado said. “I hold her jacket while she does them. That’s usually how I end up getting blamed when things go wrong. Or crash. Apparently, I look shiftier than she does.”

Just like more of a troublemaker, Basilard signed.

“Might I point out that this is Basilard’s plan,” Amaranthe said. “Sicarius and I have only agreed to help. Actually, Sicarius hasn’t commented on it yet. I’ve agreed to help.”

“And you’ve agreed me to help?” Maldynado asked.

“You came to mind since you’re tall, strong, broad, and clearly Turgonian. You look like the epitome of the warrior-caste scion, exactly what the Kendorians should expect from a representative for the president.”

“Aren’t warrior-caste scions usually more serious?” Jomrik asked.

“I can be serious when necessary,” Maldynado said.

Jomrik eyed him—and his antlers—skeptically. 

“You don’t by chance have a more serious hat along, do you?” Amaranthe nodded at his head.

“This is my serious hat. It’s designed to help me blend into the wilderness, something that might be important if we get attacked again.”

“Maybe you can go hatless. Display your flowing locks. If the Kendorians have a female leader, she might be impressed by a handsome man with lush curls.”

“Talk about my lushness like that, and I’ll tell Yara you’re trying to steal me away.”

Since the planning phase of the conversation seemed to be over, Ashara turned her back to the others again, so she could craft a few more arrows before they left. She did not know what role she would be expected to play in this bluffing game, but she did not look forward to being seen by her people. Perhaps she could remain in the distance as a scout. The far distance.

“Ashara?” a woman asked softly from behind her. 

Expecting Mahliki to want to talk about solving the blight again, Ashara waved for the speaker to approach. Then she realized it was Amaranthe, not Mahliki, and that she was with Basilard.

For some reason, a twinge of nervousness afflicted her. She turned slowly to face them, though she continued to work on the arrow she was making. That would give her an excuse not to meet their eyes. She did not want them to sense the uncertainty bubbling inside of her and see it as deceit.

“Basilard would like to speak with you,” Amaranthe said, waving him forward. “He tells me that he has not been entirely pleased with Maldynado’s interpretations of his signs.”

Basilard’s wry smirk made Ashara relax, even if she wasn’t sure it should. His blue eyes were warm, not suspicious, and he nodded at her in a friendly way as he sat down in front of her. Amaranthe sat on a rock to the side, where she could see his hands but where she wouldn’t be in the way of the conversation.

Basilard made several sentences worth of signs before pausing and nodding for Amaranthe to translate. Between the brief lessons, her previous understanding of the hand code, and a lot of observation, Ashara could have gotten the gist of Basilard’s comments without a translator, but she didn’t say that. This gave her more time to think before responding, without her pauses seeming suspicious.

“He says, ‘Yesterday I found out where the Kendorians were going. Hundreds of them. They’re setting up mines in a canyon not far from here. They’ve had people there for a while. Those were the reinforcements we saw on the trail. I intend to talk with their leader and negotiate on my people’s behalf, see if I can find a way to convince them to leave without resorting to violence.’”

Ashara understood this from listening to their conversation, but she did not want to admit to eavesdropping. “Would your people resort to violence?” she asked. “I thought…” She shrugged. She shouldn’t assume.

“‘We cannot allow our homeland to be pillaged by foreigners,’” Amaranthe said firmly after Basilard signed the same thing. There had been a slight hesitation to his gestures, and his expression wasn’t quite so firm. “‘It would set a precedent from which we could never recover. In a generation or less, we might not have a homeland to call our own again. I intend to do something about that.’”

Ashara did not know what to say. She wanted to warn Basilard to be careful and to assume the Kendorians had come prepared to defend themselves. But would he find it odd if she offered that warning? They all knew she was a spy. Would they think she had some ulterior motive? That she was telling him not to go because she wanted her people to succeed and not have opposition? 

In addition to not wanting to see Basilard hurt, she did not want to walk into the Kendorian camp herself. They might be even more likely to shoot her than they would be to shoot Basilard, especially if Tladik had shared who she was. 

She stared down at her half-assembled arrow and rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t think I can go with you,” she said slowly, hating that it sounded cowardly. But as she had already been telling herself, this wasn’t her fight. To choose this battle was foolish, both for herself and for her children.

“Basilard agrees,” Amaranthe said, and Ashara realized she had missed his signs.

“What?”

“You were invited along to help research the blight.” Even though Amaranthe’s tone did not change, Basilard’s face had grown rather bland. Still, he did not sign anything accusatory as he continued. “He says, ‘It is not right to ask you to confront your own people.’” 

Basilard’s expression changed, growing more troubled as he continued to sign.

“He says he regrets that you were in a position yesterday where you had to shoot Kendorians.”

“They were attacking me too,” Ashara said, her response almost a growl. If Tladik had explained who she was and that there might even be a reward for her death, then it didn’t surprise her. If he hadn’t, then it irked her that those people hadn’t hesitated to attack her. True, her pale hair did not automatically mean she was a Kendorian, and she had been traveling with Basilard’s party, but the utter lack of hesitation in that tomahawk man… It bothered her, knowing her people would kill their own kind for this mission.

“Nonetheless, you shouldn’t be put in a position where you might battle them. Not again, not if Basilard has any say in it.” 

Basilard nodded firmly as Amaranthe gave the translation. 

Even though Ashara did not know if she should believe everything he said—after all, he was a diplomat, and diplomats had their own agendas, the same as spies—she found that she wanted to do so. He seemed more honest than other political figures she had known.

“He is sending Mahliki on to the Mangdorian meeting place,” Amaranthe continued to translate. “And she needs someone to go with her who knows the woods and can find his people. They may not show themselves openly to strangers right now. Also, Mahliki has said that you may have some talent that could assist her in coming up with a cure for the blight.”

Mahliki had said that? Ashara struggled to keep a grimace off her face. She was certain she had denied having any abilities that would let her help. At least, she had been trying to deny it when the Kendorians had attacked. 

“She may be overly optimistic about my abilities. I know about plants and trees, a little about their insides, but I doubt my understanding can be mixed with Turgonian science to create a solution. Usually, dealing with a blight means trying to contain it, at least where I’m from, or choosing to cultivate species that have resistance to it. That’s a long-term solution, not a short-term one, of course, since it takes years for fruit trees to start producing fruit, and decades for something like an oak to reach maturity.” Ashara shrugged, hoping they couldn’t tell that, even though she was telling the truth, she was underplaying her abilities. “But if you’re asking if I’ll go with Mahliki to help her find your people and get their input while you and your comrades go talk to my—to the Kendorians, then, yes. I can do that.”

Shukura wouldn’t like it, but he wasn’t here. Maybe he would never find out that Ashara had assisted with the blight instead of getting in the way. Or, if Mahliki couldn’t find a solution that didn’t require a practitioner’s help, then maybe Ashara would keep her mouth shut, say she lacked the ability to assist, and let her fail.

Ashara lifted her gaze to the leaves above Basilard’s head. Most were green and healthy, but she spotted an oak behind their camp with brown leaves. Wasn’t it a crime not to do something to help nature if she could do it? Her mother would have said so. What would her children say? Children she had only spoken to a couple of times in the last three years. What were they being told about their mother? That she was a criminal? A murderer? That she had poisoned their father? She closed her eyes. She just wanted to have them with her again, to ensure they grew up believing what she believed. To ensure they knew she wasn’t a horrible person. 

She opened her eyes, eyes still turned toward those brown leaves. She wasn’t a horrible person, damn it. 

“What did Shukura offer you?” Amaranthe asked.

Startled, Ashara turned toward her. Had Basilard signed that when Ashara wasn’t paying attention? Or was Amaranthe entering into the conversation with her own voice?

Basilard’s face was calm, his head tilted in inquiry. That didn’t answer Ashara’s question.

She looked at Amaranthe, expecting judgment or wariness. Was the question meant to suss out whether it was safe for them to send Mahliki with Ashara? Ashara wanted to resent the implication that it would be, but could she blame them all for wondering? 

Amaranthe’s expression was no more judgmental than Basilard’s, and Ashara found herself wanting to tell them, wanting to confess everything. She wasn’t even sure why. Amaranthe was a stranger to her. And Basilard was… someone who had been a stranger a few days ago too. She didn’t know why his good opinion should matter. Because he had a child he couldn’t see, the same as she did?

“I only ask,” Amaranthe said, “because we may be able to offer an equal reward. Or equal assistance with your life or whatever it is that brought you to Turgonia, if that’s what he offered.”

“It’s less about what he offered, and more about what he threatened to take away.” Ashara wrapped her hand around her arrow shaft, clenching it tight. 

Something to do with your children? Basilard signed.

Ashara flinched, then mentally kicked herself for doing so, knowing the gesture had given away far too much. “May I ask you something, Basilard?”

Basilard nodded solemnly. 

“Are you allowed to see your daughter?”

He hesitated, then rocked his hand back and forth. With Amaranthe translating, he signed, It’s not forbidden, but there must be supervision. This time, he looked away, his eyes pained as he gazed toward the lake behind Ashara. Because I have fought to stay alive—because I have killed in combat—some of my people believe I might be dangerous to my daughter. To children. To all of them, perhaps. As if I’m some crazed… He broke off, lowering his hands and shaking his head. It was made clear that my people would prefer if I not rejoin the community. The chief of my clan talked to other clan heads, and they decided being the Turgonian ambassador would be a good job for me. I could come visit, but then I would leave again, residing in Turgonia most of the time. My people wouldn’t need to worry about me being dangerous. Or, as is more likely the case, they wouldn’t have to deal with my presence making them uncomfortable.

Basilard took a deep breath and looked down at his scarred hands for a moment before continuing. I accepted, because I believe the alternative would have been them telling me to stay away forever. This way, I thought in time… In time, they would realize I was not a threat. And that I would prefer peaceful solutions to militant ones, whenever given the chance. If nothing else, as I get old and gray—he touched his shaven head and smiled quickly, though it seemed forced—they will surely cease to think of me as a threat. Old men are never threatening, after all. Perhaps, when my daughter is a woman, and has the freedom to make her own decisions, she will be interested in speaking with me, having a relationship with her old man. It is painful to me that I am not allowed to be a part of raising her, especially since my wife died years ago, in the same raid where I was captured. His expression turned bitter again. That must have been difficult, surviving when his wife had not. 

Again, Ashara found herself empathizing. Wasn’t she alive today, when Elstark was dead? At least Basilard had not been accused of being his wife’s murderer.

It has crossed my mind, Basilard continued, to sneak into the village in the night and to steal her away. But I only recently had the freedom to leave Turgonia and think of that as an option. Perhaps, if I could have done so right away, in that first year or two, I might have, because it has always seemed cowardly of me to not try everything in my power to be a father to her. Even if I did not have a choice, I feel as if I abandoned her. He blinked his eyes a few times, pausing for Amaranthe to translate, or maybe just pausing because he needed time to recover.

Ashara felt a lump in her throat, his emotion, his words, so similar to thoughts she’d had over the last three years. She had chosen to leave her children with her mother-in-law in order to hunt for Elstark’s murderer. At the time, the quest had seemed noble, but bringing about that jealous woman’s death hadn’t filled any of the holes in Ashara’s heart. Nor had it resulted in her own name being cleared, as she had hoped it would.

Several years have passed now, Basilard signed. She was six when I was taken and her mother was killed. She is eleven now. I know from my last meeting with her, the first after my long absence, that she remembers me, but only a little. I had not been a part of her life for so long. She is almost a woman now, especially by my people’s standards. A few more years, and she will think of boys and marrying. Basilard smiled wistfully. She has been taken in by my wife’s family, and my grandmother is still alive and helps with the child-raising too. Even though it has been painful for me not to be there, when I came back this past winter, I saw that she was well cared for and thriving. She has surrogate parents. For me to take her away from that, it would serve my needs, not hers. 

Even if he had not intended it, could not have known, Basilard’s words hit Ashara in the stomach like an arrow. She hadn’t even considered that Jiana and Khanrin might be better off without her. She believed she had been a good mother, as Elstark had been a good father, but she had questioned herself numerous times when she had left to find his killer. At the time, she had stood accused, so it wasn’t as if she’d had a choice in the matter. She’d slipped free of jail and hidden from the law while she’d hunted for that woman. But the result had been the same, nonetheless. Her children had gone to live with her husband’s family, been adopted into it and had come to see cousins as siblings. After three years, how would they feel if they were yanked from their family and their homeland to come live with her in Turgonia? They were still young enough that she could have an influence on them, care for them and show them that she loved them. Wasn’t that important enough to make up for any discomfort they might experience by being moved? And if she was able to start a successful business in Turgonia, even if that wasn’t truly where her heart lay, wouldn’t they be well cared for? As well cared for as they would be at home?

When my daughter was little, Basilard signed, perhaps not realizing all manner of thoughts were racing through Ashara’s head—perhaps lost in his own story telling, I always carried her around on my shoulders. She was strong and agile for such a young girl, and she would play a game where she pulled herself up onto the roofs of the huts, because they were just about this high. He gestured to his shoulder. She would duck down and hide, and I would pretend to not know where she had gone. That seemed to delight her to no end, to get the best of her father. He smiled. When I was at the presidential residence a while ago—only a few days ago, I suppose—I saw Sespian carrying his adopted daughter around on his shoulders. She seemed to be taking advantage of the situation and trying to bury a crayon in his ear. It reminded me of my daughter. It’s painful, feeling that loss. But when I was back home and saw her, and touched my shoulders, she smiled and seemed like she remembered that. 

Basilard lifted his head, glancing toward the sky, which had brightened to full morning while they had been talking. I’m sorry. I answered far more than you asked.

“No,” Ashara said. “It was what I wanted to hear.” Well, maybe not what she had wanted to hear, but what she had needed to hear. She wasn’t ready to make any brash decisions, but she had things to ponder on the day’s walk. “I don’t know if it’s worth much to you, especially since I can’t answer your other question right now, but you have my word that I will keep an eye out for Mahliki and help her find your people.” She couldn’t promise about the blight yet. She had to think about that. She almost hoped that there wasn’t a way for her to help, so she didn’t have to worry about betraying Shukura or her people—or the ramifications of doing so.

Basilard stood up, stepped forward, and clasped Ashara’s hands, gazing earnestly into her eyes and nodding solemnly. Usually, she would pull away from such an intimate grip, but she found she didn’t mind the warmth of his hands. She even missed it a little when he let go to sign, Thank you.

Uncomfortable with the gratitude—she hadn’t done anything to deserve it yet—she changed the subject. “Perhaps in helping your people with this problem, they’ll come to see you as more than a dangerous fighter, and they’ll be more open to letting you have a relationship with your daughter sooner rather than later.”

Perhaps, Basilard signed, though his expression wasn’t optimistic. 

Sicarius walked over and nodded to Basilard. “You wish to train before the next phase of the mission?”

Train? Basilard signed.

Behind Sicarius’s back, Maldynado was shaking his head and waving his hands vehemently. 

“Have you been practicing at hand-to-hand combat and blade work lately?” Sicarius asked. 

No, but it’s probably too late to work on honing rusty skills.

“It’s never too late. Maldynado also informs me he requires training.”

“No, I didn’t,” Maldynado called, dropping his hands when Sicarius looked back, though he did not stop shaking his head. “All I said was that I hadn’t been in the rings for a while.”

“Precisely.”

Amaranthe wore an unsurprised half smile as she watched the conversation. 

Perhaps it was a good time to leave. As Mahliki cinched up her pack, she looked over at Ashara. She must have already been told what the plan was. 

Ashara put away her arrows and pushed herself to her feet, the nerves jangling in her stomach again. She shouldn’t feel nervous about going to find some Mangdorians—it wasn’t as if they would threaten her with violence when she arrived—but the idea of walking into one of their villages without an escort aside from another foreigner did make her uneasy. Perhaps because they would ask her why her people were destroying their forests. And what would she say to that question?

 


Chapter 11

Sicarius was making Basilard nervous.

He kept stopping and gazing back the way they had come, up a trail following a stream flowing through the center of the canyon. For most of the trip, Sicarius had been scouting ahead of the group, but every mile or so, he returned and looked thoughtfully behind them.

Do you believe we’re being followed? Basilard asked.

“No.”

Basilard stopped. Then why the long looks toward the rear? 

Amaranthe and Corporal Jomrik had been walking behind Basilard, so they, too, stopped. Amaranthe did not appear confused or mystified by Sicarius’s gazes. Maybe he had confided something to her. 

Sicarius didn’t answer immediately. Indeed, he looked to Amaranthe, as if she could articulate the answer more clearly than he could. Or perhaps he was wondering if he needed to answer at all. The man was known to simply stare emotionlessly in response to questions.

“He’s not sure we made the right choice in sending Mahliki with Ashara,” Amaranthe said.

Oh. Basilard had always considered Amaranthe the better of the two at reading people, but maybe he had some insight into Ashara that they had not considered. You believe she might try to do something malicious? 

“I have no reason to trust her,” Sicarius said. “I also have no reason to believe she would be an adequate bodyguard for Mahliki if they run into trouble.”

She’s a capable archer and fighter, Basilard signed. We saw evidence of that numerous times on our way here.

“But would she risk herself on Mahliki’s behalf?” Sicarius said. “Does she have a reason to?”

“Mahliki can take care of herself,” Amaranthe said firmly. “We discussed this.”

Sicarius’s expression did not change much, but Basilard had the impression that he was not pleased.

I did not know that Mahliki’s welfare was a concern of yours, Basilard signed, trying to find a tactful way to point out that Sicarius usually didn’t care one way or another whether people lived or died, with Amaranthe and his son being the rare exceptions. Is it because she is the president’s daughter?

Sicarius did regard Starcrest highly. Even if the old emperor had been training him from birth to be an assassin, something that had left Sicarius with more than a few personality quirks, apparently, he had read Fleet Admiral Starcrest’s books on strategy in his youth and idolized him. 

Sicarius cocked his head. “Sespian has chosen to mate with her.”

Jomrik made a choking noise. Basilard did not know if it was because this wasn’t a usual topic of conversation for the taciturn assassin or because Jomrik had been entertaining mating thoughts involving Mahliki himself.

“Ah, it all makes sense now,” Maldynado said with a wink toward Basilard. “Sicarius is playing the role of overprotective father-in-law.”

Sicarius gazed coolly at him and did not comment. As far as Basilard knew, Mahliki and Sespian were simply dating, so notions of in-laws seemed premature. But Amaranthe smiled slightly and nodded. 

“But are you sure they’ve actually mated?” Maldynado asked. “Sespian is the gentlemanly type, someone who might take matters slow with a lady. Or so I assume. He always refuses to answer my questions on the topic.”

“Good,” Amaranthe murmured, waving that they should continue down the trail.

“Does he answer your questions on the matter, Sicarius?” Maldynado resumed walking, but his mischievous grin said he wasn’t ready to give up the conversation.

“My questions?” Sicarius said flatly and uninvitingly.

“Yes, fathers and sons are supposed to discuss women, work, and drinking. He’s led a sheltered life. He may need your advice on womanly matters.” Judging by the gleam in Maldynado’s eyes, he did not truly believe this statement. 

Amaranthe gave him a warning glare over her shoulder, but Maldynado chose not to notice.

“I only give him advice on matters related to combat and fitness,” Sicarius said. Basilard thought that would be the end of the conversation, but he looked to Amaranthe, as if wondering if Maldynado’s words held truth and he was failing at some familial duty. Sicarius might be a killer with few feelings toward humanity in general, but he always did seem interested in doing right by his son. Given that Sespian was twenty now and that they had interacted little during Sespian’s upbringing, Sicarius didn’t always know what right was. Sadly, Basilard imagined himself interacting with his daughter someday, when she, too, was grown, and feeling just as awkward and inept.

“That’s fine,” Amaranthe said. “I’m not sure he even wants that advice.”

“When I have attempted to interject on other matters, he has appeared uncomfortable,” Sicarius said.

“Such as?” Maldynado asked.

“I suggested that his adopted daughter, as a Nurian living in Turgonia, should learn self-defense.” 

“Isn’t she seven?”

“I offered to make her a wooden training sword,” Sicarius said. “Sespian gave her a paint set instead.”

“Odd,” Maldynado said.

“Yes.”

Basilard had resumed walking, but he increased the pace. They were close enough to the Kendorian encampment that they should be paying more attention to their surroundings. Besides, he felt a kinship to Sicarius in the matter of children, and he did not wish to see him teased. Not that Maldynado’s teasing would likely bother Sicarius—if it did, Sicarius would batter Maldynado senseless in a “sparring” session along the way.

They came to an area where the trail was muddy, the grass growing alongside saturated. The river had backed up for miles with the water spilling over the banks. Eventually, they saw the reason. 

A briar patch of logs, branches, and mud thrust outward from each bank, causing the river to narrow. It continued to flow between the barriers, but the water was higher behind the partially constructed dam than in front of it. 

Amaranthe stopped to tap her thigh and consider the blockage.

Beavers, Basilard signed, though he suspected that was obvious, even to his city-dwelling comrades. 

“They’ve been busy,” Amaranthe noted. 

Basilard expected her to continue on—they were nearing the end of a wide loop they had made so the group could enter the Kendorian camp from upriver, and so that Amaranthe could, as she had requested, see the area. The canyon walls rose to either side of the river, but fertile green earth stretched along both banks. There would have been room enough to graze sheep, not that Basilard thought the Kendorians had any intention of raising livestock here.

The canyon narrows farther downriver, Basilard signed. Where the Kendorians are, there isn’t much grass. Just rocky ledges, rocky ledges that now lead to new mine shafts. He wondered how much progress the intruders had already made. Were the tunnels in their incipient stages, or did a huge maze of them already wind through the cliffs?

“Does it?” Amaranthe nodded, still tap-tap-tapping with her fingers.

Sicarius had gone ahead again, scouting for Kendorians who might be standing guard on a perimeter, but he jogged back to check on the delay. He glanced at the logs, glanced at Amaranthe, and seemed to know right away what she was thinking, because his lips thinned ever so slightly. Disapproval? His face was always so stolid, so hard to read, but Basilard thought he had it right.

“What are you thinking?” He handed her something wrapped in brown paper.

Amaranthe eyed the offering. “Another one?” 

“You did not eat breakfast.”

“I was hoping Basilard would make us something sumptuous.”

That morning, Basilard had been too nervous to think of foraging or cooking. Like the others, he had eaten dried Turgonian trail rations. 

“The Kyattese doctor suggested one bar a day,” Sicarius said.

“Yes… I haven’t forgotten what she said. Or the utter feeling of betrayal that came over me when she suggested that.”

“What’s this?” Maldynado asked. 

“You remember how we went to the Kyatt Islands before starting our missions for the intelligence office?” Amaranthe asked.

“About the, ah, womanly issue?” Maldynado waved in the general direction of Amaranthe’s abdomen.

“If having one’s innards half ripped out by a makarovi can be called womanly, yes.”

“Well, they were your womanly innards, weren’t they?”

“Something like that. Anyway, she was, indeed, more experienced than Turgonian doctors—thank her ancestors, there wasn’t a single suggestion of leeches to exhume the evil vapors.” 

Basilard blinked. He remembered that Amaranthe had been wondering if she would be able to have children after that mauling she had taken the year before, but he hadn’t heard about the leeches. Or evil vapors. For all of the engineering and metallurgy knowledge Turgonians had, they could be quite primitive in other areas.

“She was able to heal the womanly innards, as you call them,” Amaranthe said.

“What did she call them?” Maldynado asked.

“Fallopian tubes and ovaries.”

“Ew.”

Amaranthe snorted. “She did, however, recommend waiting a couple of years before trying to have a baby. And to spend those years eating foods that promote fertility.” 

“And Sicarius’s nasty bars are on the list?” Maldynado asked.

Sicarius’s eyes narrowed slightly, though it may have simply been a defense against a gust of wind that came down the canyon. 

“She said to limit tarts, pastries, and anything that actually tastes good,” Amaranthe said. “And to eat oily fish, eggs, and some kind of seaweed they have there that tastes like a mix between rancid octopus and the inside of a soldier’s boot.” 

“She also recommended liver and other organ meats,” Sicarius said.

“Yes. The secret ingredients in Sicarius Bars.” 

“I’m glad we haven’t seen any makarovi out here,” Maldynado said. “I’d hate to get mauled and have to eat those nasty bars.”

Basilard shuddered, more at the idea of makarovi than of eating Sicarius’s travel rations. Makarovi could make grimbals look cuddly by comparison, and they sought human woman above all other prey, preferring the taste of their organs. Normally, Basilard would never consider natural animals sinister, but makarovi were an exception. He hoped that the Kendorian shaman didn’t know how to find any. 

Amaranthe sighed and unwrapped Sicarius’s bar. “You should team up with Basilard and see if you can improve these.”

“Improve? They are shelf stable, compact, and contain all of the nutrients necessary when traveling.”

“I’m talking about the taste. Basilard?” Amaranthe held up the pinkish-gray meat bar. “Please introduce Sicarius to seasonings.”

“They are salted to assist with preservation.”

“Please, Basilard,” Amaranthe implored again.

Basilard spread his hands. He had sampled the bars before and agreed that they were not overly palatable, even to someone who had grown up on traditional hunter-gatherer foods, rather than the “civilized” foods preferred in Turgonia. They did lack seasoning, and some of the organ meats Sicarius chose had a pungent taste that not everyone cared for. However, when Basilard had once suggested that a garlic chili pepper or basil citrus flavor might be well received, Sicarius had only given him that flat, unfriendly stare of his.

“How far away are we from the Kendorian encampment, Basilard?” Amaranthe waved toward the beaver dam.

Three miles.

“And you said the canyon narrows as you go deeper?”

Basilard held his hands up parallel to each other and a couple of feet apart to demonstrate their current position, then narrowed his hands to six inches apart. 

“I’m guessing a flood would be unpleasant for them,” Amaranthe said.

Basilard snorted. A good flash flood would wipe away much of their equipment. Maybe them too. But this is not the rainy season here.

As Basilard finished signing the words, he realized what she must have in mind. Indeed, Amaranthe smiled and looked toward the blocked river. 

“If we improved upon this dam,” she said, “stretching it all the way across the waterway, maybe it could be our backup plan. It might be a challenge to build in a floodgate or a reliable way of loosing the water all at once, especially when the base is made from mud and sticks, but…” She shrugged and looked around. “Does anyone think they could engineer something more clever than what the beavers made?” Even though she said ‘anyone,’ her gaze settled on Sicarius.

“Not me,” Maldynado said.

“Maybe we shouldn’t have sent away the scientist,” Corporal Jomrik said.

Sicarius stood with his arms folded across his chest, his expression cool. 

“Do you think you could rig something?” Amaranthe asked him.

“You intend to leave me here while you go into a camp full of armed Kendorians? Kendorians whose trigger fingers could be unreliable since they’re in enemy land and know they could get in trouble if they’re caught?”

“I always intended to leave you behind while Bas, Maldynado, and I did that,” Amaranthe said. “You’re our backup plan.”

“Really.”

“What about me?” Jomrik asked.

She smiled at him. “You can help Sicarius with the dam.”

“Uh.” Jomrik eyed Sicarius warily, who eyed him back with something between distaste and indifference.

“Don’t let all of the knives fool you, Corporal,” Amaranthe said. “He’s very well-educated. I’m quite certain he’s at least as good of an engineer as a beaver.”

When Sicarius shifted his gaze toward Amaranthe, his expression did not grow any warmer. Oddly, she grinned at him. She was either a fearless woman, or when she looked at Sicarius, she saw, as Basilard had long suspected, something much different than everybody else did.

“I don’t know,” Maldynado said. “Beavers are pretty bright, aren’t they?”

Nobody looked at him.

While Amaranthe and Sicarius were staring at each other—or glaring, as the case was for Sicarius—Basilard debated whether he approved of the dam plan. Since Amaranthe had led their group back when they had all been outlaws seeking to clear their names, it was easy to fall into the old habit of letting her take charge. Indeed, a part of him wanted someone else to take responsibility, someone who had a talent for leading people and a record for making crazy plans turn out. So little in Basilard’s life had turned out well that he doubted his own ability. But nobody could care more about his homeland than he did, so he must do everything he could to ensure they were following a course that would lead to victory.

I do not believe the water could be withheld indefinitely, he signed after he had walked around the area, trying to guess how much more water might backfill before it would all spill over and wash away the dam. Partially obstructed, the logs might last all winter. But if it’s entirely obstructed, perhaps only a day or two?

He wasn’t an engineer and unlike Sicarius had no formal education, so he was only guessing.

“Approximately one point five days,” Sicarius said. “Water flow in a river isn’t a constant, so that is an estimate.”

“So the dam would eventually burst on its own?” Amaranthe asked. “That could be perfect. I was imagining you having to use some explosives to trigger it once I gave the signal, and then I was wondering how many blasting sticks Corporal Jomrik has in his pack. I was also reminding myself not to walk too close to him, since blasting sticks are a touch unstable.”

Perfect? Basilard asked. The canyon walls are high there. The only escape is up a trail on the far end of the Kendorian encampment.

“We’ll make sure to get out of the way well before those one point five days are up. We’ll give a signal if we need help.” Amaranthe nodded to Sicarius.

“What signal will that be?” he asked, his tone flatter than usual.

“Uh, us being tied up? Or shot? Or both.” Amaranthe grinned. 

Basilard hoped she was joking. 

“I prefer another signal.” 

“I’ll work on something.” Amaranthe squeezed his arms. “You’ll work on the dam?”

Sicarius grunted.

Was that agreement? Basilard couldn’t tell. It must have meant something to Amaranthe, because she hugged Sicarius. His return hug was one-armed and brief, but that did not seem to faze her. It was more than anyone else got from him.

Sicarius stepped back and faced downstream, his posture one of alertness. Basilard did not see anyone, but he listened, trying to hear whatever Sicarius might have heard. They were close enough that a Kendorian scout might well have come up the canyon.

“What is it?” Amaranthe asked.

“I sense someone using the mental sciences,” Sicarius said, still gazing downriver.

“Of course you do.” Maldynado sighed. “Why can’t things ever be simple?”

Amaranthe grimaced. “I guess that means they have another shaman.”

“Do you wish to revise your plan?” Sicarius looked at Amaranthe and also at Basilard. The question came out as deadpan as anything else he said, but Basilard had the impression Sicarius believed it would be a good idea.

“You have an alternative?” she asked.

“We all stay here. Let the water build, then flood the canyon while we wait here.” He pointed back upriver, to an area that should be safe if the dam was built up, then overrun. 

“That could be a deadly course of action,” Amaranthe said.

“For the Kendorians. Isn’t that the point?”

“I’d like to give them a chance to leave peacefully.”

“Because of Maldynado’s threat,” Sicarius said. He didn’t sound like he believed that would be effective.

“He did take off his hat. And he’s looking lush.”

Maldynado gave his best warrior-caste bow. Sicarius walked away.

Is he going to work on the dam? Basilard wasn’t entirely sure he and Amaranthe had reached an agreement.

“I think so,” Amaranthe said. “Now Maldynado, shall we show you off to the Kendorians?”

Jomrik frowned at them and then at Sicarius. He probably didn’t know if he should be pleased to stay with Sicarius or not.

“Oh, I can’t wait,” Maldynado said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and their shaman will be one of those telepathic mind readers.”

How would that be lucky? Basilard asked.

“He’ll smash our plans to tiny pieces right away. Otherwise, we might feel like we’re making progress, only to have our ore carts dumped when we’re almost out of the mine. That’s more disheartening.” 

“You have a strange sort of optimism,” Amaranthe said.

“Yup.”

• • • • •

Usually, Ashara felt at ease when walking along seldom-used forest trails, but not today. She sensed that they were being watched. Not in a hair-raising, shamans-must-be-nearby way, but more in the hard-to-describe feeling that they were not alone in the forest. She was tempted to rest a hand on a tree and use the root network to search their surroundings, but Mahliki was walking right behind her, and Ashara had not yet admitted to having powers beyond enhancing potion ingredients. Mahliki seemed to know a few things about the mental sciences, perhaps enough to know the difference between someone who dabbled and someone who was a trained practitioner, someone who might be dangerous to her group. 

Maybe it didn’t matter if the Turgonians figured out what Ashara was, or what she had been, but finding out she had once been handpicked by the government to track down and kill those who threatened Kendor might make them wary of her. She didn’t want Basilard to be wary of her. He had treated her like a friend even when she had given him reasons to be suspicious, even when his comrades had openly said they believed she was a spy. 

Ashara wondered if Basilard’s people might be keeping an eye on them from a distance. Since they were heading for their meeting place, that could make sense. She hoped they would not mistake her for an ally of the Kendorians who were giving them trouble. They might decide to hide instead of inviting them into their meeting place. Mahliki’s presence wouldn’t necessarily make a difference—there weren’t any nations in the world that welcomed Turgonians with open arms. Yes, Mahliki had mixed blood, but unless one came close enough to see the blue eyes, she appeared more like a Turgonian than anything else, especially with that height. Would the Mangdorians recognize her as the president’s daughter? Ashara doubted it. She almost wished she didn’t know, since it gave her one more reason to be nervous about this solo adventure. If Mahliki disappeared while she was ostensibly in Ashara’s care, another nation full of people would have a reason to want Ashara dead. Since Mahliki was half Kyattese, they might want to punish Ashara too.

“I’ve been thinking about solutions to our problem,” Mahliki said as they trod up switchbacks climbing the side of a mountain. 

Our problem. Ashara had not yet decided if she wanted to claim the blight as her problem, but she grunted to acknowledge the comment, even as she kept her eyes on the slope ahead of them. The Mangdorians had not logged much of their land, at least not with a clear-cutting method, and the forest remained dense, with all ecological niches filled, from ground to canopy. She could not see very far up the tree-filled hillside. 

“I’m familiar with topical sprays that can be applied to trees,” Mahliki said, “and if I had access to a lab, I might be able to tinker and make something that would thwart that altered fungus. But that’s usually done in an orchard situation. It’s hard to imagine the Mangdorians running all over the mountains, spraying individual trees. Plus, the heights of the mature oaks, in particular, make that a difficult proposition.”

A faint clatter drifted up the trail to Ashara’s ears, and she paused, peering back the way they had come. About a quarter mile earlier, they had picked their way through scree and boulders in a rockslide area. It wasn’t visible any longer, but that clatter… Rocks being disturbed? If so, by whom?

“A spray would probably have to be applied every year or every couple of years too,” Mahliki said, passing Ashara. Her eyes were toward the trail ahead of her feet, her expression thoughtful.

Ashara hurried to catch up, but she pulled an arrow from her quiver and rested it against her bow in case she needed to fire in an instant. 

“Also, a spray would not permanently deal with the problem,” Mahliki went on. “I’ve done some tests and have a couple of ways to kill the fungus outright, but they might damage the trees, as well. And again, we have the problem of trying to run and climb all over the forest to treat affected areas. Not very practical. And with the accelerated way the fungus is spreading, it would be like trying to put out a fire in a haystack by spitting on individual pieces.”

Ashara spotted movement in the woods near the trail behind them. She paused, but whatever she had glimpsed did not show itself again. Hearing Mahliki still talking, Ashara hurried to catch up again. She did not want Mahliki to be attacked from ahead while she was staring at the woods behind them. 

“I think the solution, or the best way of dealing with this, lies with the species that are proving immune to the fungus,” Mahliki said. “I’ve been using my loupe to study the samples I took, but I need a microscope. Even so, what I have in mind might be beyond the ability of modern technology to perceive, even in a good lab. That’s where I’m thinking you could help. I’ve seen practitioners do what eludes scientists, to see things that we can’t see even with magnification. Here’s what I’m thinking. Can you let me know if it sounds crazy? Maybe we could isolate what’s making some species immune and share that immunity with other trees, perhaps with an injection or topical treatment of some kind. I know plants aren’t like invertebrates, in that they don’t generate antibodies or have mobile cells that can sense and attack pathogens, but they do have immune responses. Systematic chemical signals that—Ashara?”

“Yes, coming.” Ashara had been peering back down the trail again. She knew something was following them. “I’m listening. You know more about this than I do.” A lot more. Earlier, Ashara had worried about the decisions she would have to make when she was asked to help. Now she wondered if she could help even if she wanted to. “I can look at your samples tonight, try to get a feel for the difference between the affected species and the resistant ones, but I can’t promise I can transfer the immunity from one to the other.”

“That’s all I ask.” Mahliki tilted her chin toward the trail behind Ashara. “Animal or human?”

“Pardon?”

“What you think is following us.”

Ah, she hadn’t been as oblivious as Ashara had thought. 

“I had assumed human.” It wasn’t impossible that an animal would knock rocks loose, but they were usually more sure-footed than people. Something large and lumbering might not be. Ashara thought of bears, then of grimbals. “But another predator is possible.” 

“Think that grimbal found a way across the river?” Mahliki removed her rifle from her back and checked to make sure rounds were loaded.

“Possibly, but we’ve covered many miles since then. There could be other predators about.” Ashara nodded toward the trail. “Keep walking. I think we’re less than five miles from Basilard’s meeting place.” Assuming Ashara had remembered correctly and chosen all of the right forks along the way. “If his people are there, they can deal with big predators more effectively than the two of us.”

Mahliki nodded and picked up her pace. 

A roar came from the forest behind them. Ashara frowned. It sounded like the territorial posturing half-cry, half-growl of the grimbals. 

“Go,” Ashara urged, waving up the path at the same time as she broke into a run. 

With lesser predators, she would have advocated standing their ground, but those grimbals were hard to kill—and they knew it. With bow and rifle, Ashara and Mahliki might be able to take down one before it overpowered them, but if the attack on the highway was an example of what to expect, these grimbals weren’t displaying their normal isolationist tendencies. Any number of them might charge up the trail.

“Look for a spot where we can make a stand if we have to,” Ashara added, urging her legs to greater speed.

Her order to “Go” had worked, and Mahliki was sprinting up the rocky trail, her big pack clanking and thudding on her back as she ran. Ashara’s pack was lighter, and she kept up, even with shorter legs—and even though she kept glancing over her shoulder.

Behind them, a shaggy white beast lumbered out onto the trail. With the build of a giant bear, the grimbal didn’t look like something that should race through the mountains with the speed of a plains cheetah, but Ashara remembered how long the creatures had kept up when the steam lorry was racing away. 

She thought about pausing to shoot an arrow, but the grimbal was still a hundred meters back. She would wait until her arrow had a better chance of hitting an eye.

“There’s nothing up here but trees,” Mahliki called from the trail ahead. 

“Only one grimbal so far,” Ashara said, “but it’s gaining on us.”

“A second one just came out behind it.”

“Great,” Ashara muttered. 

Mahliki reached the corner of the switchback and hesitated, frowning up the mountain at the new direction of the trail. Ashara winced. If the grimbals left the path, they would be able to run straight up the hillside and cut off Ashara and Mahliki.

Mahliki stepped to the side of the trail and fired past Ashara, shooting twice.

“Keep running,” Ashara said, knowing from Mahliki’s grimace that she had either missed or the bullets hadn’t done anything to slow the predators. 

“Up?” Mahliki pointed up the steep slope instead of toward the trail. She’d seen the problem with the switchbacks too.

“Try it.” Ashara did not know if they would run into their trail again up there, but they had little choice. They needed to climb up to the ridge, anyway. “And look for a stout tree while you’re going.”

“Uh.”

Pushing Mahliki ahead of her, Ashara scrambled into the underbrush carpeting the slope. They slid on pine needles and leaves, caught their toes on roots, and Ashara almost dropped her bow as she was forced to use her hands to help climb in places. The steepness coupled with the grimbals’ weight should have made the climb as hard for them, but they readily left the trail and charged up the mountain after Ashara and Mahliki. They had legs more powerful than pistons in a steam engine, and they seemed to defy gravity as they raced closer. The creatures’ hoarse pants, more like growls than gasps of breath, resonated through the forest.

Ashara searched for a thick tree. There was no way they could cover the five miles to the meeting place before the animals caught them. Already, her breaths came in labored gasps, and her thighs burned from the climb.

A branch snagged Mahliki’s cumbersome pack, and she tripped, tumbling to the ground. Ashara spun, an arrow already nocked. The pair of shaggy grimbals surged forward, as if driven by seeing their prey fall. Ashara forced herself to take a breath, to steady her hands, and to aim carefully.

As her arrow sprang away, Mahliki found her feet. She hesitated, turning and lifting her gun.

“Just go,” Ashara barked. “Tree.” She couldn’t find the breath for longer sentences.

Her arrow struck the lead grimbal in the eye. It reared up, stumbling against a tree and swatting at the shaft. An angry yowl rolled up the mountainside. As it broke the arrow shaft, hardly seeming to care that metal was embedded in its eye, the second grimbal, a slightly smaller one that might have been its mate, raced past it. 

Ashara fired another arrow, but didn’t wait to see if it landed. Mahliki had gained ground and was nearing the top of the slope. She veered to the side, toward a thick cedar that must have been hundreds of years old. It was the stoutest tree in sight, but it didn’t have any branches near the bottom and would not be an easy climb.

Ashara opened her mouth to yell a warning, but the yowls of the male grimbal drowned her words. Despite the pained cries, she could hear both animals thundering up the slope and knew it had not given up. She risked a glance backward, then wished she hadn’t. The female grimbal was only ten or twelve feet behind her. If Ashara tripped, it would be on her, smothering her and slashing her with those deadly claws.

“How are you supposed to climb these trees?” Mahliki yelled, looking up at the tall trunk and glancing around at other trees, also with a great deal of trunk before any boughs stretched outward.

Ashara shook her head. She didn’t have time or air for words. She would only hope she could demonstrate, if she had any strength left in her limbs. She ducked her head between her bow and the string, lodging it on her back so she could climb. Mahliki stood at the base of the tree, staring up it, a daunted expression on her face.

“Use your legs,” Ashara managed to advise, her words barely intelligible, more like gasps. 

She ran around a boulder and leaped for the tree, catching the trunk a few feet up. The thick bark was ridged, almost corrugated, and she dug her fingers into the creases at the same time as she clamped on with her legs, her inner thighs flexing. The thickness of the trunk almost thwarted her—it was almost too wide for her to wrap her legs around—but her momentum helped. 

A rifle cracked at the base of the tree. Ashara paused, frowning down. She couldn’t shoot from up here. If Mahliki hadn’t started climbing, she would have to jump back down, pull out her knife, and hope for wild luck. With one grimbal, she might have risked tangling with it, but the male wasn’t that far behind. He still had one good eye, and he looked angry about the missing one. 

But Mahliki was also climbing. Her rifle hung from her back on its strap, so she must have fired with the pistol now clenched in her mouth. The female grimbal had paused, less than five feet from the tree, and it was swatting all about its head. At first, Ashara assumed Mahliki had managed to hit it in the eye, but then something buzzed past her ear. A wasp. A broken hive lay at the grimbal’s feet. 

“Good idea,” Ashara said. Maybe that had been what Mahliki had been staring at when Ashara had assumed she was too daunted to climb.

Her eyes wide and the pistol in her mouth, Mahliki could not answer. She had chosen a different method of climbing. She had a knife in one hand and a dagger in the other, and she was alternating driving one and then the other into the bark, each placement higher than the last. That had to be an incredible strain on her arms and shoulders, and if one blade wasn’t anchored well, she risked falling.

“Use your legs more,” Ashara advised, then continued to climb. She had rope in her pack, and she could lower it down if she reached a branch first.

The wasps might irritate the grimbals, but she doubted the insects would drive them away fully. Those thick hides would not feel a sting, so it was only the irritation of having them around their faces that would be bothering the animals.

Ashara reached the lowest branch and straddled it. The tremble in Mahliki’s forearms was visible even from the perch ten feet above. She was gripping the trunk with her legs, but that grip appeared tenuous. The male grimbal had caught up and was less bothered by the wasps. He reached up, one paw swatting for Mahliki. Ashara caught her breath. The claws slashed through the air only inches from Mahliki’s boot. Even a glancing blow might upset her balance and knock her from the tree.

Careful not to lose her weapons or gear—or fall out of the tree herself—Ashara nocked an arrow. She aimed past Mahliki, trying to find the grimbal’s other eye. It kept moving about, and the trunk itself got in the way. Ashara settled for aiming at the creature’s neck. The arrow landed, sinking in, but the grimbal was not slowed down. It backed away, clearly intending to run and leap for Mahliki. She was making progress, but it was slow progress.

Afraid the arrows weren’t doing enough damage quickly enough, Ashara risked removing her pack, a challenging task with the bow in hand and the arrows in her quiver threatening to fall out, but she managed to swing it around. She dug inside for the compact rope, hurried to tie it off, then lowered the other end toward Mahliki.

“Grab onto—”

A shudder ran through the tree. The male had jumped. It hadn’t caught Mahliki, but its mass was so great that even the old cedar shivered under the impact. One of Mahliki’s daggers slipped, metal scraping against bark, and she almost dropped it. She gasped, her cheeks flushed red and sweat gleaming on her face. She dropped it and tried to reach for the rope, but it was difficult when she dangled by one hand from the other knife.

“Mahliki,” Ashara warned, watching the fingers around the remaining dagger. They must have been damp with sweat or simply tired. They were slipping.

“Working on it,” Mahliki said through gritted teeth. 

Ashara wished she had thought to tell her to leave her pack at the bottom. No wonder she was having trouble climbing. Mahliki had all those tools and glass dishes, notebooks, and who knew what else. 

Despite all the weight pulling at her shoulders, she managed to swing up and grip the dangling rope. The thin braided grass was lightweight and compact, making it ideal to store in a pack, but it wasn’t the easiest thing to climb. Her hand slipped as soon as she tried to put weight on it.

Ashara was about to try and stick her pack and weapons somewhere so she could climb back down to help, but Mahliki found a better way to hold it on her second try. Her hand locked around it. She let go of the knife to grab hold with her second hand, her body lurching as she made the lunge.

That lurch excited the grimbals, both of whom were jumping at the base of the tree, trying to reach her. Snarls of frustration and the snaps of teeth punctuated their movements. Mahliki did not look down. 

“Just gonna leave that there,” she panted, glancing at the dagger still embedded in the trunk.

“We can get it on the way back down.”

Slowly, Mahliki pulled herself up the rope until Ashara could finally reach her. Even though they were near the trunk, the branch creaked under their combined weight. As soon as she was certain Mahliki had made it, Ashara climbed to a higher one on the opposite side of the trunk. 

For several moments, neither of them spoke. They caught their breath and stared down at the grimbals, who were now circling the tree. The wasps’ nest had been smashed under their heavy feet, and a few insects buzzed here and there, but most had abandoned the fight.

“I’m not enjoying this research trip to Mangdoria as much as I thought I might.” Mahliki dragged a sleeve across her damp face. 

“The scenery has been nice,” Ashara said, “but the summers are short and the winters are deadly and harsh for at least six months of the year. It’s not a friendly region.” She did not point out that this was the reason her ancestors had let the Mangdorians have it when the religious differences had caused too much friction for the peoples to remain under one flag.

“Scenery. Right.” Mahliki maneuvered her rifle off her back, careful to keep one hand on the trunk for support. “Any chance that we can convince them to go away?”

“I hope so. Otherwise it’s going to be a long night.” 

Ashara pulled her bow onto her lap. Since there weren’t any branches underneath her, she could see the grimbals well. But she did not have a view of the eyes, except for the instances where the creatures reared up. She did not know if she could drive an arrow through those thick skulls from above, but she picked out her sturdiest arrows and tried. 

Mahliki fired more indiscriminately. 

“How much ammunition do you have?” Ashara asked.

“Two boxes. About sixty shots left, I think. I haven’t been counting.”

Ashara hated the noise of firearms, along with the stink of the burning powder, but the bullets were far more compact than arrows. And they were just as powerful, if not more powerful than her shafts. Mahliki caught the female in the top of the skull, and it staggered back. Blood appeared in the thick white fur. The creature looked upward, confused, and Ashara fired. The grimbal cooperated, staying still for an instant, and the arrow landed in the eye. The creature stumbled again, bumped into a nearby tree, then toppled to the ground.

The male walked over, sniffed the female, and glowered back up at Ashara. 

“You’re the one trying to kill us, buddy,” she muttered. She refused to feel bad about denying it its mate, not when that mate had been trying to catch and eat them.

The remaining grimbal shook himself, then loped back down the slope. 

“Is it dead?” Mahliki asked. “Or are they trying to trick us into coming down?”

“I don’t think they’re that smart.”

“I’ll let you go down and check then.”

“Or we could stay here for a while. Rest. Check our gear.”

Mahliki snorted. “Fine with me.” 

Before Ashara could relax, that sensation of being watched returned to her. The other grimbal had disappeared from sight, but there was enough undergrowth on the slope that it could be hiding. The female wasn’t moving, but Ashara was too high up to tell if she was breathing or not.

A shadow moved at the edge of her vision, down on the forest floor, behind the trees. She tensed, reaching for another arrow. It was not a grimbal that strode into view, but a man. The first of several. A group of young buckskin-clad hunters with braided blond or light brown hair walked toward the bottom of Ashara and Mahliki’s tree. They carried spears or bows, and the knives in arm or calf sheaths had bone handles. 

“Mangdorians?” Mahliki guessed.

“I think so. They do more intricate beadwork and dyes on their buckskins than my people usually do.” 

“Do you know their language?” Mahliki asked.

“You don’t? I thought you were a genius.”

Mahliki blinked and peered around the trunk at her, as if to ask who had been telling such lies. “I’m a student. A student who has never met a Mangdorian aside from Basilard. Oh. Hm.” She waved down at the men, who by now were ringing the tree and staring up at them, then tried a few signs from his hand code. “I have no idea which ones he made up. Everything not related to hunting, I’m guessing.”

“I hope that works, because I only know a couple of words of Mangdorian.” Languages had never come easily for Ashara, and she had not encountered Mangdorians that often in her homeland. Learning Turgonian had been painful and born of necessity, since she had been surrounded by people who spoke nothing but it. 

“Maybe you can try them. They’re either not impressed with my hand signs, or they have no idea what I’m saying. Signing.”

“I only know how to say thank you and ask where the toilet is.”

“I’m guessing they’ll point to the nearest bush if you ask the latter. I’m going to climb down. With less trouble than I climbed up, I hope. Thank you for that rope, by the way.”

“You’re welcome. Next time you’re fleeing from monsters, you might want to drop your pack.”

“And have animals trampling my samples? I don’t think so.”

The men spoke among themselves, backing up as Mahliki lowered herself. None of them reached out a hand to assist her, but she did not look imploringly down at them for help, either. A couple of them pointed at her back—no, at the rifle slung across her back. The word Turgonian floated up. Ashara did not know whether to hope they mistook her for a Turgonian or not. With her blonde hair, it wasn’t likely.

Even though the Mangdorians were supposed to be pacifists, she climbed down slowly while watching over her shoulder. A couple of the men were glaring at her. They were ignoring Mahliki, but she hadn’t done anything except reach the ground, adjust her pack, and look around. 

Do you understand me? Mahliki asked with the hand signs.

They didn’t look at her. There were seven men in total, and by the time Ashara landed and faced them, they were all staring at her. 

“I’ll bet Kendorians aren’t popular this week,” she muttered.

The oldest of the young men—he couldn’t have been more than twenty-five—pointed at Ashara with his spear, then pointed up the hill. It was probably the direction of the trail, but it might have been to a nice cliff that he could push her off too. The fellow didn’t look very pacifistic. 

“Mind if I get my arrows first?” Ashara pointed at the grimbal and walked slowly in that direction. 

A number of grips tightened around spears and bows. She had not expected that reaction from pacifists.

Ashara pulled out the arrows, only managing to retrieve one that wasn’t broken. The male had taken off with a couple more in his hide—and his skull. This mission was not being good to her supply of arrows.

The hunters waited for her, but they did not back away or give her a feeling that they trusted her, not one bit. Maybe she should have tried thanking them after all. Or asking which bush was the most appropriate lavatory. 

“I’m going, I’m going,” Mahliki said. 

They were prodding and directing her too. Ashara winced. Even if Mahliki didn’t act like some privileged member of the Turgonian aristocracy, Ashara doubted it was appropriate for the president’s daughter to be poked in the backside with a spear. But with the language problem, she didn’t see any way they could have their status raised from hated intruders to guests. 

“I’m not sure Basilard thought this through all the way,” Ashara muttered, walking beside Mahliki as they picked their way through the underbrush. “Or maybe he assumed you speak his language. Because of the genius thing.”

“I’d feel smarter if you stopped calling me that. And actually, Basilard gave me a message to give to the chief. It explains who we are.” 

“Oh.” Ashara was on the verge of asking if she should show it to these fellows, but Mahliki spoke again.

“He also said not many people read and write around here, which matches what I’ve read in the anthropology books. Their priests can usually read in a couple of languages, as can those groomed to be clan leaders, since it’s known that they’ll interact with outsiders, but otherwise, it’s an oral tradition. They reputedly have amazing memories.” 

“This one has an amazing tendency to poke me in the butt with his spear,” Ashara grumbled, glaring back at the kid walking behind her. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen.

“It’s less damage than the grimbals wanted to do.”

“What’s your point?”

“That our day is looking up?” Mahliki suggested.

“Turgonians aren’t optimistic. You must have gotten that from your mother.”

“It could be. I can only confirm the eyes, the interest in learning, and an appreciation for creative men.”

“Creative men? Like, uh, your father?” Even if Ashara was only loosely aware of current President and former Fleet Admiral Starcrest’s reputation, she knew it wasn’t one for writing poetry and sculpting art. 

“He’s invented a lot of things,” Mahliki said a touch defensively. “His first love is engineering.”

“Well then, as his daughter, and as your mother’s daughter, I hope you can find a creative way to talk these boys into not forcing us to walk off that ledge up there.” Ashara nodded to a clearing ahead. They had crested the hill they had been climbing, and the view opened up, showing more mountains on all sides of them, as well as a cliff overlooking a tree-filled valley far below. “Their religion might say it’s not allowed to take up arms against one’s fellow man, but I’m suspicious that our trail is heading right toward that drop off.”

 


Chapter 12

Basilard could not sense the shaman, not the way Sicarius had said he could, but he knew they were being watched long before a pair of men jogged out from behind a boulder jutting out of the side of the canyon wall. They wore buckskins instead of military uniforms, but everything from their tight braids of hair to their clean-shaven faces to the rigid way they carried themselves spoke of the Kendorian army. One carried a longbow, typical for the people, but the other had a Turgonian musket. It was an older model, but Turgonians were known for keeping their technology and their weapons inside of their country, so seeing it in the hands of a foreigner made Basilard uneasy. He doubted Starcrest was engaged in some secret Turgonian-Kendorian alliance, but there could be other factions supplying the Kendorians with aid. As if they needed it. They had far more than the Mangdorians did already. 

Though the soldiers had their faces painted in camouflage colors and wore fierce expressions, Amaranthe lifted an arm, waved cheerfully, and smiled.

“Out of curiosity,” Maldynado said, keeping his hands away from his weapons as the soldiers ran up. “Did we think to bring anyone who speaks their language?”

“I know some of it,” Amaranthe said before Basilard could sign that he knew a few words.

“You do? Since when?”

“Since Sicarius and I have traveled through their land a couple of times,” Amaranthe murmured, the words barely audible. “He’s been teaching me.”

“And here I thought you two would spend all of your private time together… exercising.”

“Is that what you and Yara do?”

“Frequently. And sweatily.”

You two know you’re not talking about the same thing, right? Basilard signed, more as a way to avoid feeling nervous than because he was engaged in the conversation. He was more engaged in watching the way the musket-wielding Kendorian was rubbing the trigger with his finger.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Maldynado said. He hadn’t lowered his voice, and he kept talking as the soldiers stopped a few paces away, as if the Kendorians’ approach was nothing to worry about. “She’s eating those nasty meat bars for fertility reasons, after all.”

A rare blush colored Amaranthe’s cheeks, but she turned her attention to the guards instead of responding. That was a good thing, because the one with the firearm spoke. Basilard caught the gist. The man was demanding that they turn around and go back the way they had come from. This route was closed.

“We’re here to speak with your leader,” Amaranthe said in Turgonian. “Actually, this man is.” She gripped Maldynado’s biceps briefly. “Maldynado Montichelu Marblecrest, President Starcrest’s representative in this matter.” Apparently, she wasn’t going to demonstrate the few Kendorian words she claimed to know. Perhaps so the soldiers would speak openly around them? Basilard resolved not to let on that he understood some of their language.

“Marblecrest?” the gunman said, then spoke rapidly to his comrade, asking if that was a warrior-caste name. 

“Does anyone among your people speak Turgonian?” Amaranthe asked. She had been smiling easily during the conversation, and the Kendorians’ weapons had lowered enough to point at the ground instead of at the group. 

As Basilard had observed numerous times in the past, Amaranthe had an utterly honest face with doe-like eyes that made it hard for a man to think of her as an enemy. Basilard himself had been talked over to her side on the first night they had met. Of course, Basilard had loathed his employer back then, a wizard who had kept him as a slave even after supposedly liberating him from the pits and promoting him to security chief.

“Take them to see Major Diratha,” the bowman said to his buddy. 

“All of them? We don’t even know…” 

Basilard didn’t understand the rest. 

“What are three people going to do? Shaman Tladik is there.”

Amaranthe stood calmly during this discussion, her hands clasped behind her back. Basilard eyed the canyon walls and the ground on either side of the stream. In spots, scraggy green bushes grew out of cracks in the rock, tenaciously finding life. There were numerous places where a man or even a group of men might have hidden.

“Take their weapons,” the Kendorian conversation continued.

Maldynado shifted. He might not understand the words, but the man had pointed to his rifle. He could guess the intent. From the other Kendorian’s nod, he was about to agree.

Do we allow that? Basilard signed subtly, catching Amaranthe’s eye.

She lifted her brows, giving him a pointed look. Oh, right. He was in charge. 

He was certain they could overpower these two, but there might be other Kendorians watching from some of those bushes, including the shaman. If they wanted to talk to the leader, it would be better to go along with the soldiers’ demands, to walk in peacefully. And yet, would the Kendorian leader respect them if they came stripped of their power?

“Your weapons.” One man pointed at Amaranthe’s sword.

“They’re nice, aren’t they?” Amaranthe said. She pointed at Maldynado’s rifle. “This is a newer model, Starbird repeating rifle, made by a manufacturer in the capital. Powder and ball combined in one shell. Lever-action, capable of firing ten times in a minute, including time taken to reload. Turgonian firearms have made a huge advancement in the last few years. You wouldn’t want to come up against them in a fight, not with a bow or an old muzzle-loader.” Her gaze twitched toward the Kendorian’s musket. “That’s a certainty.”

“Uh,” the speaker said, glancing at his buddy.

Basilard doubted either man had understood a quarter of what she was saying, but they probably thought she had misunderstood their request. 

“Just take them to see the major,” his comrade said. “Their weapons mean nothing against so many.”

The other Kendorian shrugged and waved for Amaranthe, Basilard, and Maldynado to follow before heading downriver. 

Maybe you’re the one who should be the diplomat, Basilard signed, making sure the soldier’s back was to them.

Is pretending obliviousness an important part of the job? Amaranthe asked.

Knowing more than you appear to is often useful.

The Kendorian glanced back at them every few seconds, so Basilard lowered his hands. He shouldn’t assume that these people wouldn’t recognize the basics of his sign language.

As they walked, he observed their surroundings. When he had scouted the area the day before, he had only seen the river from above, so it was hard for him to judge if the water flow had lessened. Probably not yet. Sicarius and his assistant engineer couldn’t be far along with their dam improvements yet, especially if Sicarius was keeping an eye on Amaranthe from afar. Basilard imagined poor Jomrik left alone to push logs to the river by himself.

A branch stirred in a bush near the cliff on their side of the stream. Basilard thought he glimpsed peach coloring through the leaves. Someone’s skin?

Their Kendorian guide glanced toward the bush too. Maybe he had some ally there that he knew about, another guard stationed along the canyon. But he tensed, his hand tightening about his rifle. 

He held up a hand, squinted suspiciously back at Basilard and the others, then frowned at the bush. There were several types of foliage in that area, as well as a thick log that must have been carried into the canyon during a flood. 

More branches stirred, not in the bush they were all looking at, but in one farther downstream. An animal raced out from the leaves. A badger. Though not normally a creature dangerous to humans, this one raced straight at the party. Actually, it raced straight at the Kendorian. 

He jumped to the side, bringing his firearm to bear, but the brown furry creature was faster than it looked. It veered away, and his shot bounced harmlessly off the rocks. The badger lunged in and bit his leg. 

“Uhm,” Amaranthe said, as the man yelled and tried to smash his attacker with the butt of his musket. “Should we be helping?”

“The man?” Maldynado asked. “Or the badger?”

Suspicious, Basilard pulled out a knife and ran toward the bushes where he had seen the original movement. This animal was acting as strangely as the grimbals.

He reached the bush at the same time as someone stood up. Basilard lifted his blade. Then he recognized the short blond hair and green eyes of one of his own people. The young man wore beaded buckskins and a stone amulet on a woven grass cord, one that indicated he was studying to be a priest and was someone with mental powers. Three other men rose from cover to the sides of him. They carried bows and were even younger than the priest.

A thud came from behind Basilard. He turned in time to see the Kendorian topple to the ground as Maldynado lowered his firearm.

“Oops,” Maldynado said. “His skull fell against the butt of my rifle.”

“That was our guide,” Amaranthe said dryly, glancing back up the canyon. They were out of sight of the other guard, but Basilard worried the noise of the animal attack might have traveled to his ears. Probably not with the sound of the river rushing past. 

“The badger didn’t like him. I was trying to help nature.”

The badger let go of the Kendorian’s leg and scurried back. It bared its bloody teeth and growled at Maldynado.

“Are these your friends, Leyelchek?” the priest asked.

Basilard did not recognize the man, but he was quick to nod and sign, Yes. 

A couple of months earlier, he had been home for the Final Suffering religious ceremony where thousands of his people had gathered. He had received a lot of looks ranging from curious to hostile, and he was sure his scarred face had stuck in people’s memories.

The priest waved his hand, and the badger raced for the river. It disappeared into the undergrowth on the bank. Maldynado’s assistance must have been efficient, because the Kendorian wasn’t moving. 

Who are you? Basilard signed. He scrutinized the other faces and thought he recognized one young hunter from his own clan. The priest had a scraggily beard, but none of the others were old enough to have more than wisps of facial hair. What are you doing here? 

The priest sighed. “I’m Hykur. And we’re… debating.”

“Ah, Basilard?” Amaranthe asked. “Should we tie this fellow up, or… Hm, he may need some bandages.”

“The critter chewed through his trousers,” Maldynado said. “Bloodied him good.”

Basilard rubbed his face. While he was pleased to finally meet some Mangdorians, this wasn’t a good place to encounter them. What kind of official government emissaries left people mutilated and tied up on the way to a negotiation? Though perhaps that was fitting for a team of Turgonians. 

Tie him, please, Basilard signed, hoping this hadn’t ruined their chances of a peaceful meeting with the person in charge. Major Diratha, he reminded himself. Whoever that was. Also, place him somewhere he won’t be stumbled across easily.

“Like at the bottom of the river?” Maldynado suggested.

Amaranthe swatted him. “We’re not here to kill people.”

“The badger was. I’m just going along with nature’s will.”

That wasn’t nature, Basilard signed and faced Hykur again. You controlled that badger?

Something tickled the edge of his mind. Hykur? Did he have telepathic abilities? Basilard tensed, not comfortable with someone touching his mind, even one of his own people. Especially a priest, a person who spoke with God’s will, the kind of person who always pointed out that he was condemned and going to Hell.

“I’m not condemning anyone,” Hykur said, grimacing. “I can’t understand you completely when you make up words, so I have to… I talk to animals. In their minds. I can understand people a little too. Yes, I was controlling the badger. I thought you were being taken prisoner. We—” he gestured to his comrades, “—were sent to try and turn back the predators that the Kendorians have driven into the lowlands, out to the highway and other areas that are populated. But their shaman is much more powerful than I am.” Hykur lowered his head, but not before Basilard saw the slump to his shoulders and the defeat in his eyes. “We’ve been useless here. And I should not have used the badger in such a manner. She could have been hurt. My father would not approve.”

The three hunters were alternating between watching the conversation and looking up and down the river. They appeared less chagrined than Hykur about the badger attack—or the fact that a Kendorian was being tied up.

You’re here to spy? Basilard asked. And keep the Kendorians from calling more grimbals down this way? Who sent you?

“My father, Chief Relikor. He didn’t send us to spy, just to try and turn the animals back to nature’s path.” Hykur waved toward the north, the usual grounds of the big predators. “But there is no point in trying to find each individual predator, when it’s clear their minds have been tampered with by a human. It makes more sense to stop the human.” This time, he pointed downriver, toward the camp. Was the shaman Sicarius had sensed nearby the same one responsible for the wayward animals? “But I don’t know how to do that without… displeasing God.”

Even if God had nothing to say about it, Basilard doubted young Hykur would be a match for the shaman who had hurled him against a tree and flattened Ashara.

“We want to fight,” the youngest man said. He was more boy than man, perhaps thirteen or fourteen. “To drive these people out of our homeland. Do you see what they’re doing to the mountains? Every morning, there are explosions. They’re scaring away animals and defacing hunting and fishing lands, lands that are ours, not theirs.”

“They belong to God, not us,” Hykur said with a sigh. “That is what my father would say. That is what all of the elders are saying. If God wanted them to leave, he would send a flood to wash them away. It is not our place to attack them.”

Basilard thought of Sicarius and the flood Amaranthe wanted. Not exactly an act of God…

But you are here. Basilard arched his eyebrows. Aware of Amaranthe and Maldynado walking over, he knew he should send the young men away or leave them where he had found them and continue with his mission, but this was his first opportunity to speak with some of his people, and he hated to rush it. 

“We’re here,” Hykur agreed, his hooded eyes acknowledging that they probably should not be. 

Where is everybody else? We’ve encountered abandoned villages.

“Probably still at the solstice meeting grounds. Everyone was gathering there. I think from there, my father and the other chiefs will recommend taking the clans north until the Kendorians are done and have stopped their tricks with the animals.”

“Tricks,” the talkative youth growled. “They’re using grimbals to kill our people. My brother—” His freckled face scrunched into a pained expression, and he looked away.

“I know.”

We’re going to try to get them to leave, Basilard signed.

Hykur tilted his head. “How?” He glanced at the knife in Basilard’s hand, and his lips thinned. 

The young priest did not want to lie down and accept whatever the Kendorians did, but he was not ready to pursue violent methods, either, at least not more violent than badger attacks. 

Allies, Basilard signed as Maldynado walked past, the tied and gagged Kendorian slung over his shoulder. 

Whistling, Maldynado deposited his burden behind a bush, brushed off his hands, eyed a stack of rocks, then grinned. He started laying flat rocks on top of the Kendorian. 

“What are you doing?” Amaranthe asked, coming up behind him.

“Entertaining myself.”

“Burying him alive?”

“Just a little. Giving him a few additional obstacles to overcome when he wakes up. We don’t want him charging into camp right behind us, after all.”

“Make sure he can breathe.”

“Naturally.”

The Mangdorians watched on, wearing bemused expressions.

“They’re Turgonian?” Hykur asked.

Basilard nodded. I intend to tell the Kendorian leader that the Turgonians are preparing an army to send to deal with them.

“Are they?” Hykur’s eyebrows rose hopefully.

No. But the Kendorians are not the only ones who can use tricks to get what they want.

“The coyote shows us that trickery is a valid way of dealing with aggressors,” Hykur said.

That she does.

“Do you want us to do anything?” the freckled boy asked, his expression hopeful.

Basilard prayed he would not disappoint these young men. Or get them killed. It would be useful to have a telepath on his side, but he did not want to get them involved in case nothing came of this plan. Or in case the Kendorians simply decided to shoot his team.

I suggest you stay out of the way for now, Basilard signed. We’re going in to talk to the leader. He paused. Do you know anything about the leader? Anything that could help us?

“It’s a woman, an army officer. She looks ruthless. I’ve seen her order her people flogged as punishment. The Kendorians are in a hurry, it seems like. They want their mines established and a fort built, so she’s not patient. I don’t know why the hurry.” Hykur’s expression turned bitter. “It’s not like our people are going to do anything.”

“I’m going to do something,” the youth muttered.

Hykur gripped his shoulder. “Do not allow your need to avenge your brother drive you to your own end.”

The youth glared sullenly at the ground and did not respond.

Let us try our trickery first, Basilard signed, the message as much for the young man as the rest of them. That one might act rashly and make trouble. Even if Basilard did not have much hope for his crazy plan playing out as he hoped, he did not need anyone riling up the Kendorians ahead of time. Do you have any intelligence about the shaman?

“Just that he’s powerful. I think he knows we’re out here somewhere. I don’t think he’s worried about us.” Hykur’s mouth twisted in distaste. “Also, the army leader doesn’t try to order him around.”

Basilard wondered whether this Major Diratha was truly in charge or if the shaman was the ultimate decision maker. He should have asked Ashara if she knew anything about him, but he hadn’t wanted to test her allegiance too much. Mostly, he hadn’t wanted to learn for certain that she would choose the Kendorians over him. Somehow suspecting that she would was not as bad as knowing it. Her actions and opinions shouldn’t matter to him, but he wanted her as a friend rather than an enemy, whether it made sense in this situation or not.

“We might want to get going,” Amaranthe murmured. “It would be better to arrive and make our claims before this fellow wakes up and comes charging into camp after us.”

Maldynado stepped back, admiring the rock cairn he had stacked atop and around the man. “We’ll just tell the truth if he charges in while we’re chatting. That a badger attacked him.”

“Are we also going say that the badger was the one who stacked rocks on top of him?”

“Sure. Aren’t badgers nature’s engineers?”

“You’re thinking of beavers,” Amaranthe said.

“Really? What do badgers do?”

“I think they’re just tough and surly.” 

“Like Sicarius?”

Hykur couldn’t have understood much of the conversation, but perhaps he was monitoring their thoughts, because he seemed to grasp what they were talking about. “We can confuse him when he wakes up,” he said, eyeing the cairn, “without showing him that we’re here. It’s our fault he was attacked, so perhaps we can make him believe that God—or his gods—was trying to tell him something.” He waved at the rocks.

Basilard nodded. Good, but please do it from an elevated position. He pointed toward narrow ledges that ran along the canyon walls in places. The weather up north looks iffy. You never know when floods will come.

At first, Hykur shook his head, appearing confused as he gazed toward the clear northern sky, but then he squinted thoughtfully. “I see.”

Be careful, Basilard signed, then waved in parting. He wondered if he should have told the young men to go home, to do as their parents would have wished. With so few allies here, he was reluctant to send any away.

“Did you learn anything about the leader?” Amaranthe asked as they headed downriver again. “This army major?”

Yes. She sounds challenging.

“Challenging?” Maldynado asked. “As in, she might want to arm wrestle with me before believing in my Turgonian supremacy? Or as in, she won’t believe anything Amaranthe says no matter how charming she is?”

You may have to be the charming one. Basilard had seen Amaranthe talk a few women over to her side, but her smile definitely worked better on men.

“I’m not sure if that negates the need to arm wrestle or not,” Maldynado said.

Nor am I.

• • • • •

The Mangdorians were talking a lot and rapidly. Arguing. 

Wind scoured the top of the mountains, tugging at Ashara’s hair, and she was very aware of the cliff dropping away to her right. She stayed toward the left side of the trail, walking around boulders and loose rock with Mahliki picking a similarly careful route behind her. Two Mangdorians walked ahead of them, glancing over the edge often. The rest of the group was responsible for most of the arguing.

“I understand a little of what they’re saying,” Ashara said over her shoulder, raising her voice to be heard above the wind. “More than I thought I would. More words are similar than I thought.”

“I don’t suppose they’re talking about how nice it will be to lead us to their chiefs for a chat?” Mahliki said.

“They don’t want us to see their sacred meeting place. I’m not even sure we’re going the right way. They’re hoping we trip and fall. One of them is saying that they could help make that happen. You might want to show them that note.”

“Hm.” Mahliki stopped, resting her pack against a boulder. She lifted her hands and said, “Wait,” when one of the men moved forward, his spear ready to prod her again. “Let me tell you who sent us.” She signed in the hand code at the same time as she spoke. “Do you know Basilard? Your ambassador to Turgonia? Oh, what’s his real name?” she asked in a mutter. “Lalchek? Leyelchek?” She looked at the Mangdorians, her eyebrows rising in hope.

They frowned at her.

“Look, I’ll show you what we’re doing. We’re here to help.” She kept signing, but it did not seem to mean anything to the men.

“Try using terms that are related to hunting,” Ashara suggested. “They would more likely be original signs for them, ones they would all know.”

“It’s hard to talk about ambassadors and politics in hunting terms.” Mahliki slung her pack off her shoulders and untied the flap slowly, keeping an eye on the spear tips.

Ashara thought she would pull out the note. Instead, she withdrew some of her samples, the dishes full of fuzzy gray growth. Ashara groaned, doubting that would mean anything to the men. But Mahliki laid them out on the rocky trail, the wind gusting and whipping her braid around. Then she launched into an explanation about the trees, the blight, and that the Turgonians had sent them to help. She signed at the same time as she spoke, but the men did not appear enlightened. 

Until one man’s eyes widened. He gripped his comrade’s arm, pointed at her, and spoke rapidly.

For a moment, Ashara allowed herself to hope that he had gotten the gist and that there would be no more talk of helping women over cliffs, but the knot of men grew more agitated. They were almost yelling as they pointed at her with their spears and then pointed over the edge.

“Uh,” Ashara said, “I think they believe you might be the source of the blight.”

“That’s ridiculous. Why would I be telling them all about it, if I was?”

“I’m not sure we were rescued by the brightest flowers on the elderberry bush. The sourest berries, maybe.” Ashara rubbed her fingers together, tempted to grab an arrow, but that would be the final snowflake that broke the branch. Remembering the two men who had been leading, she looked at them, wondering if either might be more reasonable. 

“Either of you know Basilard?” she asked. “Leyelchek?” 

One of the men met her gaze. The other was watching Mahliki, his gray eyes narrowed. In speculation? Anger? Concentration? It was hard to tell. Angered locusts, maybe he thought she was pretty. 

“She’s not married,” Ashara said, more out of desperation than anything else. “Maybe I can get her to come to dinner at your yurt.”

Gray Eyes snorted and looked at her. 

With a start, Ashara realized he had understood. She had been speaking in Kendorian, less out of any thought that they might understand it and more because it was natural for her to default to that. Should she have tried that from the start? 

“What are you doing here?” the man asked, speaking in her tongue. His words were heavily accented, but she understood them, and that was all that mattered.

“We’re working with the Mangdorian ambassador to Turgonia. Do you know him?”

“Mayarjek was killed almost two years ago,” Gray Eyes said coolly. “By the Turgonian army commander, Hollowcrest. Apparently, he dared suggest the Turgonians should offer fewer trade taxes, since our people patrol the highway that they use and keep it free of predators.” Some of his coolness faded, changing to a grimace as he added, “Usually.” He looked Ashara up and down. “I understand the Kendorian ambassador stood nearby and watched as Mayarjek was stabbed in the chest with a knife.”

Ashara swallowed. She had no knowledge of any of this and was surprised some random hunter would know the story. “That was a while ago. There’s a new ambassador now. And a new ruler over there. A new government. Haven’t you heard?” 

“Mayarjek was my father.”

Oh. No wonder this man knew the history. “Does that preclude you knowing what’s going on over there now?” This probably wasn’t the time for sarcasm, but she wanted to get off this windy cliff and ensure Mahliki reached Basilard’s people unharmed. She’d said she would do that, and she would, but she was tired of dealing with obstacles. This wasn’t even her quest. “Basilard is the ambassador, and the new president sent us to help.”

“Basilard—Leyelchek—is not welcome here.”

Any triumph Ashara might have experienced at having his name recognized was squashed by the man’s words. Even though she had not known Basilard long, she felt stung on his behalf. “What do you mean? An ambassador is supposed to communicate with the nation he’s representing.”

The man’s jaw was set, his eyes hard. 

“Someone made him ambassador,” Ashara said. Even if this particular Mangdorian did not like Basilard, that did not mean that nobody else would welcome him.

“No one who lives.” He stared at her.

Ashara didn’t know what to say. Had something changed, causing Basilard to lose his job without knowing it? 

“Pelajen,” the man said.

What? She hadn’t asked anything. 

“Is that your name?” she guessed.

“Yes.”

Maybe he wanted her name, to know if she was someone who wouldn’t be welcome here, either. Of course, her nationality alone should have implied that. All she said was, “Well, Pelajen, if you could take my friend here to see your people, you might get something out of it. Like some nice acorn flour to eat this winter. She’s a scientist and knows about tree blights.”

“We do not need Turgonian help.” Pelajen spat, the wad landing not far from Ashara’s foot. Clearly, nothing about pacifism meant manners were a requirement.

“She grew up in the Kyatt Islands,” Ashara said, fighting to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “She’s not very Turgonian.”

He stared at her for a long time, his cool gaze making her uncomfortable. She made herself stare back. She almost wished someone would come at her with one of those spears. She would rather fight than bicker or have to defend herself with words. That had never been her strength.

His stare shifted to Mahliki. She must have realized that her samples weren’t helping, because she had returned them to her pack. The Mangdorians were still arguing behind her, still gesticulating with their spears. Pelajen said two terse words that Ashara did not understand, and they stopped.

“Come,” Pelajen said, jerking his head back toward the trail.

“That’s what we’ve been trying to do,” Ashara said.

He didn’t look back.

“What were you two talking about?” Mahliki asked when they were moving again.

“Mangdorian-Turgonian history.”

“You found something in that topic to convince them not to push us off the cliff?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t think we’re saved yet. These people seem bitter.”

“About their trees?” 

“About everything.”

Even though they were speaking in Turgonian now, Pelajen gave them a long look back over his shoulder. Ashara wondered if he might understand some of that language too. Perhaps if his father had been an ambassador, he had taught his children some other languages.

Miles and hours later, the Mangdorians led them through a maze of rocky hills and into a glacial valley carved into the southern side of a mountaintop. The hills sheltered it from the wind, but it wasn’t warm, even if it was the height of summer. Ashara wondered how high above the Kendorian plains they were.

When the first yurts came into view, it took her by surprise. With gray and brown hides for walls, they blended into the earth well, and she hadn’t detected the telltale scent of campfires as they had approached. Maybe the Mangdorians were worried about being found. That could explain why these hunters had not wanted to bring Ashara and Mahliki here. She wished she knew what had changed. 

As they drew closer to the end of the valley, more yurts came into view, most of them freshly set up, with the paths between them still more grass than dirt. But that didn’t mean the area didn’t have a sense of history about it; on a rocky granite cliff rising at the back of the valley, giant pictographs had been carved, some so large and deep that she could make out the details from hundreds of meters away. They seemed to illustrate stories, religious tales perhaps, though she did not know much about the Mangdorian religion and could not have guessed what the stories signified.

The laughter of children reached her ears, and a moment later, a pack of girls and boys ran out to greet the hunters. They looked at Ashara and Mahliki curiously, but were not daunted by their presence. They ran to greet their parents or perhaps older brothers. A few older women watched from stools in front of huts where they were stretching hides, carving wooden utensils, and working on pottery. Three girls ranging in age from about eight to twelve surrounded Pelajen and hugged him.

“Apparently, they don’t know he’s an ass when he’s away from the yurt,” Ashara muttered.

Her words were for Mahliki—the hunters had drifted away from them, more interested in their homecoming than in their guests, or prisoners, as Ashara felt might be the more applicable word.

Mahliki didn’t answer. She was watching the girls. “That one has Basilard’s eyes, don’t you think?” she asked, pointing to the oldest of the ones greeting Pelajen. “I suppose lots of the people here have those sky blue eyes, though. Probably common.”

Pelajen gave them another one of his long looks before ushering the girls into the village. All of the hunters headed toward the sprawling collection of hundreds of yurts, leaving Ashara and Mahliki standing by themselves. 

Mahliki scratched her cheek. “Are we supposed to wait?”

“I have no idea. Ever feel like you’re not wanted?”

“Not… usually.” Mahliki dug into her pocket and pulled out the folded note.

“Must be nice.”

“Maybe we can wander until we find someone who can read this. Or until someone concerned about our presence runs out with spears.” Mahliki rubbed her backside. Those hunters hadn’t been too gentle in guiding them along the trail.

“Here comes someone.” Ashara folded her arms across her chest as two white-haired men approached. This situation had her feeling defensive, but she kept her chin up and ensured she did not appear scared or weak. Animals could sense that, and Mangdorians probably could too.

“Leyelchek sent you?” the first man asked brusquely in rough Turgonian. With a bulbous nose, large lips, and deep creases around his eyes, he looked like someone more accustomed to smiling than scowling, but he was doing the latter now.

“Yes.” Mahliki held up the paper. “We brought a note.”

“I’m Chief Kralek, and this is our clan priest, Tey. Leyelchek is not welcome here. Nor are his foreign friends. I don’t know why Pelajen brought you here.”

“How is Bas—Leyelchek not welcome?” Mahliki asked. “He’s the ambassador to Turgonia.” She looked at Ashara in confusion.

Ashara could only shrug back. Her first thought was that Basilard might have been lying all along and that for some reason he was pretending his people had appointed him to the job, but why would he have then sent Ashara and Mahliki to this place? And why the charade with the note?

“Not anymore. Chief Halemek appointed him. He was one of the first casualties to that Kendorian shaman and his pet grimbals.” Kralek had been talking to Mahliki, but he now shifted his glower to Ashara. 

“I’m just the guide,” she said, feeling cranky. She hadn’t expected warmth from the Mangdorians, but the hostility was irritating, given that she and Mahliki were here to help them.

“Sir,” Mahliki said, “my father sent me to help with your blight. I’ve been studying the trees on the way here, and I have some ideas. If you have a practitioner who could help me, I believe I might be able to create a… compound.” She grimaced, as if that wasn’t the word she wanted; maybe the Turgonians didn’t have a suitable word. “Something to help your trees resist the blight, which is manmade. Did you know that already?”

She had Kralek’s attention now. He was listening intently. “The Kendorians?”

“I can’t prove that,” Mahliki said. “I just know that it’s not a natural blight.”

“No,” Kralek murmured. “We suspected not. Who did you say sent you? You don’t look old enough to be trained as a syraku.”

“My father. The president.”

“The president of what?”

“Uh, Turgonia. You know it’s not an empire anymore, right?”

Kralek stared at her, then conversed rapidly with the man at his side. Ashara wondered what kind of mental skills the priest possessed. If he was a telepath, he could see for himself that Mahliki spoke the truth, assuming that she did not object to such an intrusion or have defenses to keep telepaths out. Ashara still had not figured out if Mahliki had skills beyond the mundane or not. She had certainly moved out of the way before that tree had fallen.

“Your father is Starcrest?” Kralek finally asked.

“Yes, but I grew up on the Kyatt Islands,” Mahliki said. “I’ve been studying botany and biology since I was old enough to catch my first firefly.”

“Come. You will speak with one of our wise women.”

Ashara kept herself from voicing her opinion about the lack of wisdom these people had shown thus far. It looked like Mahliki was finally getting the invitation she had wanted. 

The chief and his priest walked away without another word for Ashara. She did not know whether to follow after them or stay where she was. Since nobody else was likely to look favorably upon a Kendorian wandering around, she sighed and dropped her pack by a boulder beside the trail. It wouldn’t be the first time she had waited for someone. 

Before she settled in, Pelajen returned.

“You didn’t mention who she was,” he said, having apparently been eavesdropping from nearby. He spoke in Kendorian again.

“You didn’t ask.”

“She would have been invited up.”

“Glad to know the president’s daughter is on your list of preferred guests.”

“If the Turgonians wanted us dead, we would have been dead long ago. With your people, it’s more questionable.” 

“Those all your daughters?” Ashara asked, more to turn his attention in another direction than because she doubted that they were. Still, Mahliki’s comment flashed through her mind, and she wondered.

His eyes narrowed. “One was adopted a few years ago.”

Ashara remembered Basilard’s story of being captured and enslaved, of his wife dying. “Leyelchek’s?” she asked.

“It’s better for her that he stay away. He would be an inappropriate influence.”

Surprised the guess was accurate, she stared at him. Maybe Mahliki did have some practitioner talents.

“My uncle agrees,” Pelajen added.

“Who’s your uncle?” Ashara asked, though she had a hunch before he looked in the direction the chief had gone. He, the priest, and Mahliki had disappeared into one of the bigger yurts. “Kralek?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t think she has a right to know her real father?”

“I’m her father now,” Pelajen said. “I have been for five years, while he was out committing acts of violence, killing other people, like a rabid animal, not a human being.”

“You don’t know what he went through,” Ashara said hotly, more upset on Basilard’s behalf than made sense. When had he started mattering to her? “You don’t know what the Turgonians did to him, whether or not he had a choice.”

“There is always a choice.”

“What? To die?”

“Better to accept death than to take the lives of others,” Pelajen said, bowing his head as if he was reciting some religious tenet. Maybe he was.

“Spoken like someone who’s never had to face death,” Ashara said, “or to see your family threatened, those you care about attacked by people who don’t follow your religion.” She didn’t know if what she was saying was coming out coherently, but his condescension irritated her. It wasn’t just about Basilard. Now he was condemning her, as well, because she had fought and killed, to defend herself and to defend others who could not protect themselves.

“The world is never made a better place through violence. A better man would have avoided being captured, would have tricked the Turgonians, would have escaped to follow his beliefs without doing violence.” Pelajen turned away, walking toward the village.

“It must make you feel good to be such a better man,” Ashara called after him, then added, “Sanctimonious prick,” not caring if he heard or not. He did not look back.

She eyed the backrest she had made with her pack, but she had no interest in sitting and relaxing now. She paced, wanting to unleash her frustration somehow. Perhaps with violence. Pelajen would love that. She snorted and kicked a rock.

“Basilard, why are you even trying to defend these people?” 

Nobody was around to answer. 

 


Chapter 13

Basilard clasped his hands behind his back and gazed around at the controlled chaos of the Kendorian encampment. Four soldiers surrounded him, Amaranthe, and Maldynado, men who had spotted them before they reached the first of the tunnels dug into the canyon walls. Now they stood guard while some messenger hunted for the major or one of the other higher-ranking officers. The men had taken the team’s weapons, despite Amaranthe’s attempt to misunderstand their intent and highlight the features of new Turgonian firearms. She didn’t look concerned. Basilard tried not to look concerned, either, but inside he was seething. Less at the purloined weapons and more at what was happening all around him, at the damage that had been done to the cliffs.

It wasn’t just the caves; the Kendorians seemed to be quarrying rock, as well. Huge piles of rubble rose in spots around the canyon floor. Did they plan to build a whole city here? All of the timber and brush had been cleared, leaving the red dirt and rock scarred and bare, with only a few stumps poking up here and there. Fires burned at intervals, the haze hanging like a cloud over the canyon, the heavy scent of smoke obliterating lesser smells. From his spot near the river, he could see a timber wall being erected high overhead, on the lip of one of the cliffs. That hadn’t been there the day before, but he remembered all of those wagons transporting logs and tools out of the mountains. 

“Looks like they’re making a fort up there, eh?” Maldynado said. He kept his voice low, but he need not have worried about being overheard. Even though the day had grown late, a constant banging came from mineshafts dug into the cliffs on both sides of the waterway. 

Someplace for the miners to run for protection if an attack comes, Basilard signed.

“Long run up to the top though.”

There is a trail about a mile that way. Basilard pointed downstream, but he kept glaring up at the construction project. He wished it was being erected in the canyon, where the flood might tear it down, if Sicarius did, indeed, succeed in damming up the river and unleashing the water all at once. At first, Basilard had thought that measure extreme, but now that he saw all that the Kendorians were presuming to do in his people’s land, he would welcome a wall of water roaring down from upriver. 

“They’ll have a good view of the surrounding land from up there, won’t they?” Amaranthe was gazing up at the wall too. “And they won’t be hidden. Anyone coming down out of the mountains would see a walled outpost sitting out there. You would think they would have wanted to stay out of sight for this.” She waved at the tunnels. 

My people would have known this was happening, regardless of whether they hid.

“I suppose, but it’s almost like they’re making a statement. And there are a lot of people here.” Amaranthe gazed toward a cave much larger than the others, one with supply wagons parked outside of it. 

So they can mine what they wish quickly and then get out? Basilard suggested.

“Or because they’re not planning to get out.”

What do you mean? he asked, though he feared he knew exactly what she meant. 

“Sorry, Bas, but this looks more like an invasion force than a mining squad. The first prong of an attack, possibly. Do you know of any other Kendorian incursions along your border?”

No. He swallowed. Not yet. I haven’t been able to talk to our chiefs yet. 

“You mean the Kendorians are planning to take over Mangdoria?” Maldynado asked. “All of it?”

“The portion that they want at least.”

Basilard stared bleakly around, even more distressed by the chaos now. He happened to be looking toward the large cave when a silver-haired woman strode out with two armed men and a young assistant at her side. Her face was weathered and lined from a career spent out in the sun, and she had a leathery toughness about her. Her weapons belt sagged around her hips with the weight of all of the holsters and pouches on it; she carried a dagger, a short sword, a pistol, and a coiled whip. A complicated blue-and-green beaded earring dangled from one of her lobes, a sign of military rank. The men around her wore simple silver studs.

“Is that the boss?” Maldynado whispered. “Not sure I want to arm wrestle her.”

“Because you think she might win?” Amaranthe murmured back. The woman was drawing near, walking straight toward them.

“Of course not. I might be a little concerned about that whip, though.”

I thought you said Yara had a whip, Basilard signed.

Not a whip. Ropes. There’s a huge difference in matters of, ah, bare and delicate skin. Maldynado had resorted to signing, as well, since the newcomers were within earshot.

The silver-haired woman had sharp blue eyes that tracked the gestures as she approached. Basilard doubted she could understand the conversation, but he lowered his hands, nonetheless. It wasn’t as if the topic would help them negotiate.

“Evening, ma’am.” Maldynado removed his hat and bowed. 

“Major,” the woman said in Turgonian. “Major Diratha.”

Amaranthe grimaced slightly. Maybe she hadn’t expected the Kendorian leader to speak Turgonian. She wouldn’t have an opportunity to coach Maldynado in his role while acting as a translator. 

“So… not a ma’am?” Maldynado smiled playfully.

Basilard had seen that smile melt the defenses of many women, but the major stared back at him flintily.

“Who are you, what do you want, and how did you reach the perimeter of my camp without an escort?” Diratha looked to the men standing guard and holding the team’s weapons. They did not respond. Most of them avoided her hard gaze.

“Maldynado Marblecrest, to warn you about the Turgonian invasion, and we ambled right down that stream there.”

Basilard hoped the threat of the invasion caught her interest immediately, and she did not ask more details about why a guard hadn’t stopped them. He didn’t want more Kendorians running up there to look for the missing man, not when they could stumble across his people.

“Invasion,” Diratha said in a flat tone that didn’t give much away. Maybe she and Sicarius had shared a tutor in their youths.

“Yes, I thought I’d be a polite fellow and warn you about it.”

Diratha grunted and glanced at Basilard and Amaranthe. “Who are you two?”

“My assistants,” Maldynado said, before Amaranthe could speak. 

She shut her mouth, apparently willing to let him take the lead. He was the warrior-caste person here, after all. The most likely representative from Turgonia. Basilard hoped Maldynado could pull it off. At least he had the appropriate arrogance. That oozed out even when he was being polite.

“They can’t speak?” Diratha asked.

“Actually, that fellow there with the gleaming head can’t speak.” Maldynado waved at Basilard.

Basilard ignored the jab at his head, which was actually quite stubbly, since he hadn’t had time to pull out his razor lately. Instead, he watched Diratha and the men around her, trying to gauge how quickly they might react if the major saw through the ruse. Would Basilard and his comrades have any chance of getting out of the camp without being caught? Or shot? Elsewhere, people were busy with the mining work, but all of these guards were alert, watching the conversation attentively. 

“Who is he?” Diratha asked.

“Our guide.”

“He looks like the Mangdorian ambassador.”

Basilard had the presence of mind to keep his face neutral, but a surge of panic ran through him. He hadn’t expected to be recognized. It wasn’t as if he had held the office for long, and he had never gone to Kendor as part of the assignment. Had Shukura sent tintypes of all of the prominent people in the Turgonian government back to his homeland? Or maybe hasty sketches? Basilard had never posed for anything; he knew that. Of course, his scars were conspicuous enough that they alone might have been used to describe him.

“Yes,” Maldynado said smoothly. “Who else would we have on hand who would make a decent guide?”

“And you?” Diratha gave Amaranthe a challenging look. “Can you also not speak?”

“I can speak, but I mostly take notes,” Amaranthe said. “I’m Lord Marblecrest’s secretary.”

“Did you forget your notepad?”

“No. I was waiting for the preliminaries to finish.” Amaranthe slipped a notebook out of a pouch on the side of her rucksack with a pen clipped to the front. “I was also seeing if we would be allowed to speak or if you would simply shoot us.”

“Oh, please,” Maldynado drawled. “Nobody shoots a Marblecrest.” His voice grew chillier when he added, “Nobody who wishes to live for long, anyway.”

The major appeared about as intimidated as a bear confronted by a mouse. “What do you want?”

“For your troops to withdraw from Mangdoria immediately,” Maldynado said, slipping into the part of the conversation that he and Basilard had rehearsed. “My people will be coming soon, and it would behoove you not to be here when they arrive.”

“Your people.”

“Yes, we’ve reached an arrangement with certain Mangdorians.” Maldynado inclined his head toward Basilard. “Certain chiefs who have come to understand that it is better to give in to a few Turgonian demands in exchange for protection. I must thank you for demonstrating so blatantly why they need protection. I wasn’t expecting to find anyone except for the Mangdorians here, but this is working out well. As you might guess, my talks with the clan heads were favorably received.”

“Were they?” Diratha’s tone remained flat whenever she responded, her comments sounding more like statements of disbelief rather than questions.

Basilard licked his lips. This wasn’t going to work. Any minute, she would order them all tied up—or shot. 

“When might these Turgonians be arriving?” Diratha asked.

“Tomorrow,” Maldynado said brightly.

The major’s eyes narrowed to slits.

Amaranthe stirred for the first time. She nudged Maldynado with an elbow. “My lord, should you not speak truthfully if you wish her to heed your warning?”

“I don’t care if she heeds anything. Just because the president feels it’s fair to send a negotiator—” Maldynado prodded his chest with his thumb, “—doesn’t mean I agree with him. We should have taken them by surprise instead of warning them. Our men will enjoy a good fight. You know how the military likes to thump on Kendorians. And they have those new artillery weapons to try out.” He lowered his voice and spoke out of the side of his mouth to Amaranthe. “I don’t think she believes us, but that’s fine. Then they’ll get their surprise, after all.”

Basilard had no trouble hearing the muttered addendum, and he was sure Major Diratha heard it too. As she was surely meant to.

“As you say, my lord,” Amaranthe said, doing a surprisingly good job of playing the role of the docile secretary. 

Diratha switched to Kendorian to give an order to the soldiers. Something about putting Basilard and the others… somewhere. Not in a hole in the ground or at the bottom of the river, he hoped. 

Without a word of parting for “Lord Marblecrest,” Diratha spun on her heel and stalked back toward the cave.

“Is our meeting over?” Maldynado called after her.

She did not turn around. The soldiers came forward, pointing their bows and muskets at Basilard, Maldynado, and Amaranthe, then nodding toward the big cave. Since Diratha was heading that way, Basilard did not see a reason to object. He was curious as to where she would go and who she would talk to. Might the shaman be waiting in there? Did Diratha believe anything Maldynado had said?

Twilight had come to the canyon, and several of the mineshafts were dark, but torchlight yellowed the entrances of some of them, and the banging and scraping continued to emanate from within. A fire crackled at the mouth of the large cave, and Basilard could also pick out lanterns burning in its depths. Unlike with the recently excavated tunnels, this appeared to be a natural formation. He watched as Diratha walked past the fire and disappeared inside.

One of the guards stepped in front of Maldynado and pointed toward the cliff wall beside the cave entrance.

“There?” Maldynado asked. “Against the wall?”

The man grunted and pointed again, this time prodding Maldynado with his rifle. It had a bayonet on the end, so that could not have felt good.

“Easy on the cheeks, old fellow,” Maldynado said. “I pay handsomely for my rejuvenating skin rub. I don’t need you poking holes in the treated areas.”

Basilard leaned against the cool stone wall, standing close enough that he could see part of the cave inside, but Diratha had disappeared down one of two tunnels at the back. A couple of soldiers standing guard in front of a cache of crates, bags, and barrels glared at Basilard. He leaned back around the corner. Maldynado and Amaranthe had been directed to stand next to him. Their four guards sat down on boulders or crates, but it was clear they intended to remain nearby and that they were watching their guests. 

“Anyone else feel like we’ve been lined up against a wall and we’re waiting for the firing squad to get word to shoot?” Amaranthe asked.

“No,” Maldynado said, “I was busy feeling the holes that thug left in my backside. Who puts such a sharp bayonet on such a crummy old musket?”

“Maybe someone who doesn’t trust the musket to fire and knows he’ll need backup.” Amaranthe lowered her voice. “Shall we wait or attempt to snoop around?”

Basilard had been leaning around the corner again, seeing how much attention the soldiers inside were paying to the entrance. They were still standing, but their gazes were downward, toward a crate that they were using for a dice game. The dice hadn’t been there a moment ago. They must have hidden them when the major stalked through. 

Basilard touched Amaranthe’s arm and signed, I can snoop if you distract those men.

Unfortunately, not much daylight remained, and he didn’t think his friends could make out his signs. Even if he had grown accustomed to his impediment over the last few years, there were times when he would have given a great deal to have his voice back.

“Did Bas say something?” Maldynado whispered.

“I think we have a volunteer for snooping,” Amaranthe murmured back. “I’ll go ask our guards if we can expect to be invited to dinner.”

She squeezed Basilard’s arm, then walked away from the wall, deliberately blocking the men’s view of him.

“Unbutton a few buttons on your shirt,” Maldynado suggested. “That will make them more amenable to discussing dinner with you. Other things as well, I’m sure.”

Already on the move, Basilard did not hear her response—if she had one. Comments like that were best ignored.

He slipped around the corner, moving slowly and hugging the wall, hoping he would not draw the men’s eyes. They were facing each other, watching the dice, but he could not assume they would not check their surroundings periodically.

On silent feet, his moccasins not stirring the dust or pebbles, Basilard followed the wall of the cave. The fire at the entrance burned heartily, but night’s grip had taken over the inside, offering many shadows. He listened as he crept along, hoping to catch Diratha’s voice. He could sneak down the closest tunnel easily enough, but if she had gone down the second one, he would have to cross in front of the cache of supplies—and the guards—to reach it. Unless he climbed over the barrels and crates, he would not have any chance of passing unnoticed. They would have to be drunk and blind not to notice someone climbing over the cache too.

Both tunnels were lit intermittently, with lanterns on makeshift poles leaning against the walls. Basilard waited until the men were arguing over the dice game, both of their faces toward the crate, then started down the first one. But he had gone no more than three steps when Major Diratha’s voice reached his ears. It was not coming from his tunnel but from the other one. 

Sighing, he eased back the way he had come, crouching and longing for deeper shadows. The soldiers were still arguing. Basilard wished he had a few mental science skills, so he could cause their dice to roll off the crate, across the floor, and out of the cave. If they turned their backs for a few seconds, that would be all he needed to climb over the stack of supplies and reach the other tunnel unnoticed. Since that wasn’t an option, he eyed the crates and kegs near the mouth of his tunnel, wondering if he might use something to distract them for a few seconds.

A crate labeled in Turgonian caught his eye: military-grade blasting sticks, 100 count. 

He snorted inwardly. Those would make a good distraction, but they were at the bottom of the pile, and he wouldn’t be able to open the sealed lid without moving ten other crates—and applying a crowbar. There were a few kegs of black powder he could reach, but they all appeared sealed too. Since he was only a few feet from the guards, he couldn’t poke around without being seen, no matter how engrossing that dice game might be.

Instead, he backed down the tunnel. If active mining was going on, maybe he could find some opened crates of blasting sticks deeper inside of it. Of course, that would provide more than a distraction. He might bring the cave down around himself. Something subtler would be better, for now. He wanted to hear who Diratha was speaking with and what they were saying, not bury her in rubble.

Unfortunately, nothing more interesting than pebbles, a few strands of straw, and shards of wood lined the tunnel. The more steps he took in that direction, the more he worried he was missing his chance to spy. No matter how much Amaranthe charmed those guards, they were sure to notice that one of their charges had disappeared any second.

Basilard paused as he was about to pass the fifth or sixth lantern. They held candles rather than burning kerosene, like the ones back in Turgonia. Farther down the passage, the lanterns transitioned to crude torches fueled by wood and a slow-burning pitch. Inspired, he grabbed one of the candles, melted wax onto some of the slivers of wood and straw, and then scraped some of the pitch off an unlit torch. With his homemade fire starter in hand, he trotted back to the entrance to the tunnel. 

Making sure not to show himself, he lofted the ball of fuel over the guards’ heads. It landed in the fire at the front of the cave and caught fire with an audible fwoomp.

“What was that?” one soldier asked, stepping in that direction.

In the seconds they were both facing that way, Basilard climbed over the head-high pile of supplies and landed lightly in the shadows on the far side. He ducked into the other tunnel.

“Just the fire,” the other said.

“It got noisy.”

“A log shifted. That’s all.” 

Basilard was guessing at their conversation, since he didn’t understand all of the words, but from their tones, he thought he had the gist. They did not sound suspicious. That was all that mattered. 

Diratha’s words drifted to him from up ahead, her tone clipped. She was speaking quickly, and he struggled to understand her. He forced himself to slow down, so he wouldn’t stumble into her sight. Chambers had been hollowed out to either side of the tunnel, with lighting coming from one on the left, along with her voice. 

He stopped at the corner, listening and trying to determine if she was facing the tunnel. The dark chamber on the other side held more crates and barrels, along with sacks of salt, flour, and other foodstuffs. More chambers opened up farther down the tunnel. More storage rooms? Amaranthe was right. The Kendorians had brought a lot of supplies. Was this truly the start of an invasion? Not just a mining excursion?

“No,” came a male voice from within the room. Basilard’s breath caught. He had no trouble deciphering that word, and he also recognized the speaker. Shukura. 

What was he doing here?

When Diratha spoke again, Basilard could tell she was not facing the entrance, so he risked easing his head around the corner. A soft bluish white glow came from a crude split-log desk, and realization smacked Basilard in the face. The ambassador was not here; he was speaking to the major through a magical device, a communications orb. Shukura would have a matching one back in his office in the capital. Basilard would have clunked his head against the wall if it would not have made noise. The Kendorians had practitioners, so it would make sense that they had Makers, too, people who could craft magical devices. Even his own people could make a few simple items. He had been too long among the magic-loathing Turgonians, and he had forgotten that Made devices were far more common outside of the republic.

“They left last week,” Shukura was saying. “…Turgonian leader… don’t think so.”

Basilard wished he understood more of the language. He thought Shukura was saying he knew nothing about Turgonian plans to help the Mangdorians.

“You know of no treaty?” Diratha asked.

“No. The Turgonians… don’t see… Mangdorians… equals. Want ore, they would take it… no… treaty.”

“Then I’m going to kill these spies.”

Basilard grimaced and stepped back, intending to warn the others that they needed to get out of here.

“Wait,” Shukura said.

Basilard paused, torn. He needed to get away before Diratha ended the conversation and spotted him, but he wanted to hear whatever else Shukura would add.

“They sent Sicarius… party.”

“The assassin?”

“…works for Turgonian leader now.”

Diratha grunted. “And the Turgonians pretend… peace.”

“Be careful.”

A thump sounded—Diratha slamming a palm onto the table? 

Afraid he would not have time to sneak past the guards again before she walked out, Basilard slipped into the chamber on the other side of the tunnel. It was so stuffed with crates and bags that he almost could not squeeze inside. The blue-white glow vanished as he sucked in his belly and wedged himself into a crevice between the wall and the crates. 

Diratha strode out, heading for the cave exit. Basilard realized he should try to subdue her before she reached the guards. If she gave the order to shoot the others, there wouldn’t be time to act then.

He moved toward the doorway, intending to slip up behind her and attack, hoping he could surprise her and take her down without making noise. But a nail sticking out of a crate caught his shirt. Cursing inwardly, he extricated himself, but he lost precious seconds. 

He raced down the tunnel on silent feet, but Diratha had already reached the mouth of the cave. He could not jump her without the two guards seeing him. 

“Thanlic,” she ordered as she walked, “shoot those prisoners. They’re—”

An explosion came from right in front of the cave, burying her words with its roar. Light flashed, driving back the shadows inside briefly. It was not a huge blast that made the floor quake, but it was enough to cause Diratha and the two guards to sprint outside. 

Basilard did not know what had happened, but he took advantage of his moment alone. He yanked out a sturdy dagger and drove it into the side of one of the crates of blasting sticks. Shouts came from outside, some confused and some angry. With that commotion, Basilard did not worry about making noise. He tore into the side of the crate, ripping off planks until he could grab some of the sticks.

His first thought was to light them and throw them down a tunnel for a diversion. But as he was running to the fire for flame, he glanced back at the huge cache of supplies. A slight smile curved his lips as he realized that he could derail the Kendorians without hurting anyone after all. He lit his fistful of blasting sticks, threw them onto the top of the pile, and ran for the cave mouth. He forced himself not to simply sprint out, since he could not see what was going on outside, but his back itched, knowing those fuses would not take long to burn down.

People were running around in the dark of the camp. Bows twanged, and someone yelled a, “Find them!” order that Basilard had no trouble deciphering. Not surprisingly, Maldynado and Amaranthe were not standing beside the cave entrance anymore.

He could not tell which direction they had run, but he headed upstream, following the canyon wall. He would hope to reunite with them—and hope they would realize he wasn’t still inside, needing to be rescued. 

Before he had gone more than a dozen steps, the blasting sticks went off. Unlike the first explosion, this one boomed like the thunderous fury of God unleashed from the heavens.

A wall of air slammed into his back. It hurled him ten feet, his feet lifted from the ground. He landed in an ungainly roll, trying to keep from hurting himself, but the cacophony of rock crashing down filled him with fear. It sounded like it was coming from all around him, not just behind him. He scrambled to his feet, sprinting before he was fully upright. With the ground still shaking, threatening to hurl him down again, he caromed off the wall before finding his balance. He ran several hundred meters up the canyon before pausing to look back.

The sound of the explosion and falling rocks had died down, though angry shouts still punctuated the night. It was darker back there than it had been before, and he realized that the entire cave had collapsed. Piles of rubble lay where the entrance had been, and shards of rock were still tumbling from the canyon wall all around it. The Kendorians had backed far away from the rockfall and were standing by the river, waving and sometimes shooting into the night. At Maldynado and Amaranthe? Basilard hoped they had gotten away before he had created this chaos. He would have to head back to the dam and hope everyone would reunite there.

Moans of pain drifted to him once some of the shouts died down, and he frowned. So much for his hope of not hurting anyone.

Attempting to harden his heart, Basilard turned and resumed his run upriver. These people—these soldiers—had come prepared for battle. All he had given them was what they expected—and what they deserved for invading his homeland. Besides, Basilard’s soul had been condemned to Hell long ago. It wasn’t as if God could send him more than once.

• • • • •

Darkness came to the valley while Ashara sat against the boulder, listening to the sounds of the community. Nobody came out to check on her, but she did not mind. After traveling with people for several days, she found the solitude restful. She wouldn’t have minded moving farther away, so that nothing but the noises of the forest and the meadows would reach her ears, but figured she should stay close in case Mahliki needed her. 

It was possible the Mangdorian “wise woman” had the skills she needed, but Ashara could not know for certain. If these people weren’t able to help with the blight, then this trip up here would have been a waste. Ashara already resented that one of them would have to tell Basilard he no longer had a job when they reunited with him. Would it be cowardly to ask Mahliki to do it? She had known him longer. Before, at least he’d had some access to his daughter. Now, he was in the equivalent of her position, an outcast forbidden from crossing the borders and visiting. She never would have wished that on anyone. 

As the stars came out, she started to think of her children again, wondering, as she often did, what they were doing at that moment. Had they already been put to bed? Or were they being allowed to stay up late and play? Khanrin had always abhorred the notion of a bedtime and would prefer to charge around the house, leaping from furnishings and chasing the cat until he collapsed in the middle of the floor somewhere. Jiana had taken to reading at a young age and had already been doing it on her own when Ashara had left. She had never minded being sent to her bedroom, so long as a candle went with her.

“Ashara?” came a soft call from up the path at the same time as a lantern came into view. No, that was a torch. Basilard’s people truly were simple. Or just nomadic, she supposed, like the Kendorians on the eastern plains. One had to keep belongings to a minimum when one followed the herds. The Mangdorians didn’t even use lizards to help carry burdens. 

“Over here.” Ashara rubbed her eyes. She hadn’t been crying, but they were a tad moist.

The flames of the torch highlighted Mahliki’s face. She was alone, but she was only carrying a few things, not her entire pack, so she must intend to return to the village. That was fine. Ashara did not want to try to find her way down off this mountain in the middle of the night, not with all those trails that ran so close to cliffs.

“Are you ready to play an exciting and pivotal role in protecting the forest from the blight?” Mahliki grinned and prodded at the rocks beside the boulder until she found a niche for the torch. She thrust the end into it. The smell of burning pitch wafted from the flames.

“I’m ready to do something,” Ashara said and found the words were true. 

Why, she wasn’t sure. It wasn’t as if the Mangdorians had endeared themselves to her. Maybe it was more that she wanted to help Basilard. She doubted his people would see him as a hero if he succeeded at driving away the Kendorians—from what she had heard, they might see him as even more of a villain if he was forced to employ violence—but perhaps it would be different if he healed the forest. Wouldn’t that be something that even the most jaded among the Mangdorians might admire?

“Good.” Mahliki sat cross-legged in front of her and laid two of her glass dishes on the ground. “Can you sense the attributes of this one?” She tapped the one on the left.

Ashara laid her hand on the dish, but hesitated to sink into her mind and draw upon her other senses. The concentration that required always made a practitioner vulnerable. Pelajen might have preached of peaceful solutions, but several of those hunters had been radiating hostility. 

“I’ll watch your back,” Mahliki said.

Surprised, Ashara stared at her.

“I have a younger brother and a sister who are both practitioners,” Mahliki said. “I understand how it all works.”

“Do you watch their backs?”

“Nah, I usually drape washout paper around them when they’re concentrating. They’re completely insufferable, always playing tricks on me and talking telepathically about me. I take my revenge whenever I can.”

“I see. So I might come out of my trance wearing washout paper.” 

“Around here, it would have to be leaves and moss.”

Ashara snorted, then dropped her chin and closed her eyes, concentrating on the growth in the dish under her hand. It would be better if she could touch it directly, but she didn’t know if that was safe. Who knew what Mahliki had been experimenting with? Hadn’t she said something about brain toxins earlier? 

She pushed that thought aside and focused on the dish. Despite the dim lighting, the physical attributes of the specimen grew clear in her mind. It was a bark shaving that had been treated with several strains of a fungus. There was microscopic evidence of their attempt to colonize the wood, but the bark had proven unpalatable to the fungus. 

“What do you want me to do?” Ashara asked.

“Just get a sense for that, then touch this one too.” Mahliki tapped the other dish.

There wasn’t any wood inside of it, just a fungus sample, one in distress, Ashara gradually sensed. It had been treated with something and was losing a battle. 

“It’s dying—that’s our blight fungus?”

“Yes,” Mahliki said. “With the help of the wise woman, Sharlamar, I was able to isolate several bacteria that live within the bark of the resistant oak species. One of them seems to be a competitor to the fungus, while having a symbiotic relationship with the tree. I’m trying to figure out which one is responsible. I’d prefer to tinker with nature as little as possible here. But once I know, I can make a compound that the Mangdorians can use to inoculate the rest of the trees.”

“Show me the choices,” Ashara said after studying the dying fungus for several moments, seeing with her mind what she never could have seen with her eyes.

Mahliki produced four capped vials, laying them on the ground. Ashara touched each one with her hand and her mind. She recognized the offender immediately and opened her mouth to share her findings, but hesitated before speaking. It occurred to her that she was being given the opportunity Shukura had hoped she would get, to sabotage the project.

She shook her head. The personal consequences might be difficult to accept, but she would not be a part of destroying the forests, no matter whose forests they were. If her people wanted to skulk about and steal resources from another country, they could do it without her help.

Ashara tapped the middle vial. “That’s it.”

“You’re sure?” 

“I’m sure. I recognize the bacterium from one of my potions. It’s beneficial for humans too.”

“Potions?” Mahliki sounded amused.

“Yes, I… It’s a long story.”

“You can tell me on the way back.” Mahliki grabbed her samples, hopped to her feet, and waved. She took the torch and jogged back into the village.

As Ashara settled back against the boulder, the sense of being watched came over her. With the torch gone, she was alone in the darkness. Or she had been alone.

She rose to her feet, listening for the sound of someone approaching and testing the air with her nose. She didn’t hear anything, nor did she think she smelled anything, but she turned to face the tall grass behind her boulder. It was too dark to pick out anyone who might be back there, but she felt confident that her spy was in that direction. More than that, she believed she had more than one spy. 

She was about to reach out with the same senses she had used on the sample dishes, but someone spoke first.

“You have good senses, hunter,” a man said in accented Kendorian. His voice was cool. It was an observation, not a compliment. 

Ashara did not reach for her bow, but she made sure it and her quiver were where she had rested them, both within reach. “What do you want? All of you?”

A couple of people stirred, and grass rustled. 

“Can you put arrows in people as easily as you do animals?” the speaker asked.

All she could assume was that this was one of the men who had seen Ashara and Mahliki fighting the grimbal. One of the men who had been carrying spears and had wanted to push her off the ledge. That knowledge did not make her feel any more comfortable. Still, she offered her brave, unintimidated face and responded in a similar manner.

“With people, it’s easier. Thin hides, no fur. Humans are fragile. We die more easily than most animals.”

Someone mumbled something in Mangdorian. It didn’t sound complimentary. 

“We want to get rid of your people,” the original speaker said. 

He was at least three feet to the side of the other man. Ashara believed there were four or five more out there who hadn’t yet made a noise. She sensed them even if she did not see them or hear them.

“Starting with me?” she asked, flexing her hand, thinking of grabbing her bow and ducking behind the boulder.

“Are you here as a spy?” 

She should have blurted an indignant no and almost did, but Shukura’s face popped into her mind, along with the memory of his orders to be a spy and a saboteur. 

“Are you here to find out where we live and deliver that information back to your people?” The man had stepped forward, even if he hadn’t made a sound. The Mangdorians might not be trained combatants, but being capable hunters made them dangerous, should they ever decide to give up their religion. And this man sounded like he was willing to do just that.

“No.” That question Ashara could answer honestly, without hesitation.

“Then why are you here?”

“I’m working with the Turgonians.” Not sure that would endear her to them any more than being Kendorian, she added, “I’m an outcast among my people. I can never go home. There wouldn’t be any point in me spying on you for Kendor. They wouldn’t believe anything I said.” Those words also came out as a truth, perhaps because she had realized she couldn’t ever report in to Shukura, unless it was to tell him that she had chosen to disobey him. That wouldn’t be healthy, and he might try to do something to her children as a punishment. It would be better simply to never return. Though where that left her, she didn’t know. All of her plans had revolved around passing those classes and learning enough to start her business and become a citizen.

“An outcast?” the man asked softly. 

“An outcast who is not welcome in her country anymore, yes.” Ashara didn’t explain further. She wasn’t even sure why she had said that much, not when she didn’t know who she was talking to. 

“As we would be if we make this choice.” The man sighed. 

“Choice? To kill my—the Kendorians?” In case they were feeling violent, she decided it would be good to distance herself from the people in that canyon. 

“Yes. We cannot look in the other direction, as the chiefs say to do.” A soft rubbing sound came from him, almost a creaking. Ashara wasn’t sure what it was, but thought he might have a spear that he was clenching and unclenching. “They said that God will protect us and that we must trust in him. I—we—want to believe that, but what happens if he simply lets the Kendorians run all over our land and destroy all that we love and all that we need to survive? Where will we go? There is no land left that hasn’t been claimed. The Turgonians took it all.” 

Such bitterness filled his voice that Ashara wondered if Mahliki would be safe if he came across her in the dark in the village. Ashara could not blame him for his hatred—who didn’t loathe the Turgonians? They had conquered so many over the centuries, stolen so much. They hadn’t even come from this continent originally. Now, they were a republic instead of an empire, and they wanted peace with their neighbors, but it was hard to forget all that had gone before. They had so much when Kendor had so little. And Mangdoria too.

“I can’t tell you what to do,” Ashara said, even though a part of her wanted to say to trust in his people and his faith and stay away from that canyon. With their small numbers, they were sure to be eviscerated by the hardened Kendorian soldiers. But she could understand their anger and bitterness. “I will tell you that I wouldn’t advise making this choice for any of you who have children or who have a deeply emotional attachment to your people, because you probably won’t be able to go home again.”

“Your words are wise.” Even though the Mangdorian had mellowed toward her since she had proclaimed herself an outcast, the compliment took her by surprise. “But for some of us,” he went on, “it is because we have children that we must do this.”

“Well, when Mahliki is done, you can come back with us,” Ashara found herself saying. “When we left Basilard—Leyelchek—he was trying to come up with a non-violent solution to getting rid of the invaders. The sort of trickery that it sounds like your people appreciate.”

“Oh?”

“I don’t know if he’ll succeed, but you may want to talk to him before proclaiming war. Unless you have a lot more people standing in the weeds over there than I think, you wouldn’t have much success simply attacking the Kendorians.”

That was doubly true if all they had ever battled were animals. Humans might be frailer, but they were far more dangerous than animals, too, even grimbals.

“This is rye grass.”

Ashara frowned. “Pardon?”

“There is no word for weed in Mangdorian,” he said dryly, the first hint of humor in his voice. “We have names for all plants, and we have a saying that there is no such thing as an undesirable plant, only one whose desirability has yet to be established. I thought even a Kendorian hunter would have a similar philosophy.”

Ashara’s cheeks warmed at the unexpected source of criticism, even if he didn’t truly sound disappointed in her. “It’s dark. I can’t tell what you’re standing in. Go talk to your friends. See if you really want to do this. And if you do, you’d better recruit everybody who thinks as you do. The Kendorians brought a lot of people.”

“I understand.”

She did not hear them leave, but after a few moments, she knew she was alone. With their skill at moving silently through the forest, they could be assassins. Since their numbers were so few, that would make more sense than trying to raise an army to confront the Kendorians openly, but she doubted they could turn from peaceful men into throat slitters in a day. More likely, they would all go fall upon her people’s swords and accomplish nothing.

Ashara looked toward the stars, wondering if she should have tried harder to dissuade them. 

 


Chapter 14

Not many people could sneak up on Basilard, even at night and even when he was running to escape irate Kendorians, so he was surprised when someone stepped out of the shadows of a bush and gripped his arm. He whirled as he yanked out a dagger. 

“It’s me,” Sicarius said at the same time as he caught Basilard’s wrist, as if it were full daylight and he had no trouble seeing the attack.

Basilard relaxed as soon as he recognized the voice, then admitted that Sicarius might have been right about the need for more training.

“Amaranthe and Maldynado ran in the other direction,” Sicarius said. “Downstream and away from the dam. Most likely they wished to lead the Kendorians away from our trap.”

Basilard winced. As he had been running, he had wondered if he should have done that. But there had not been any place to climb the walls and choose a different route, and racing back through the camp would not have made sense.

“The Kendorians were too surprised and fragmented to follow them, or you.” Sicarius’s gaze was hard; somehow, Basilard could tell that even in the dark. “But they’ll form search parties soon.”

They could avoid search parties—this was his homeland, after all, and he knew it well—but there was no point in signing his thoughts. Sicarius had keen eyes, but even he could not see in the dark. 

“This way,” Sicarius said and led the way up the trail following the river. 

Basilard followed without commenting. He glanced toward the dark brush as they ran, wondering what had happened to the other Mangdorians and also to the man Maldynado had half-buried in the rocks. He did not see sign of either. The night was quiet with any wildlife in the canyon hunkering down in the aftermath of the explosion.

The dim starlight did not keep Basilard from spotting the silhouette of the dam up ahead, a dam that now stretched most of the way across the river. A dragging noise reached his ears before he saw Corporal Jomrik. Basilard did not know what Sicarius had said to convince the man that midnight dam-building was required, but Jomrik was working diligently.

Sicarius disappeared for a moment, then returned, lighting a lantern with a rasp of a match. He kept the flame low and tucked it between two bushes so it would not be visible for far. He hunkered down next to it and pointed for Basilard to do the same.

“What happened?” he asked. “The dam is not ready to be released. We’re still building it up and capturing water. Also, we need to design a trigger, so it can be released on command. We could break it apart manually, but little water has built up now. It might do some damage, but it would not be as monumental as if we waited until tomorrow.”

The major communicated with Ambassador Shukura, Basilard signed. Shukura informed her that the—

Sicarius dropped his hand, cutting out the lantern. “Someone approaches,” he breathed. “From downriver. Someone with power. Did you see the shaman when you were down there?”

Basilard shook his head. He had not sensed anything and could not hear anyone approaching, but he did not question that Sicarius did. Concern tightened his chest, as he remembered the young Mangdorian priest. Could that be who Sicarius had sensed? In the dark, he might not be able to tell the difference between a Mangdorian and a Kendorian, and Basilard had not gotten a chance to tell him about the young men they had found on the way downstream. He reached out, as if he might explain himself by groping without light, but Sicarius had already backed away, perhaps to warn Jomrik.

Basilard dropped his head in frustration, wishing he could simply voice his concerns. He would have to hope that his comrade wouldn’t kill a man for no reason, but he worried that Sicarius, knowing how dangerous practitioners could be, might strike before asking questions.

A thud came from somewhere upriver. Basilard frowned in that direction. Jomrik? No, he had been closer than that. This noise had come from much farther away, the sound of a heavy rock falling in the distance. Basilard pictured the canyon in his mind. A couple of miles upriver, the walls weren’t as high, and an ancient trail led down from the top. He and the others had come down that way, following the tracks from the Kendorian supply wagons. He wondered if Amaranthe and Maldynado had found a way to circle around. It seemed too soon to expect them.

“Sicarius?” came a soft call from the bank. Corporal Jomrik.

Basilard stepped around brush and over driftwood to reach him. Jomrik jerked, noticing his outline against the night. Basilard lifted a hand, hoping the man could tell it was he. Jomrik did not have his rifle nearby, but he was gripping an axe.

“Basilard?” he asked warily.

Basilard risked stepping close enough to pat him on the shoulder.

“Gonna assume that’s you. The Kendorians don’t usually want to touch me. Not the men, anyway.”

The women do? Basilard signed reflexively before remembering it was pointless without any light. 

“Had one woman once,” Jomrik said, perhaps guessing at the question. “Down when I was stationed on the gulf. Might have been she just wanted to ride in my lorry, but I wasn’t above going balls out to impress her.”

Basilard was trying to listen for more noises, so he put out a hand, hoping a pat would tell the corporal to be quiet.

“Uh, that wasn’t untoward, by the way. That’s a Turgonian expression. On the engines in the older model lorries, there are these ball-shaped metal weights on a rod that—”

Gently but firmly, Basilard laid his hand across the corporal’s mouth.

The man grew still. 

“Got a touch of trouble?” Jomrik whispered when Basilard lowered his hand. “Never mind, I see the light.”

Light?

Basilard stepped closer to the bank, peering upriver. The ramp they had come down earlier was not visible, but he did spot a torch or lantern moving in the distance. A second later, another light came into view. Then a third and a fourth. A faint grinding noise accompanied the lanterns. Wheels rolling over dirt? His stomach sank. Whoever was coming, it wasn’t Amaranthe and Maldynado.

“We’re going to need to hide,” Jomrik whispered. “Where’d Sicarius go? He’s been glaring at me all night, and now that I wouldn’t mind a glower, if it’s a commanding one, he’s gone.”

Basilard pointed toward the canyon wall. He doubted Jomrik could see the movement, but he was probably thinking the same thing. If those people were coming down the path, he and Basilard needed to be elsewhere. Unfortunately, Basilard did not know if there were any good hiding spots nearby. There weren’t any trees growing in the canyon, and most of the bushes weren’t much more than waist high.

“Lead the way,” Jomrik whispered and put a hand on Basilard’s shoulder.

Basilard weaved through the brush, wincing at the corporal’s heavy boots crunching on twigs and dry grass. He hoped the newcomers were making enough noise of their own that they wouldn’t hear other sounds in the canyon.

The first cart came into view as Basilard and Jomrik reached the wall. Dozens of torches were visible now, gleaming against the dark, scaly skin of the lizards plodding along, pulling wagons. There were people, as well, more blond and brown-haired Kendorians. Dozens of them. Maybe more than a hundred. This group was as big as the last one. As if the Kendorians needed any more reinforcements.

As Basilard peered about, he worried anew whether they would be able to hide. With all of those torches, the caravan ought to be able to see from canyon wall to canyon wall and everything in between.

Jomrik jerked, looking at something past Basilard’s shoulder.

Sicarius ghosted out of the shadows, stopping next to them. “The shaman and two dozen soldiers are coming from downriver,” he breathed, his voice barely audible over the approaching carts and the gurgle of the river. “I considered attacking the practitioner, but he had bodyguards and was alert. He’s older, experienced. He may be able to create a protective barrier around himself and his men. I sensed him probing the brush too. He may have known I was there.” 

“We can’t hide then, can we?” Jomrik whispered. 

Sicarius did not answer immediately. He was looking toward the dam. Was he thinking of trying to destroy it early? To send the flood downstream and hope to do some damage?

Even though Basilard had not seen much of it in the dark, he hadn’t had the sense that a great deal of water had built up. As Sicarius had said, it was premature. And if he ran out there, he risked being seen by an army. An army that was closing in and could trap them if it knew they were here. With a shaman helping search, that seemed inevitable.

“They will see the dam,” Sicarius said. “There’s little to be done. We need to leave, or the shaman will find us too. Bushes will not hide us from him.”

“Leave?” Jomrik asked.

Sicarius pointed upward.

“Uhhh.”

Basilard might not have the voice to say it, but a similar drawn-out syllable came to his mind.

“There are many handholds,” Sicarius murmured. “Climbing up is a simpler matter than climbing down.”

“That has to be two hundred feet, easy,” Jomrik added. “It’s vertical.”

“You would prefer to deal with the shaman?”

“I’d prefer to hide in a bush and wet myself.”

“Stay if you wish,” Sicarius said, his tone emotionless, as if he did not care one way or another. He probably didn’t. He might care if Amaranthe wanted to sacrifice herself, but what was Corporal Jomrik to him? Was Basilard even anything to him? After more than a year of fighting and traveling together? 

A question for another time. Now, he must consider the wall. Basilard tilted his head back, staring at the starry black sky stretching like a fat ribbon between the lips of the canyon. If he had not blown up the Kendorian supplies, he might have considered letting them capture him with thoughts of escaping later, but he had struck a great blow against them. In addition to destroying the supplies, he may have caused injuries or even deaths. That shaman would kill him outright.

Basilard touched the porous rock, found a handhold, and pulled himself up. 

“Suicidal,” Jomrik whispered again. He made a soft kissing sound, then pushed off the ground, finding a handhold. “Need more than lucky duck feet to survive this.”

“If the shaman is distracted by the arrival of the others, we may be able to climb up only a ways and hide in the shadows, wait for the caravan to pass, then climb back down,” Sicarius whispered from above them. 

The idea of hiding out in the open on a wall seemed ludicrous to Basilard, but he admitted that it might work. How far could a torch’s influence reach? Thirty feet? Forty? If they hugged the wall or found a small cave or crevice, they might be invisible to those walking right below.

Bolstered by the notion that they might not have to climb all the way to the top, Basilard reached up, patting around until he found another handhold. Planning a route in the dark was impossible. With each move, all he could do was reach up and hope. Jomrik kicked a pebble free. Basilard could hardly blame him, but he winced, afraid the Kendorians would hear them. What if the shaman was sweeping out with his senses and felt them? Mundane torchlight might struggle to reach more than thirty feet, but a practitioner could summon something far more powerful.

Before he had climbed more than fifteen feet, he was certain this was a horrible idea. But he kept going, because the lights had grown closer, the first of the carts nearly reaching the dam. More torches were visible in the other direction, as well—the shaman and the two-dozen soldiers Sicarius had seen. 

Voices floated up, greetings in Kendorian. Basilard knew he had to focus on the climbing, but he couldn’t help but glance down, taking in the long line of carts rolling toward the camp. There had already been hundreds of Kendorians, and now there would be hundreds more. Blowing up the cave seemed so insignificant. What had he accomplished? Very little. More supplies were coming in right now, and more people. What could he and his tiny team possibly do against them all? He had been foolish even to try.

When he reached forty or fifty feet in height, Basilard stopped looking down. He was not usually afraid of heights, but everything about this situation daunted him.

“Brace yourselves,” came a whisper from fifteen feet above them. Sicarius. “Don’t think. Don’t react.”

Before Basilard could wonder what he meant, a wave of sensation washed over him, almost like spiders crawling all over his skin. The shaman.

He stopped all movement, three fingers curled around a ledge while his other hand hung in the air, halfway toward a new handhold. He stared at the wall, trying to banish all thoughts, trying to look, feel, and think like a rock. 

Gradually, the sensation diminished, but he had no idea if he had succeeded in fooling the shaman.

“Keep climbing,” Sicarius whispered down. 

His usually emotionless voice sounded grim. Basilard worried that meant he knew they had failed, that they had been discovered.

A soft grunt came from below them, and pebbles clattered free. Jomrik cursed under his breath. Even though Basilard had not known the man long, he would hate to lose him. The corporal had done everything Basilard had asked of him, and he had already lost more than he should. 

Down below, the cheerful calls of greeting had grown more subdued. The two groups had come together. People were still speaking, but quietly now, the smaller team warning the newcomers about the intruders who had blown up their camp.

Basilard peered upward, trying to gauge how far he was from the top. Was it possible he might actually make it? A breeze gusted through the canyon, tugging at his shirt, as if to warn him not to be presumptuous.

He reached up for a new handhold, surprised that he could make it out with his eyes and not just his hands. The air had grown brighter. Had the moon come out? He glanced up, but the night sky remained unchanged. No, the increased light level was coming from below. When he peeked under his armpit and saw the reason why, a sick feeling radiated from his stomach. 

A silvery ball of glowing light was floating upward from the floor of the canyon. It reflected off the water in the river—and off all of the upturned sets of eyes staring toward Basilard and the others. Among the Kendorian troops, a single man stood with his legs spread and his arms lifted above his head, palms toward the heavens. The shaman. Even if Basilard could have slung his rifle off his back without falling, he doubted he could have shot the man. He was over a hundred meters away, and two grim-faced guards stood at his side, swords out, ready to protect their master.

“Go,” Sicarius urged, even though he had stopped to wait. 

He hung above Basilard, one hand and both legs on perches, but the other hand hanging free, a throwing knife in his grip. The weapon would be useless at such a distance. Why hadn’t Basilard thought to keep a couple of those blasting sticks?

With more than sixty feet to the top, Basilard doubted he could make it before the Kendorians spotted him, but there was nothing else he could do but climb.

“Up there,” someone cried from below.

“Shoot them,” a familiar voice ordered. Major Diratha. 

Basilard did not have to look. He could hear the movement below and had no problem imagining the Kendorians lifting bows and firearms. If he was lucky, his rucksack might stop an arrow, but he couldn’t count on that. As he climbed, his hands moving more quickly than was safe, he scoured the rock above him with his gaze, searching for a cave, a crack, or a ledge—anything they could use for cover. The silvery light illuminated the rock face, but it did not show any obvious hiding spots. He found handholds more easily now, but it hardly mattered. There wasn’t enough time to reach the top, not unless those Kendorians were extremely poor shots.

As he drew even with Sicarius, Sicarius threw his knife. Someone shouted with alarm down below, but the shaman’s light did not falter.

The first arrow struck the wall less than a foot from Basilard’s head. The metal gouged the stone and broke off, the shaft bouncing away. 

Basilard gulped, trying not to imagine the next arrow piercing him through the back of the skull. He forced himself to focus on finding handholds, on climbing. But his nerves made his fingers shaky. He didn’t test the next slender ledge sufficiently, and it crumbled when he tried to pull himself up. His arm fell away, his pack shifting awkwardly on his back. Basilard dug in with his feet, the fingers on his other hand trembling as they strained to hold him up.

A hand gripped his arm. It almost surprised him into losing his balance again, but Sicarius’s grasp was as firm as steel and held him fast. Basilard took in a quick, steadying breath, then found another handhold. Firearms cracked down below, and musket balls slammed against the cliff face. It was only a matter of time before someone struck them.

“Need to put out that ancestors-cursed light,” Jomrik panted, glaring over his shoulder at the floating globe. 

“Keep climbing,” Sicarius said. “There’s a ledge in fifteen feet. It might be wide enough to shelter us.”

Basilard couldn’t see it, but he kept going. One hand in front of the other. It was hard not to rush with arrows slamming into the wall inches from him, but every time he went too fast, he slipped. If he fell… the arrows wouldn’t matter. A drop from this height would be deadly.

Another startled cry came from below. 

“Get that one in black,” someone yelled. “He’s throwing—” Basilard didn’t know the word. Knives, rocks, it hardly mattered. Sicarius couldn’t do much from up here. None of them could.

He finally spotted the ledge. Not much more than a foot wide, it did not offer nearly as much “shelter” as he would have liked. The only good feature was that it stretched for twenty feet or more—it almost looked like part of an old trail that might have led down to the canyon floor eons ago. All of them could lie flat on it—if they all made it.

Jomrik gasped in pain. Perched precariously with the toes of both feet on a small protrusion, Basilard could not risk looking down to check on him. With a great heave from his arms, he pulled himself over the ledge, flaying the skin off his stomach as he scraped over it. He slung his legs up and collapsed on the narrow perch. As much as he wanted to do nothing but bury his face in the corner and rest, hoping the arrows could not reach him now, he wriggled about until he could remove his rifle from his back. 

He was trying to figure out how he could position himself to fire without being shot himself when a musket ball blazed past his face, no more than three inches from his eyes. It cut through the strap of his rifle and slammed into the rock behind his head. Basilard scooted back farther. There were dozens of people down there shooting up at them. How was he supposed to fight back?

Below the ledge, pained gasps and grunts of “can’t” and “hate” mingled with curses. Corporal Jomrik. Sicarius was pacing him, helping. He could have reached the ledge and protection first, but he was making sure the injured corporal did not fall. The selfless act surprised Basilard since Sicarius had never professed to care about anyone, usually only helping them insofar as it furthered his own missions. But just as Amaranthe’s influence had mellowed him somewhat, working for President Starcrest must have given him some new tenets to follow, such as keeping the president’s soldiers alive when possible.

Feeling cowardly for hiding while the others were still targets, Basilard poked his eye over the ledge again. He wished he could shoot that globe out of existence, but he feared his bullet would pass straight through. Instead, he searched for the shaman again. He hadn’t moved. He still stood there, staring up at Basilard and the others. It was disconcerting, and Basilard had a feeling he could do more than shine a light around if he chose. He might only be waiting to see if the soldiers handled the situation by themselves. 

Basilard shifted his rifle, aiming toward the shaman. An arrow streaked out of the darkness, nearly slicing a new scar into his scalp. He ducked, but he did not move the rifle. He targeted the shaman and fired.

The rifle jammed. Groaning, he scrabbled with the lever, trying to clear the round without revealing any more of his body than necessary. This never happened with bows. Of course, he never could have lain on his belly to shoot a bow. 

Jomrik’s hand clasped the ledge a few feet away, sweat gleaming on the back of it. Basilard focused on the shaman, aimed, and shot. This time, the weapon went off, the recoil thumping against the hollow of his shoulder. Despite his awkward position, his aim was true. The bullet should have struck the shaman. Instead, it bounced against an invisible field a few feet in front of the man, a faint silvery ripple in the air the only thing that confirmed that Basilard had struck something. Unfortunately, it wasn’t anything that mattered. Across the distance, the shaman smiled smugly up at him. Then he pointed. 

An invisible wave of power slammed into Basilard, hurling him back against the rock wall. He almost dropped the rifle.

Though dazed, his breath stolen from his lungs, he happened to be looking in the direction of Jomrik’s hand and saw the fingers slipping. He lunged for the man’s wrist, catching him before he could fall. Still cursing, Jomrik found the strength to pull himself over. He flopped down on his back, eyes toward the night sky and the top of the cliff. Basilard swatted at his leg, trying to tell him that he needed to scoot closer to the wall, that his entire side would be visible to the archers below, especially since he was lying on his pack and that elevated his body.

Grimacing in pain, Jomrik tugged his pack off and turned on his side, putting his back to the wall. He held his pack in front of his chest, like a shield. Two arrows already stuck out of it. Basilard stared at them, sobered by the sight. 

“You said you have explosives,” Sicarius said calmly from Basilard’s other side. He had already reached the ledge, and he also had his back to the wall. 

Me? Basilard signed. The silvery light still hovered, even with their ledge now, making his hands visible to the others. Basilard did not know if he should be thankful for that or not. Probably not. The shooters continued to fire, and musket balls and arrows clattered off the rocks all around them.

“Jomrik,” Sicarius said. “We were discussing how to trigger the dam failure when it was needed.”

Basilard grimaced. He doubted the men down there were paying attention to the dam at the moment, but once the chase ended, they would see it and dismantle it. 

“There are some in my pack,” Jomrik said, his words breathless, pained. He must have been shot.

“Retrieve two,” Sicarius said. “We must distract them, so we can continue up.”

As Basilard looked at the fifty feet still remaining in the climb, he slumped against the wall. Maybe we could stay here, he signed, even if he wasn’t serious. The Kendorians would find another way to get at them—all it would take was for someone to run up to the top and shoot downward. Someone might already be on the way.

“How about you come retrieve them yourself?” Jomrik growled, his eyes squinted shut in pain and his pack still pulled to his chest.

Basilard was between him and Sicarius, and he felt the coldness of Sicarius’s icy stare, even if it was not directed at him. He thought Jomrik might be in too much pain to notice, but he sighed and fumbled with the straps.

“We won’t have much time,” Sicarius added. “The shaman is doing something.”

Basilard almost asked how he knew, but noticed the light wavering and lessening. That might signify that the practitioner was focusing on something else.

While Jomrik fumbled with his pack, trying not to drop it while he delved into it, Basilard leaned out and fired again. He did not bother trying to shoot at the shaman this time. This time, he aimed for one of the burly bodyguards by his side. An arrow sped toward him from below, and he jerked back right after firing. He was not sure if he hit anything. The arrowhead bounced off the wall only inches above his head. 

Basilard closed his eyes, struggling for calm, but it was hard not to berate himself for getting himself into this situation. Himself and his comrades. Comrades who had no reason to care about Mangdoria or what happened here. They were only risking themselves because of him.

“Here.” Using his left hand, Jomrik tossed a pouch past Basilard and to Sicarius. Was it his right arm that had been injured? Would he be able to climb to the top, even if an explosion distracted the people below?

The ledge shivered under them, and something snapped deep within the rock. Basilard tensed. No arrow or musket ball had caused that. 

“Now what?” Jomrik groaned.

“As soon as I throw this, start climbing again.” Sicarius lit a match, nodding to each of them, then touching it to a fuse. 

Basilard did not know if he had blasting sticks or something else, but another shudder coursed through the rock underneath them. He was not going to wait around to watch Sicarius.

He patted Jomrik, waving toward the top.

“I know, I know.” Jomrik put his pack on and reached upward with a hiss of pain. “Should’ve stayed with the lorry,” he grumbled, but started up again, hunching his head.

“Go, Basilard.” Sicarius threw the burning explosive. 

Basilard found a handhold and was lifting his foot toward a crevice when a booming crack sounded underneath them. Between one eye blink and the next, the ledge they had been lying on sloughed away. His feet almost went with it. He hung by his hands, fingers digging into the rock that remained, his shoulders feeling as if they were being wrenched from their sockets. The entire wall trembled, threatening to shake his hands free. Pieces of rock bounced down, some striking him. A fist-sized stone slammed into the top of his head, but he gritted his teeth and hung on.

Even as he swung one leg up, trying to find a foothold, an explosion came from the canyon floor. Shouts of alarm mingled with shouts of pain. Still trying to solidify a grip, Basilard could not check to see what was happening. He did not know if Sicarius had targeted the dam or the shaman or if he had simply thrown the explosive and hoped for the best. With a lurch of alarm, he glanced to the side, realizing Sicarius might still have been throwing the weapon when the ledge broke away. Had he found a grip or had he fallen?

He wasn’t beside them. Gulping, Basilard peeked below.

The silver light had vanished, at least for the moment. At first, he thought Sicarius had fallen, but then he spotted a dark lump on the wall twenty feet below. Sicarius had fallen, but he had caught himself. Below him, smoke filled the air, muting the light of the torches on the canyon floor. 

Realizing this was their distraction, perhaps the only one they would get, Basilard made himself focus on climbing. He felt badly for not stopping to help Sicarius, but if anyone could help himself, Sicarius was that person. He would probably wave away assistance, if it was offered.

With darkness dominating the canyon again, Basilard could not climb as fast as he had before, but he headed doggedly for the top. Forty feet to go. Thirty. At twenty, the booms of the firearms started up again. The explosion might have rattled the Kendorians, but it had not destroyed them. 

Ten feet. Basilard caught up with Jomrik and passed him. If he reached the top first, he could reach down and help. Something thudded into the back of his rucksack with enough force to thrust his face against the rock. He scraped his nose and felt warm blood drip down his lips and onto his chin. He didn’t slow down. The top was so close now.

A shadow beside him nearly made him flinch. Sicarius had caught up. He was the one to reach the top first and lower a hand down. Basilard accepted it. Such relief filled him as he was pulled up and flopped onto the grass that he nearly cried. But there were lantern lights to the south of them, atop the cliff, and he dared not relax fully yet. He joined Sicarius at the edge, adding his own hand to help pull Jomrik up. 

Shouts came from the south, from the direction of the fortress being built. 

“This way.” Sicarius pointed toward the mountains several miles away.

“Dear ancestors, can’t we be done yet?” Jomrik asked.

“Lizard riders,” came a distant call from the fortress. “To the hills.”

“Not yet,” Sicarius said and pushed the corporal ahead of him.

Basilard needed no urging. He ran between the other two men, his eyes on the dark mountains, knowing they could find hiding places there, thousands of them. But he glanced back as he ran, overwhelmed by all of the lanterns that soon burned on the cliff top, all of the soldiers the Kendorians had brought into his country. Hiding wouldn’t do anything to help his people. But what could he possibly do against so many?

• • • • •

Ashara woke before dawn and scrounged up a few blackberries to go with her trail rations. While she ate, she hoped Mahliki and her wise woman friend had finished their blight cure the night before, and that she and Mahliki could leave soon. That might be an unrealistic hope, but Ashara did not want to stay here. She did not feel comfortable with the Mangdorians. Perhaps she would have in another time, when her people were not invading their homeland.

“So why stay?” she muttered.

She had done what Basilard asked, and she had helped Mahliki. What else did she owe to these people? Yes, Basilard had helped her with the grimbal, maybe even saved her life, but she had helped his team fight since then. Hadn’t she repaid that debt?

“But where would you go?” 

That was the real problem. Could she return to school? Was that an option now that she had failed Shukura? She doubted it. But if she stayed with the group, either she or Mahliki would have to talk to Basilard, share what they had learned. She cringed at the idea of being the one to tell him that his people no longer wanted him to be their ambassador, that they wanted nothing to do with him. He wasn’t one to hide his emotions, and the expression of hurt on his face… It would be painful to see. 

Would he feel a further sting if she disappeared without saying goodbye? She didn’t know if she meant anything to him after so few days, but they had been through much in those few days. Besides, wouldn’t it be cowardly not to return, simply because she did not want to share bad news with him?

While she debated and waited for full light to come, Ashara did a few stretches and shook the dew out of her cloak. She had slept in the grass behind that boulder, using the cloak as a blanket to fend off the cool night. She grew aware of someone’s approach before she heard anything, and she faced the trail coming out of the village.

Fifteen young men were walking in her direction, all carrying bows and wearing packs and quivers stuffed with arrows. A few gripped spears in their hands, as well. Ashara recognized three of them from the group that had collected her and Mahliki the day before.

“You are going back to Leyelchek?” the leader asked, a man with spiky red hair and several bead and thong necklaces dangling about his neck. 

She recognized the voice and that he spoke in Kendorian, but it took her a moment to realize this was the man that she had spoken with the night before. “You want to join him in trying to get rid of the Kendorians?” she asked.

She needn’t have bothered. The men all wore determined expressions. Determined… and condemned. Several of them looked back as they walked away from the yurts, like men who were trying to memorize a homeland they did not expect to see again.

“Yes,” the leader said. “I’m Bartohk.” He pointed at his comrades, introducing each of them in turn, though Ashara promptly forgot the names. Why was he telling her all of them? She hadn’t even decided that she would go back. 

“Do you know where the canyon is where the Kendorians are mining?” she asked, figuring she could direct them on how to find Basilard.

“Yes.”

Before she could tell them she wouldn’t be going, she caught sight of Mahliki and another woman walking down the trail. The stranger’s vibrant red hair was pulled back in an elegant coif. Ashara had never seen her before, but Mahliki was speaking with her as though they knew each other, though an uncharacteristic tension pinched Mahliki’s brow. Also, the woman had puffy eyes, as if she had been crying. Was this the wise woman? Had they been doing something other than working on tree cures?

“Hello,” Mahliki said when they arrived. She looked curiously at the grim-faced hunters. 

Feeling responsible for them, Ashara pointed to the leader and said, “These men want to join Basilard.”

“Oh. That’s good. He doesn’t seem to have a lot of people who do.” Mahliki frowned at the woman next to her. 

She blanched and looked away.

Maybe this wasn’t the wise woman.

“This is Elwa,” Mahliki said. “Basilard’s former translator, and, uhm.” She shrugged. “Elwa, this is Ashara.”

His former translator? Ashara thought back to the tale Maldynado had shared about Basilard’s past, about the ill-received marriage proposal. Wasn’t this the woman who had been the recipient?

“I’m sorry for my disarray,” Elwa said, her voice tight. She didn’t look that disarrayed to Ashara, especially when Ashara had spent the night in the grass and probably had twigs sticking out of her hair. Elwa rubbed her eyes as she went on. “I only arrived yesterday and learned about my father’s passing. But I need to tell Leyelchek… I need to let him know about my father. And if he’s here, does he need a translator?”

“He needs to know you’re well. He’s been worried about you.” Mahliki’s voice was sterner than Ashara had heard it. She was always so busy with her research that Ashara wouldn’t have guessed she had been that aware of the emotions of anyone in the group. “Especially when we came out here and encountered the grimbals and saw some of your people dead.”

“I understand.” Elwa bowed her head, accepting the criticism. Even with her eyes swollen and red, she was beautiful, and Ashara could see why Basilard would have been attracted to her. 

“We can tell him,” Ashara found herself saying, even though she had been contemplating leaving a moment earlier. Maybe this was someone Basilard would still consider a friend and would want to see, but if she had rejected him, maybe seeing her would only sting further. Especially with the news that would accompany her arrival. “We can tell him that you’re well and that he’s no longer welcome here.”

Elwa flinched. “I don’t agree with the chiefs. He’s the perfect choice for ambassador. I’ll try to talk to them, but…” She gazed back over her shoulder. “It may take time.”

“Basilard has something bigger to worry about right now.” Ashara nodded at the hunters.

Elwa frowned at them, her expression confused. Maybe none of them had spoken with their people about what they intended to do. 

“But if he needs a translator…” Elwa said while glancing back again. With her father recently dead, she probably didn’t want to leave the rest of her family.

“He has Amaranthe and Maldynado,” Mahliki said. “We can all understand him.” She waved to herself and included Ashara with the gesture.

“Oh?” Elwa looked at Ashara, almost as if noticing her for the first time.

Even if Ashara’s understanding of the sign language was elementary, she nodded firmly. She had no reason to dislike Elwa, but she didn’t look like someone capable of fighting predators or anything else, so the canyon would not be the place for her. If Ashara had other reasons for not wanting the woman along, she wasn’t ready to acknowledge them.

“There might be fighting where we’re going,” Ashara said. “Stay here. If you have any messages, we can deliver them.” She nodded to Mahliki, figuring Elwa would be more likely to confide in her than in a stranger.

“Very well,” Elwa said. “Mahliki, please give him my messages. And tell him… Tell him I’m sorry.”

Mahliki hesitated before responding. Then she nodded and offered a curt, “I will.” 

When Elwa walked back toward the yurts, Ashara asked, “Are you ready to go? Were you able to help them?”

“I think so.” Mahliki yawned so hard that her eyes squinted shut. “I was up most of the night. They’ll field test the spray for me, and I can check back on them after the other issue has been resolved.” She tapped her vest, causing vials inside to clink. “I’ll test some trees, too, when I get a chance. It’s hard when you’re running all over the mountains. It will take time for the new trees to gain immunity.” She pointed to the silent hunters. “Is this our escort away from their gathering place?”

“Something like that. I’ll explain on the way.”

 


Chapter 15

The small spring might have been a peaceful setting if Basilard had not been worrying that a shaman was tracking his group. It wasn’t well hidden, being only a quarter of a mile from the road that came down out of the mountains, but Jomrik had collapsed there the night before, pleading for a few minutes to bandage his wounds. Not knowing how Amaranthe and Maldynado fared, Basilard had agreed. They might be injured too. Either way, he wanted to get his group back together before running far from the canyon. He trusted that Sicarius, who had left earlier to look for Amaranthe and Maldynado, could find Basilard again. He just hoped nobody else could. He also hoped Jomrik’s snores would not travel out to the road. 

Late morning came before anyone approached. Basilard was alternating between yawning and keeping an eye out from a stack of boulders that looked out onto the canyon lands when Amaranthe and Maldynado came into view. Assuming Sicarius was with them, Basilard dropped from his perch. He’d snared a couple of rabbits and foraged a few greens while he had been watching for pursuit, and he intended to make breakfast for the team. He did not yet know what Amaranthe and Maldynado had endured to escape, but Maldynado’s missing antler hat, a hole in the knee of Amaranthe’s trousers, and fresh scrapes on both promised they had not simply walked out of the camp. Basilard felt guilty that everyone had been through so much on his people’s behalf.

Neither appeared to be holding a grudge. Maldynado ambled up and slapped Basilard on the back.

“That was a nice explosion in that cave last night,” he said. “Much bigger than Amaranthe’s.”

“It’s not a competition,” Amaranthe said. “All I had was that handful of noisemakers I’d sneaked in. They’re barely more than firecrackers. I’d only intended them as a distraction.”

“Basilard brought down the entire cave,” Maldynado said.

Basilard shook his head and focused on preparing the food in his skillet. He did not want credit for that mess when all it had done was irritate the Kendorians. If he had been able to sneak away, like Amaranthe and Maldynado, the major might not have sent such a determined search party up the canyon.

Thinking of the harrowing escape made Basilard lift his head, searching for Sicarius. He was leaning against a tree, facing the direction of the canyon.

Basilard waved the skillet for his attention. Where did you throw that explosive last night? Is it possible we might not have to face that shaman again?

“I threw it at the shaman,” Sicarius said. “It’s possible it killed him, but I expect he saw it coming and was able to protect himself. He did not seem inept.” Sicarius rubbed the palm of one hand—he too had a number of scrapes, thanks to that fall he had taken. Only his reflexes had saved him from plummeting all the way to the ground. “There is no need to face him again if we leave,” Sicarius pointed out.

Basilard grimaced, not because he wanted to argue. Because he wasn’t sure he did. He hated the idea of giving up, but he was lucky that his plan hadn’t gotten anyone killed last night. He couldn’t count on that happening again. He looked to Amaranthe, someone who had survived dozens of crazy plans. Would she give up or keep trying? Did she also think it would be wiser to avoid another confrontation? This wasn’t her nation; could he ask her—any of them—to risk themselves further?

“Starcrest just told us to make sure you made it home,” Amaranthe said. 

Something Basilard had yet to do. He hoped Mahliki and Ashara had found his people. 

“I’m guessing he’d heard that there was some trouble in the pass, but obviously he didn’t know about all of this—” Amaranthe waved toward the canyon, “—or he would have mentioned it. And given us instructions that referenced it.”

“Like don’t pick fights with shamans, because it’s not our war?” Maldynado suggested.

Amaranthe shrugged. “Nations get involved in other nations’ conflicts all the time. With reasons, of course. Turgonia would have to decide if it would prefer peace-loving Mangdorians on its eastern border rather than land- and resource-hungry Kendorians. What we should probably do is go home and talk to him before presuming to make decisions on our own. But…” She smiled and extended a hand toward Basilard. “We do owe our ambassador a few favors. He fought often and risked his life for our nation.”

Basilard shook his head, not wanting them to make choices because they felt they owed him a favor. He might have fought alongside Amaranthe and Sicarius, but he had always been motivated by wanting to find a way to talk to Turgonian leaders to ensure those enslaving his people were stopped. 

“Someone is coming,” Sicarius said.

Basilard reached for his dagger and looked in the direction of the canyons. But Sicarius had turned the other way. He lifted a hand, then jogged toward the west, choosing a route that would parallel the road heading up into the mountains.

Amaranthe and the others seemed content to stay, but Basilard thought it might be his people, the other Mangdorians they had chanced across in the canyon, and he wanted to make sure Sicarius did not mistake them for enemies.

Familiar voices floated down the road ahead of the party. Women’s voices. 

Sicarius and Basilard stepped out onto the road several meters ahead of Mahliki and Ashara. Mahliki blinked a few times in surprise, but Ashara simply nodded at them. She must have been foraging along the way—several twigs and bits of leaves stuck out of her hair. Basilard found himself smiling at what was becoming a familiar sight.

To his surprise, Mahliki and Ashara were not alone. Fifteen young Mangdorian men followed at a distance, strung out along the road and peering into the trees on either side. They all carried bows, and wore buckskins and moccasins with colorful stitching and beadwork. Their short hair was tidy, their beards trimmed. They looked like people’s husbands and sons, not scouts or rebels who had been out living in the wild for weeks, not like that other group that Basilard had not seen since the day before.

“Leyelchek,” one at the front said. “I am Bartohk. I bring fourteen hunters with me, men who are ready to fight with you to drive the Kendorians out of our land.” He glanced at Ashara. “Most of the Kendorians.”

Ashara acknowledged the comment with a flutter of her fingers, but she did not say anything.

You intend to do battle? Basilard signed slowly, hoping the man would get the gist of his signs.

“We do not wish to do violence, but we will do so to protect our land.” Bartohk touched his bow, making his meaning clear. “We’ve come to join you.”

Join him? He wasn’t even sure what his next step would be—or if there should be a next step at all. 

Good, Basilard made himself sign. Please see yourselves to our camp. I’ll join you shortly, and we can discuss plans. Basilard pointed in the direction of the camp. 

When the men had left the road, Sicarius, who had remained silent through this introduction, nodded to Mahliki. “It is good you have returned safely.”

Mahliki’s eyebrows rose. “Thank you.”

“Is it good that I returned?” Ashara asked. She had fewer arrows in her quiver than the last time Basilard had seen her, but neither woman appeared to have been injured. 

Sicarius gazed at Ashara for a few seconds, his face an impassive mask, then announced, “I will return to watch for the Kendorians.” He trotted into the woods, veering in the direction of the canyon.

Yes, it is good that you returned, Basilard signed to Ashara. 

He had meant to simply be polite because Sicarius had not been, but he found that he meant the words. For some reason, the memory of Ashara applying salve to his wounds flashed into his mind, and his cheeks warmed a touch. He hurried to give Mahliki a nod, so she would know he meant the greeting for her too. But she did not notice. She was scratching her head and staring in the direction Sicarius had gone. He probably did not address her specifically very often. 

Maldynado believes your status has increased in Sicarius’s eyes and that he feels like an overprotective father-in-law, Basilard explained, though he wasn’t sure his interpretation was entirely accurate.

Mahliki only scratched her head harder. “Father-in-law? I hadn’t really… I mean, I suppose Sespian and I have talked about potential futures, but having his father looking out for me is…”

Comforting? Basilard suggested.

“I was going to say alarming,” Mahliki said. “Nice, I suppose. But he’s so… I don’t know. Turgonians are odd.” 

Sicarius isn’t a typical representative of the nation. 

Eager to find out more about the newcomers and what had happened with the rest of his people, Basilard waved for Mahliki and Ashara to return to the camp with him.

You obviously found my people, Basilard signed. Were they able to help with your quest to cure the blight?

While Mahliki explained that they had found the gathering place and that she had worked with a wise woman on a solution, Ashara kept quiet. She kept frowning at Basilard, and he sensed she had something to say. A couple of times, she opened her mouth, but each time, she glanced at Mahliki and closed it. 

“Uhm.” Mahliki stopped near the spring, where Maldynado, Amaranthe, and Jomrik were greeting the Mangdorians. She waved across the water at them, but held up a hand to stop Basilard before they reached the group. “Before you start talking plans, you should know we saw Elwa.”

Oh? Basilard brightened. Good. She’s well? She made it to rejoin our people?

“Yes, but some things have happened.” 

Basilard’s exuberance faded. He did not like the sound of the words, nor did the bleak expression on Mahliki’s face fill him with cheer. 

“We weren’t there long,” Mahliki said, “so we don’t know exactly what was going on, but…” She bit her lip and looked at Ashara. Searching for help in relaying bad news?

“Some of us weren’t even invited into the village,” Ashara said.

Mahliki frowned. Apparently, that had not been the support she had sought. 

Please tell me, Basilard signed. Whatever it is won’t be easier to hear if more time passes, I am certain.

“Your lady friend,” Ashara said, “Elwa. Her father died.”

Oh. Basilard dropped his chin onto his fist and closed his eyes. Halemek had been one of the few willing to talk to him when he had returned to the village, one of the few with the vision to think of a position for Basilard. It further distressed him that Elwa had lost her father, because he knew how much that would hurt her.

“We were told—” Ashara cleared her throat. “Her father was the chief who made you the ambassador to Turgonia, right?”

Basilard lifted his gaze. There was more news? 

Yes.

“The ones who remain said they don’t want you to be their representative anymore,” Ashara said. Now she looked to Mahliki, but Mahliki’s eyes had filled with moisture, and she only shook her head. “I’m sorry, but they don’t want you there at all. They—the man who’s been taking care of your daughter—made a point to let us know that.”

“I’m sorry, Basilard.” Mahliki stepped forward and hugged him.

Basilard accepted the embrace in silence. He had to accept everything in silence, but he did not know what he would have said if he’d had his voice. He had always known the position might be temporary. It upset him to know that he hadn’t been in the role for long enough to prove to the other chiefs that he was a boon to their people. But it didn’t surprise him. None of it did. Ever since he had first walked back into his homeland last winter, he’d felt like an outsider. Too many people had let him know it. The mountains were the same, but the people were not. Or maybe they had stayed the same, and he had changed. Yes, he knew he had changed.

Mahliki stepped back, looking down at him with concern in her eyes. “Are you all right, Basilard?”

I regret Chief Halemek’s death, but the rest is not entirely unexpected. Basilard gazed toward the spring. He had always hoped he might prove himself and be allowed to spend some time with his daughter, but perhaps that had been hoping for too much. He had turned his back on God’s teachings, and now God—and his people—would turn their back on him. 

“Basilard?” Amaranthe asked, walking around the water toward him. “Is everything all right?”

No, he thought. Yes, he signed. Most of my people are fine. That is important to know. He sighed, trying to turn his mind away from thoughts of his daughter and of the knowledge that he could never go home. There were the Kendorians to worry about. That was more important. 

Or was it? He massaged his temple. Was this his problem to solve? If his people didn’t want him here, who was he to try and protect their interests? He looked over to the young hunters who were standing around the camp, looking lost. They must have come to fight, but to his eye, they did not look like warriors, only youths who would die upon the swords of more experienced men. He should talk to them, but what should he say? 

What would you do, Amaranthe? Basilard signed, meeting her eyes. 

“About what? The rabbits you left Maldynado to tend? Probably toss their charred husks in the spring.” She smiled, clearly trying to lighten his mood. 

He could only imagine what his expression looked like. He was trying to stay calm, to accept what he had always known was a possibility, but his face must appear grim. His heart certainly was. He could not manage a return smile or a rebuttal to the joke.

About the Kendorians, Basilard signed. In case you didn’t hear, I’ve lost my job.

Mahliki had walked into the camp to join the others, but Ashara remained, watching the conversation. Basilard’s question was primarily for Amaranthe. She had fought impossible odds countless times, choosing to risk herself and others because she had been trying to save then-Emperor Sespian’s life, and because she had been trying to earn her exoneration. This was different, but he trusted she would understand. She would probably also understand his unasked question, whether it might be possible to, by driving out the Kendorians, win his people’s regard. Logically, he knew they would have to reject him, because he could not do this without using violence, but he couldn’t help but hope that maybe… the situation would be extenuating enough that they might understand. His people couldn’t like having the Kendorians here, especially when their magically affected predators had been killing people. Wasn’t it possible they would regard the person who drove them out as heroic? Or at least worthy of visiting his daughter? 

He swallowed, wondering if he should go off by himself for a while instead of talking. 

“That’s unfortunate,” Amaranthe said. “You’re a good ambassador, a good representative for your people. There’s nobody else here, as they’ll find out when they send someone else, that Starcrest will treat favorably. I mean, he’s always fair, as far as I can tell, but I’m sure he feels somewhat indebted to you for helping change the government and making it possible for him to become president.”

Basilard was less certain about that. Starcrest wasn’t the easiest man to read, at least not to Basilard, but he knew the ex-admiral hadn’t been that enthused about running for the position of president. He had done it because he had seen the need and accepted that he was a good person for the job, not because he had craved the position.

I am more concerned about the Kendorians, Basilard signed. I don’t know if it’s possible to get rid of them—what else could we do?—but what I’m wondering is should I try? Should I try to help people who would not help me? And if I was able to succeed…

“Would they take you back?” Amaranthe finished when he did not.

I cannot help but wonder if it might be a road to… not redemption, but a modicum of acceptance. No, not even that, because they could never accept my methods. Basilard touched the dagger on his belt. But perhaps they would allow that there is a place for someone like me, and that I’m not a bad influence on… anyone. 

“It’s hard for me to imagine you not being considered a hero if you succeeded in driving invaders out of your homeland, but that’s my Turgonian perspective. I think the way for you to make your decision is to ask this question: would you want to do it even if nobody here ever found out about it?”

I would want to, yes, because even if all the Kendorians want is our ore, I have to suspect this is a first step for them. If their mission is successful, they’ll return with more troops, more people. Next, they’ll be settling in our valleys, cutting down our trees, mining more of our mountains. Eventually, there won’t be a place for our people to live as we have always lived, letting nature provide. I feel like they must be stopped now, while their numbers are relatively small, and I would want to do that no matter what. But I’m afraid it would be a suicide mission. How could we stop them with less than twenty people? Basilard wasn’t sure he should commit the young hunters to this battle, no matter what they said. For that matter, should he commit his friends? Why should they risk their lives for this? Ashara had already said she wouldn’t fight her own people. Even if Amaranthe, Sicarius, and Maldynado wanted to help, their forces were so small, so insignificant. Do you have any crazy ideas? We tried my only one, and it didn’t work. Basilard curled his lip. Lousy communication orbs.

“We’ll have to tell the president to order a few of those from his Kyattese contacts. He actually has one in his office and another in his submarine. I think he may be able to communicate with his family in Kyatt too. The problem is that it’s going to take years and generations for Turgonians to get used to the idea of working with magic, not a few months, and my understanding is that there are a limited number of people in the world who can Make devices like that, so they’re expensive and rare.”

I know.

“As for crazy ideas,” Amaranthe continued, “my only thought so far has been to try to build up the dam again. They don’t seem to be monitoring that particular section of river closely.”

Probably no ore up there, Basilard signed, then grasped his chin to consider her plan.

With so many people down in that canyon now, would even a flood be enough to make a difference? The shaman might simply raise his arms and stop it. Basilard also feared they had been fortunate the night before and that another encounter with Kendorian magic would result in somebody’s death. Or all of their deaths. Sicarius had always struck him as near immortal with his uncanny skills, but seeing him dangling there by his fingers, just short of falling to his death, reminded Basilard that everybody was mortal. Even those with great talent could be unlucky once, and once was all it took.

“You should scout the camp again and see what they’re doing now,” Ashara said. 

Basilard had forgotten she was there. She had a knack for blending into her surroundings, even when she wasn’t trying to. Maybe it was the leaves that usually stuck out of her hair. He smiled faintly, resisting the urge to walk over and brush the ones free that lingered there now.

“Not a bad idea,” Amaranthe said, “but wait for night.”

Basilard nodded, but he couldn’t help that the stars were unlikely to improve the situation. 

• • • • •

As twilight descended on the flat red rocks that led into the canyon lands, Ashara trotted along at Basilard’s side. Sicarius had started the journey with them, too, but he had veered north to check on the river and see if the dam might be reconstructed. The rest of Basilard’s team, including the Mangdorian hunters, had remained at what had become a camp next to the spring. Corporal Jomrik had proved a surprisingly reliable source of information on Kendorian military tactics and typical formations for a unit such as they were facing. Amaranthe was helping him share the information with the Mangdorians with a lot of signing and drawing in the dirt with sticks. Depending on what Basilard and Sicarius found with their scouting, the group might be heading into battle tomorrow. 

Ashara had invited herself along on the scouting mission, because she had wanted to speak in private with Basilard, something that had been hard during the day with so many new people around. 

She had sensed his curiosity when she had asked to come along and hoped it hadn’t been suspicion. During the trek from his people’s meeting place, she had decided she would tell him all of the truths she had withheld, because she felt she owed him that before leaving. Why she felt that, she wasn’t entirely sure, but she hadn’t wanted to disappear without explaining herself. And now that she had delivered the message—and his new warriors—she believed it would make sense for her to do that.

“Basilard,” she said, wanting to have the conversation while they were still miles from the canyons and the risk of chancing on enemy scouts was low, “I volunteered to come out here with you, so I could speak with you privately before leaving.”

Leaving? 

Ashara realized she had another reason to have this conversation sooner, rather than later. In another twenty minutes, it would be too dark for her to see his hand signs. 

“As I already told you, I can’t fight my own people. Even if I’m an outcast back home, I don’t want to become… a traitor. A real traitor, not simply someone accused of doing something I did not do.” Remembering that she had intended to tell him the whole story, she supposed she should start with what had happened with her husband. 

He nodded at her words, not asking more or demanding explanations. That made her feel more open about sharing her past with him. Besides, they were hundreds of miles from her homeland. Who would he tell? 

“You’ve probably already guessed that I was sent because Shukura wanted me to spy on you,” Ashara said.

Basilard nodded again. Even Mahliki, who paid attention to her trees and samples more than the conversations around her, had known that.

“More than that, he wanted me to sabotage your team’s work with the blight.” She stared straight ahead, not wanting to see his reaction to that admission. “I’m not sure why it matters—I thought of leaving without telling you anything—but I wanted you to know that I’m not a spy by trade. I’d never met Shukura before he showed up during one of my classes at the university. I was there, studying to turn my potion-making knowledge into a legitimate Turgonian business. The plan was to employ some of their people and earn citizenship there. You see, I’m a wanted woman back home. I can’t return to Kendor, not openly, anyway.”

Ashara risked looking at Basilard. What was he thinking of her revelations? She had shared some of this with him before, so it couldn’t be too much of a surprise.

His face was hard to read in the waning daylight, but it did not seem judgmental. He returned her gaze calmly as they strode along, alternately looking at her and scanning their surroundings for threats. 

“Perhaps I should explain the situation, how I came to be an outcast. Or—” She glanced at him again, doubt swimming in her veins. “I don’t know. This isn’t relevant to our scouting or your fight. Perhaps I should just tell you—”

Basilard stopped walking and laid a hand on her forearm. Surprised, she stopped as well, staring at him. Earlier, she had rolled her sleeves up because the summer sun had been pleasant, so she was aware of the warmth of his hand resting on her bare skin. His palms were calloused, despite his ambassadorial position—former position. The palms of a blade wielder. A fighter. Whatever he wished he might be, that was what he was. She didn’t mind. She understood fighters, whereas she struggled to accept the tenets of the Mangdorian religion. Perhaps one day, the world would be ready for peace, but right now, it seemed like Basilard’s people were choosing to be victims. People who needed saving. By retired ambassadors.

Basilard removed his hand and signed, I would like to know.

Oddly, she missed the warmth of his hand. Maybe because the temperature had dropped since the sun had set. 

“All right.” She sat on a boulder, putting her back toward a stunted tree. She spotted a patch of tassilon flowers growing up from under the rock. The petals were useful in one of her potions, so she plucked a few, leaving enough flowers unmolested so they could survive and reproduce. “I’m sure you would never guess, but I grew up in the forest.”

Basilard smiled and leaned forward, lifting a hand tentatively. She wasn’t sure what he meant to do, but she didn’t move. She had already figured out that whatever violence he did was out of necessity, not because he had any predilection toward it. He plucked something out of her hair, then leaned back, holding up a dried leaf.

Ashara snorted. “Yes, I can thank my mother for this hair.” She waved at the tangles she knew were barely restrained by her tie. “As wild as the forest I grew up in. As a child, I was never interested in playing with the girls in the village, pretending at keeping house and raising babies. I was always out with my father and cousins, hunting, tracking, swimming, and learning archery and swordsmanship. My mother was a shaman and taught me much about potion making. Our little village was a good place to grow up, but I had an adventurer’s spirit. After my father passed away, I joined the army, hoping to see the country.” She almost told him about the night stalker program that had come after that, the testing for mental science aptitude and the special combat training, but she didn’t think it was that important to the conversation. Besides, she worried that a Mangdorian would find her past unappealing. Even the Turgonians sneered at the idea of assassins, though their government had secretly used them. It still surprised her that Elstark had never been bothered by her work.

“I worked in a mobile army unit for several years, traveling the plains and protecting the borders.” That was true enough, if vague. “I never expected that I would one day become a city girl. But I had an assignment to guard Lord Elstark on a trek around Kendor; his father—the former prime minister—had sent him to do a census and check in with all of the villages and towns, even the remote ones. He was a bard and a politician and a good man. The people loved him. He wasn’t the kind of person who you would expect to have any interest in a woman wandering around with the forest in her hair.” She glanced at the leaf Basilard had dropped and shook her head ruefully. “But for some reason, he did. He, ah, courted me, basically.” She felt awkward discussing this part of the story with Basilard. “And I fell for him—any woman would have. When his mission traipsing across the country was over, we got married, and I returned to his home in the capital. Have you been to Reedsport?” 

Basilard shook his head. It was getting harder to see him. Not that it mattered, since she was doing all of the babbling.

“There are over a hundred thousand people there. It’s not quite as insanely crowded as the Turgonian capital, but there’s less infrastructure and technology being used down there, so it feels… Let’s just say that it wasn’t a natural fit for a girl who preferred the forests and solitude. But I loved Elstark, and I stayed for him. We had two children. He had plenty of money, so there was no need for me to work, but I still went foraging from time to time. I needed an excuse to escape the city, and I needed something to do. I also wanted to teach my children about nature, edible and medicinal herbs. I made potions to keep the skill alive. Usually, potion makers are respected, at least out in the woods where I grew up, because they tend to be healers. But in the city… I didn’t realize it at first, but the hobby was regarded with suspicion by some people.”

Maldynado wondered if you were a witch, Basilard signed, surprising her. He seemed to have surprised himself, too, because he held up an apologetic hand. She might not have caught the quick gestures if they hadn’t already been talking about this subject and if she hadn’t already heard Maldynado muttering his witch suspicions.

“Yes, that’s basically the term the Kendorian city people used, as well. The word alchemist is closer to what the woods folk called us. You always think of rural people as being less educated, but in this case, it was the city people. Many of them had forgotten our nomadic pasts and given up some of the old branches of the mental sciences for newer ones.” She shrugged. “Sorry, I’m rambling. The point is that some people were suspicious of me and that I didn’t fit in. Others didn’t like me, simply because Elstark had picked me and not them or their daughters or nieces. It was my first time dealing with gaggles of women and petty jealousy. Elstark knew I wasn’t that happy there, and we were talking about moving to a smaller town when…” She took a deep breath. Even though years had passed, this part of her history was still difficult to talk about. “I returned with the children from a foraging trip at the park, and Elstark was dead on the floor of the kitchen. Jiana—my daughter—screamed, and my mother-in-law ran in from the house next door. I was so stunned, I didn’t know what to do. I stood there, trying to think who might have done it and trying to figure out how I would hunt down the person and kill him—or her, as it turned out to be. The authorities came eventually and did an investigation. They found Elstark had been killed by poison. The last thing I expected was to become a suspect, but that was exactly what happened.”

Why would someone think you would kill your mate? Basilard signed.

Engrossed in her story, she almost missed the question. “Nobody who knew us well thought it,” Ashara said, “but there were others who believed I wanted his inheritance. We had lived simply, but everyone knew his family had money. Looking back, I’m not sure how many people truly believed I wanted money—it’s not as if people who crave wealth become soldiers. Maybe they just wanted to get rid of me, or they wanted to believe the worst of me. In addition to being an oddity there, I was never charismatic. You might have noticed.”

Not me. He smiled. 

She almost laughed. She wasn’t sure what she had expected from him, but hardly anyone else had believed her innocent, so she supposed she had assumed he might feel the same way. The fact that he was trying to lift her spirits… She appreciated it.

“While they were debating what to do with me, I ran off, intent on finding Elstark’s killer. Looking back, that wasn’t the wisest move, because people thought I was running to escape the law, even though I’d told my in-laws what I was doing and arranged for them to watch the children while I was gone. I assumed it wouldn’t take that long and that in finding the person responsible, I could clear my name. I didn’t expect it would take me two years to find the woman—she was a practitioner and had powers greater than mine. She’d been a former lover of Elstark’s, one who was bitter that he’d chosen another. Apparently, she had meant the poison for me. It was in a baked good that I bought regularly and ate, but Elstark had come home early, and he ate it instead.”

She rubbed her face. Basilard signed something, but she couldn’t make it out. Full night was approaching, and a few torches or lanterns moved in the distance, reminding her that he had a mission to accomplish, one more important than listening to her ramble about the difficulties in her life.

“When Shukura came to see me,” she said, hurrying to wrap up the story, “he implied that if I didn’t help, my children would be in danger. I don’t know how far his reach is, but…” She stared glumly at the dark ground. “I’ve tried before to retrieve them, but because they’re Elstark’s children, they’re well protected. Our law patrollers have orders to shoot me if I return again.”

Basilard touched her arm and drew her around the boulder to a protected niche. He pulled out a lantern and lit it, keeping the flame low. Ashara grimaced, knowing he risked being spotted so he could talk to her. She should have finished her story more quickly.

Why did you work with us then? Basilard signed by the small light. I doubt it was Maldynado’s charm.

Ashara almost told him that it had been his charm, but that was a silly thing to say. Yes, she felt a connection to him because he, too, had a child he couldn’t reach, but it had been more the question of ethics that had bothered her all along. “Even though I eventually became a soldier, I grew up as a protector of the forest, under my parents’ guidance. To help along a blight… I couldn’t do that. Especially not after I realized my people were responsible for it. Shukura left out that detail. I’d always assumed spies were better informed.”

You will leave? Return to Turgonia?

“I’ll leave in the morning. I hope you understand that even if my nation has turned its back on me, I don’t have a grudge against all of the people in it. As a former soldier, it would be particularly difficult to fight soldiers. Like that letter we found said, they’re just men and women going along with orders from their superiors. It makes me uncomfortable to know that I already shot some of them. In that case, it was self-defense, but I don’t want to fight more of them if I have another choice.”

I do understand.

“As for going back to Turgonia, I don’t know if I can,” Ashara said. “Shukura may not be pleased with my failure. I’m not sure yet where I’ll go.” Wherever it was, it would be a lonely road. Even if she enjoyed the solitude of the wilds, she missed having kin and friends to come home to once in a while. It was strange to think that she had spent more time with Basilard and his comrades in the last few days than she had with anyone else in years. Even her children. She had seen them so little since Elstark’s death. “I may have to risk trying to get Jiana and Khanrin again, if only to ensure that Shukura can’t do anything to harm them when he learns…” She shrugged. 

Would you consider staying for a non-combat position? Basilard asked.

Ashara stared at him. “What?” 

You’ve seen my forces. I need all of the help I can recruit. You have healing skills. We may need them. Basilard peered toward the canyon—the number of torches in the distance had doubled. The outline of the log walls being erected was just visible, along with a new train of wagons parked in front. We’ll definitely need them.

“You’re positive you’ll battle them, then?”

Earlier, he had not seemed sure. 

I—my comrades and I—have more experience than the men you brought down with you. They’re determined to fight. I’m afraid they’ll all get themselves killed without some guidance. I’m not sure yet what we’ll do, but we must do something. Basilard found her shoulder in the dim lighting. He grasped it gently, before lowering his hand to sign, I appreciate that you went with Mahliki and offered your assistance. You’ve already helped us when I see now that you truly had no reason to. 

“Trust me: I didn’t do much to help with the blight.” Ashara meant to leave it at that, but then she caught herself adding, “I did poke a few holes into the grimbals trying to eat us on the way to your village.” She didn’t usually brag, but for some reason, she wanted him to know she had been useful.

Yes, I heard. He nodded. Mahliki must have summarized their trek for him. She said she tested you, and you passed. 

“She what?” Ashara had the impression of a dry tone with his signs, though she couldn’t have said how she knew. Still, she felt offended. What test? Nothing to do with the grimbals—Mahliki wouldn’t have been so foolish as to attempt to arrange that encounter.

She said she asked you which—Basilard made a couple of gestures she had never seen before and finished with—was responsible for the blight.

Something about the bacteria? That must be it. The four sample containers Mahliki had brought out. “Yes, I remember.”

She already knew the answer. She was seeing if you would lead her astray.

“Oh.” 

Yes, offended was definitely the word, even if she could understand Mahliki and the others being wary of her. Maybe it was more the idea of someone as young as Mahliki testing her. And outsmarting her. Ashara hadn’t suspected that, and she felt a chill, remembering that for the briefest of moments, she had considered lying. If she had, she and Basilard would be having a much different conversation.

You do not owe us anything, Basilard signed, but if you stay and aid us, and I survive the battle, I would help you when we’re done.

“Help me?” 

With Shukura. Basilard lifted a shoulder. Or sneaking into your country to retrieve your children.

“I…” Ashara had no idea what to say. It was such a monumental thing to offer, to help a person commit a crime—and since she was no longer Jiana and Khanrin’s legal guardian, that’s what it would be—in a foreign country. And yet, she did not sense that Basilard was someone who made promises he didn’t keep. By the gods, why would he make such an offer? “I couldn’t let you get yourself in that kind of trouble with my people, but—”

They’re about to hate me and want me dead for other reasons. Basilard waved toward the canyon. If they don’t already. I blew up a few thousand ranmyas worth of supplies, and people may have been hurt. His expression was grim. Or worse.

“There’s a difference between acts undertaken during combat and non-war crimes,” Ashara said. “But let me think on your offer. Perhaps if some deal could be made with Shukura, I could return to my studies.” If Basilard knew the Turgonian president, and the president was willing to lean on Shukura, maybe he could be dissuaded from reporting back to Kendor on Ashara’s doings. 

Basilard lifted his hands to respond, but a scream cut across the rocks first, a scream of terror that raised all of the hairs on Ashara’s neck. Basilard cut out the lantern.

The noise had come from the direction of the outpost being constructed. Ashara could not see what might have caused it, but more shouts followed on the heels of the scream. Lanterns that had been stationary or moving steadily along at the speed of a walk now jerked about. Some of the people holding them were running. Others seemed to be spinning in place, trying to see something.

A rifle fired. The shouts were too far away for Ashara to make out the words, but she could hear the fear and pain in them. She took a step in that direction, her natural instinct to find out what was wrong and help. But she looked at Basilard, realizing this might be some part of his plans.

“Sicarius?” she asked. 

No. They would never know Sicarius was there. Basilard peered toward the lights. Maybe it’s a—

Another scream sounded, but it was drowned out by a bone-rattling roar. Recognition flooded through Ashara’s limbs, and she stepped back. Grimbals. Again. She wouldn’t have guessed there were this many of the big, shaggy predators on the entire continent. 

“What’s happening?” she breathed. “Did some of the animals their shaman wrangled to attack your people turn on them?”

Basilard pointed off to their left. It wasn’t in the direction of the cliff. Ashara tensed, thinking he might have spotted more grimbals, ones that might be close enough to be a threat to them. Full darkness had fallen, and she couldn’t see much beyond the outline of the distant mountains against the sky. Even that was dim, because the stars were not out tonight. Then she caught movement. Something running. Or someone? The road was in that direction, wasn’t it? 

More gunshots came from the outpost, and Ashara was certain dozens of arrows were being loosed for every musket or shotgun fired. The Kendorians had the numbers that, through sheer attrition, they should be able to kill a few grimbals, but in the darkness, it would be a greater challenge, and they might take losses. Those outpost walls weren’t up all the way around yet, so they wouldn’t have anywhere to hide. She sympathized with them, but if one of the creatures they had been controlling had turned on them, she couldn’t sympathize too much. Maybe the Mangdorian god was protecting his people, after all.

A blinding light came from the outpost, the sky brightening for miles in every direction. The crackling sensation of immense power being unleashed crawled across her skin. Tladik.

For a few seconds, Ashara had no trouble seeing Basilard or the terrain around her, and she felt exposed. Basilard was looking away from the outpost, toward several men in the distance, one of them hunched over as he ran. Then the light went out, and night returned. Moans of pain continued to float across the rocks, but the howls of the grimbals had stopped. The frantic movement of the lanterns calmed down. Ashara wasn’t sure what had happened, but she suspected the predators were dead.

“Maybe we should get out of here and scout later. They’re going to be on high alert after…” She stopped talking, because Basilard was jogging away, heading in the direction where she had seen those men.

Had they been Kendorian? Or maybe Mangdorian? She thought back and remembered short hair. That was more typical of Mangdorians.

Knowing Basilard would struggle to communicate with his people at night, she ran after him to help.

“Who’s there?” someone blurted in a harsh Mangdorian whisper—she had no trouble translating that.

The sound of a scuffle followed, and she hurried. By the time she reached the group, it had grown silent. A soft white light came from the ground, illuminating a young man on his knees. Basilard had captured a second man, locking his arms behind his back. Two others had bows out, but didn’t look like they knew where to point them.

“It’s Leyelchek,” one whispered as soon as the light revealed Basilard’s scarred face.

The man Basilard had been restraining went limp. Basilard let him go. He stepped back, spreading his arms, his hands empty. 

The light made Ashara nervous, and she glanced back toward the outpost. It might be over a mile away, but since she had no trouble seeing the lanterns, she worried this light would also be visible, even if it was near the ground and clenched in someone’s fist. Someone on his knees with a pained expression pinching his face. 

What happened? Basilard signed.

The three standing men all spoke at once, and Ashara could not decipher any of it. 

Basilard must have been having trouble, too, because he waved for them to stop talking. Come back to our camp with us. He pointed and started walking, so they could not misinterpret him.

The men hesitated, but then they helped their injured comrade to his feet. What Ashara had thought might be a light stone turned out to be nothing more than the man’s hand. A shaman, she realized with a start. Or a priest. Wasn’t that what the Mangdorians called their practitioners? People with power who spoke with God and delivered his messages. 

Whoever this man was, he needed help. She touched the flower petals she had collected. Those could be used in a healing salve. She had more supplies in her bags back at the camp. She could make several tinctures, as well, and she had a few of her potions along that she had made back in Turgonia for improving stamina and mental clarity.

As Ashara followed the group back toward the mountains, she realized she had already made her decision. She would help Basilard in his fight, as a healer if not a combatant. She wondered if she would survive her choice. 

 


Chapter 16

Basilard stood near the fire, listening as his Mangdorian allies told their story. The night before, they had heard Basilard’s explosion from their spot upriver in the canyon. Soon after, the priest Hykur had felt the shaman reaching out and searching, so they had temporarily abandoned the area. Maldynado’s victim had been left to wake on his own and wonder why he was half-buried in rocks. Hykur’s small team had spent the day searching for ways to sabotage the Kendorian mission without risking themselves or outright killing people. When they had stumbled across the grimbals, a pair of creatures they believed had been coerced from their normal territory in order to harass a Mangdorian village, Hykur had been scared at the idea of trying to control them, but his comrades had urged him to use his powers to do so. They had believed it fair to treat the Kendorians the same way the Kendorians were treating the Mangdorians. 

Hykur had been able to convince the grimbals to travel more than ten miles, though the effort had drained him terribly and they had run into trouble near the end when his hold on the animals had faded. At the moment, he was barely moving as he lay by the fire, letting Ashara spread her healing salve on substantial claw marks. With the last of his mental energy, Hykur had turned the grimbals loose on the Kendorians building the outpost overlooking the canyon, but according to the hunter telling the story, the horror of being mind-linked with a savage beast that was relishing killing people had nearly driven him crazy. He had wrenched his mind free, abandoning all hold on the creatures. His comrades had been helping him away when Basilard had seen them.

“I commend you, Bas,” Maldynado said, ambling over while munching on a dried fruit strip. “Every time you leave camp, you come back with more troops. Maybe you have the makings of a war leader, and we never knew it.”

Maldynado might have meant it as a compliment—it sounded like something a Turgonian would consider high praise—but the notion filled Basilard with bleakness. He would accept the role of leader in trying to evict the Kendorians, but he did not want to be anything like a Turgonian general. 

We’ll attack before dawn, Basilard signed, the words for the Mangdorians and for Maldynado. Anyone who will join me.

“We got a plan?” Jomrik asked. 

He sat on a rock with his rifle between his knees, massaging the dried duck feet tied to the barrel. He didn’t look enthused about going into battle with a bunch of untried hunters, but he had not objected openly to anything since Amaranthe and Maldynado had planted the idea that he might earn a promotion if he performed well out here.

I have part of a plan, Basilard signed. I’m waiting to hear what Sicarius reports back about the possibility of rebuilding that dam. 

When Maldynado translated that for Jomrik, Jomrik’s face screwed up in a pained expression. “Do I have to drag more logs around? In that canyon? That climb…” He shuddered and touched the back of his shoulder. Amaranthe had removed the arrowhead and bandaged his wound that morning. 

You don’t have to go at all, Basilard signed.

“Oh?” Jomrik looked at Maldynado, probably wondering if he had misunderstood.

You’re not under my command, and I’m not… Basilard hadn’t shared the news Mahliki and Ashara had given him, that he had been relieved of his position. There hadn’t been time. You’re under no obligation to me.

Jomrik sighed. “I have to help. If I show up back at the barracks by myself… without my lorry… nothing good is going to come of that. I need to do something worthy, something so my first sergeant knows I’m not a coward that can’t be trusted.”

Basilard did not know what to say to that. He wanted Jomrik’s help—he needed all of the help he could find—but worried the corporal might get himself killed, all because he was worried about losing rank or earning demerits back home. It might be utterly Turgonian, but it wasn’t a good reason to join in a war, not in Basilard’s eyes.

“What’s your plan?” Amaranthe asked.

The outpost. I was looking at it earlier. Basilard waved to Ashara. Even if her words had distracted him, and he hadn’t gotten as close to it as he had intended, he had seen enough of the terrain before and was fairly certain that what he had in mind could work, if someone suicidal wouldn’t mind setting it up. I’m not sure how many explosives we have left—Basilard raised his eyebrows toward Jomrik—but I thought some placed on the cliff below the construction site might bring down the ledge with the outpost and all of the materials they brought for building it. Also, the rubble falling below might do damage to the encampment and bury a mine entrance or two. Perhaps this would be enough to discourage them, especially in the light of the other disasters.

“I think you may need more explosives than we have to cause the cliff to crumble,” Amaranthe said. “It’s not as if the outpost is perched on a ledge that hangs out over the canyon. Maybe Sicarius can do the math for you when he returns, but I think you’d just end up blowing a hole. Not to mention that someone would have to climb on a vertical cliff in the dark, plant the explosives, and climb away again before they went off.”

We’ve done that already, Basilard signed, but he worried that she was right about the explosives.

“Can’t you just sneak up and toss some blasting sticks over the wall?” Maldynado asked. “Don’t try to make this more clever than it needs to be, Bas. If you want to blow up the outpost, blow it up directly.”

That… could work. If they’re still recovering from the grimbal attack. And if the shaman isn’t around. I couldn’t tell if he was up in the outpost or on the canyon floor. If he annihilated two grimbals from hundreds of feet below, I’m uncomfortably impressed.

“Grimbals?” Maldynado peered into the darkness around the camp. “Did you forget to mention something, Bas? I thought we’d left all of those blokes back on the other side of that river.”

Before Basilard could explain, a new voice entered the conversation.

“The dam was not destroyed,” Sicarius said, walking out of the night. 

What? Basilard signed.

“The Kendorians did not notice it or did not see it as a threat,” Sicarius said. “The water level has risen behind it.”

“They were probably too busy shooting people—” Jomrik waved at his shoulder, “—to pay attention to the river.”

“Jomrik designed it to look more like the beaver dam it started as rather than a neatly engineered trap.”

“I did?”

Sicarius gazed blandly at him. “The logs were haphazardly placed.”

“Er, right. That was on purpose.” Jomrik nodded sagely.

It was dark also, Basilard signed, so they might simply have missed it. Sicarius, has enough water built up that it could flood the camp? Could the dam still be triggered? 

“With explosives, yes. The dam is proving sturdy. I would have expected it to cave earlier today under the pressure of the water behind it.”

“Sorry,” Jomrik said, “I didn’t mean to be such a subtle yet brilliant engineer. I should have warned you that my math and engineering grades were good in school.” He had grown almost chipper at the revelation that his work was still standing. Or maybe it was the thought that he wouldn’t be asked to start from scratch building a new dam.

Maldynado snorted. “And that’s why you became a lorry driver?”

“No, I became a lorry driver because what boy doesn’t want to charge into combat with the power of a hundred lizards thrumming under his feet?”

“One who doesn’t want to get in trouble when his lizards crash.”

Jomrik’s newfound cheer wilted, and Basilard thought about smacking Maldynado. He changed the subject instead.

How many blasting sticks do we have left? If all of their tactics involved setting off explosives, they would be in trouble if they did not have a sufficient supply.

“Uh.” Jomrik poked through his pack and laid a handful of matches and two blasting sticks on a rock. One was soggy, and the other looked like something had been chewing on its end. 

Anyone else? Basilard raised his eyebrows in Sicarius’s direction.

Sicarius disappeared into the darkness. Basilard assumed that his pack was out there somewhere, rather than that he had decided the conversation wasn’t worth continuing. He hoped that was the case. 

Amaranthe?

She had been sitting on a rock and holding scissors and jars for Ashara while she worked on Hykur. She blinked a few times when Basilard pointed to her. “Why would I be carrying explosives?”

“It’s not that odd to expect you to have some,” Maldynado said. “You’ve got to admit that a lot of things blow up when you’re around.”

“Me? You’re usually the one driving when something blows up.”

“Yes, but you’re the one giving me orders. Crash into that. Hit that. Drive into their path so they can’t escape.” Maldynado’s voice had gone up in pitch in a rather pathetic imitation of Amaranthe. 

She glared at him but did not deny his argument.

Sicarius returned with a single blasting stick. He laid it on the rock next to Jomrik’s offerings. Basilard gazed bleakly at the paltry pile. They might be able to break the dam with those explosives, but the outpost? 

Maybe we could steal some from the Kendorians? Basilard winced at the idea of trying to sneak into their camp tonight. They would be on high alert after dealing with the grimbals, and there might still be search parties out. Squads of men had been patrolling the area on either side of the canyon all day.

“Liberate,” Maldynado said.

What?

“That sounds nobler than stealing.”

“Kendorians don’t manufacture explosives in any great quantity,” Amaranthe said. “Their blasting sticks had Turgonian stamps on them.”

“So they stole them first?” Maldynado asked.

“More likely they bought them from some unscrupulous smuggler,” Amaranthe said. “Regardless, stealing them might be challenging. At least tonight. Sicarius?”

“I could sneak past mundane soldiers on watch, but the shaman adds an unknown element. It is likely he has alarms set, booby traps perhaps.”

“Especially around their supplies,” Amaranthe said. “They’ll be extra careful with them after losing some.”

Basilard had felt proud for destroying that cache in the cave, but now he wondered if he had made things more difficult overall.

“Leyelchek,” Bartohk said, “I don’t know if I should attempt to contribute, since I’m not understanding anything your Turgonian allies say, but would it make sense to wait a few days? Perhaps the Kendorians will believe we’ve left and grow more relaxed again. Then it might be easier to sneak in and sabotage their work.”

Basilard translated the words for the others.

“If the dam is to be used as part of our attack, it must be soon,” Sicarius said. “It’s only luck that the water hasn’t flowed over it and washed it away already. Also, if another train of Kendorians comes in tomorrow during the day via that route, they will notice the hazard and dismantle it.”

Basilard frowned, more at the idea of yet more Kendorian troops arriving than at anything to do with the dam. I don’t think we can delay, Bartohk. He looked to Sicarius again. Is it possible to make explosives out here? What are the ingredients?

“Turgonian black powder is made from charcoal, sulfur, and saltpeter,” Sicarius said.

Charcoal would be easy to obtain. Sulfur… Basilard had no idea. His people did not use it for anything, as far as he knew.

“It’s found in volcanic regions,” Mahliki said. “Naturally occurring saltpeter is rare. Sometimes, it’s in the soil of limestone caves. You can produce it by causing a reaction between potassium chloride and sodium nitrate.”

“Sounds like someone just volunteered to make us black powder,” Maldynado said.

“Uh, when I said you can produce it, I meant in an alchemy lab with plenty of supplies and equipment.”

Maldynado nudged her pack with his toe. “You don’t have that in there?”

“Not quite.” Mahliki looked at Ashara. “But I do have some small quantities of chemicals. Maybe together, we could come up with something that would help with your efforts.”

Ashara’s brows rose. “I only volunteered to make healing salves.”

“I’ve seen Mendak’s broomuscha along the paths here. That can be used as a sedative, right? Maybe we could make something to knock out groups of the Kendorians. Or at least the shaman.”

“Only if we can get him to lick the substance,” Ashara said.

“We’ll think of something,” Mahliki said firmly.

Ashara did not appear so certain, but she did not gainsay Mahliki, either.

Basilard picked up the best-looking blasting stick and held it out to Sicarius. Will you plant this a couple of hours before dawn and try to take out the dam? He hoped that the dam was far enough upstream from the encampment that the shaman would not have thought to place alarms or booby traps there, but if he had, Sicarius would be the most likely person in their group to sense them.

“If it appears on the verge of breaking, I may have to set it off earlier.”

Understood.

Sicarius accepted the blasting stick. “What else?”

What else what?

“This task will not take me long. It would have a better chance of success if the shaman was gone. Even better if an earlier attack were to rid the Kendorians of their commander. Then the camp would already be in chaos when the water came.”

Rid? As in assassinate her?

“Dispose of her by whatever method that will ensure she’s not there to lead her people. You can’t expect that a flood alone will utterly destroy the enemy.”

No, but Basilard had hoped that it and the attack on the outpost would be enough to send the Kendorians fleeing for the border. 

You think I should do that, Basilard signed. He wasn’t sure if it was a statement or a question, but he couldn’t ask someone else to be an assassin for him. He found the idea of heading into that canyon with the intent to kill specific people disturbing, but Sicarius’s logic could not be dismissed.

“I am the logical person to confront the shaman,” Sicarius said. “You could find the major and kill any other high-ranking officers you see. Kendorians usually wear earrings as signs of rank, with more intricate ones denoting higher rank. There will be captains, as well as the major, but she should be your priority.”

You want to fight the shaman? That’s the most dangerous job out here, and I hadn’t even thought to ask you to fight. My countrymen and I must engage the Kendorians—Basilard extended his arm toward the Mangdorians—and you have already done more here than I could have asked. Besides, I am no longer the official Mangdorian ambassador, so President Starcrest has no reason to need to see me protected.

Sicarius stared at him. Yes, Basilard had not shared that information widely yet.

“Basilard,” Amaranthe said, “Starcrest said to help you. He didn’t know about all of this, obviously, but he’s paying us to help you. Use us as you see fit.”

Paying you? 

“Yes,” Amaranthe said. “We even get bonus pay when we’re on the road, so we have no reason to hurry home.” 

I… Oh. It was odd to think of Amaranthe and Sicarius being motivated by money, when that hadn’t been their reason for doing anything in the year and a half Basilard had known them. They had been fighting to save the emperor and to earn their exoneration.

Perhaps guessing at the reason for his confusion, Amaranthe explained further. “We have bills now. I suppose it’s strange after being outlaws and not paying rent for any of the deserted warehouses, sewage stations, and pumping houses that we hid out in, but Sicarius and I rented a flat in the University District. It’s not an inexpensive part of town. We also owe taxes now. In fact, some government accountant with too much time on his hands decided I owe taxes from the year when I was an outlaw, even if I wasn’t collecting pay from a licensed employer. Oddly, the accountant didn’t dare deliver a tax bill to Sicarius. But my point is that agents working for the intelligence office make less than you might think, and we have expenses. We’re thinking of getting a cat, too, so we need to save up.”

“A cat?” Maldynado gaped at Sicarius.

“Actually, he hasn’t agreed to that yet,” Amaranthe said. “But he is open to getting a plant.”

“Oh. Well, yes. Plants are demanding and expensive,” Maldynado said.

“Exactly.”

It took Basilard a moment to realize that this explanation had nothing to do with the real reason Amaranthe and Sicarius were staying. They had come to help him and would, whether Starcrest had said anything about it or not. Even if he was not surprised, he struggled to swallow around a lump of emotion that swelled in his throat. Perhaps it was a good thing he did not use his voice for speaking.

Good. Then, yes. I would be pleased if you faced the shaman. You must take someone to help.

Sicarius’s expression never changed, but he met Amaranthe’s eyes. She nodded back, and Basilard decided that matter was resolved, even if he would worry for both of them. Sicarius had defeated practitioners in the past, but this shaman seemed more powerful than most.

Basilard looked to Maldynado, wondering if he should assume that Maldynado also had a plant he needed to pay for. 

“I guess that leaves me and Jomrik on explosives duty. Someone’s supposed to make that outpost disappear, right?” Maldynado picked up the blasting stick with the scraped and smashed end. “You got a hungry squirrel in your pack, Jom?”

“I didn’t see you pulling any blasting sticks out of the smoldering lorry after the crash,” Jomrik said.

“I had more important things to grab.”

“Such as the three different hats you’ve worn on this mission?”

“Exactly, and I can’t tell you how distressing it is that I’m down to two.” Maldynado pursed his lips. “Maybe if they have a keg of powder within the walls of the fort, we could get close enough to drop one of our sticks on it. Not sure I like the idea of shaman booby traps, though. Jomrik, I reckon we better work on this together. Unless you want to stay with the women.”

“If the choice is mine, I would prefer to go into combat, rather than babysitting.”

“Babysitting?” Ashara’s eyebrows flew up.

“Also,” Jomrik continued sturdily, “seeing a Turgonian may intimidate them, make them worry that there might be more of us out here.”

“They didn’t seem intimidated by seeing Maldynado,” Amaranthe said.

“He’s not a soldier. And he’s not intimidating.”

“What are you talking about?” Maldynado asked. “I’m big, strong, tall, and agile.”

“You’re pretty.” Jomrik grunted. “You look like a cat some rich businesswoman would have draped across the foot of her bed for decoration.”

“By cat, you better mean tiger.” Maldynado glared at him.

“Put out the fire,” Sicarius said, then jogged into the darkness. Two of the Mangdorian hunters headed in the same direction.

“Company?” Amaranthe asked softly.

Basilard shook his head and kicked dirt onto the embers. They shouldn’t have had a fire going this close to the enemy camp to start with, but Ashara had needed to boil water to clean Hykur’s wounds, and Basilard had needed sufficient lighting to communicate. 

“Better collect our weapons and gear,” Maldynado whispered. “In case we have to move.”

Groping in the dark, Basilard found his rifle and his pack. He wasn’t sure how much gear he wanted to carry into that canyon. Assassins were supposed to travel light, weren’t they? Not to mention that he might have to be able to run swiftly if that flood came before he’d found the Kendorian commander and dealt with her. 

“The shaman is coming,” Sicarius said, returning. “With a platoon of soldiers. They’re less than a mile away, and they’re heading straight for us.”

“He must be able to sense where we are,” Amaranthe said. 

“Yes.”

“Deal with him first, right?” Amaranthe said. “While Basilard is hunting the Kendorian commander? And then we circle back to ignite the dam?”

“Yes,” Sicarius said. “Basilard, listen for trouble upriver. As I stated, the dam may fail prematurely.”

“Leyelchek?” Hykur asked in Mangdorian. “I can take my men and try to lead the shaman away, so you have more time to plan.”

Basilard lifted his hands, then dropped them uselessly. He could not respond.

“You’re injured,” Ashara said in Kendorian, a frown in her voice. She couldn’t have understood Hykur fully, but must have gotten the gist. “Let Sicarius deal with the shaman.”

“We can distract those who are working with him,” Hykur urged.

Ashara grunted. She might not have understood. Basilard wasn’t even sure Hykur had understood. He clenched his fist in frustration at not being able to talk and translate.

“Jomrik and I will go this way,” Maldynado said, speaking independently of Hykur. “Circle around to the fort. Stay alive, everyone.”

“Mahliki and Ashara,” Amaranthe said, her voice already distant—everyone was on the move, “get far away from here, but see if you can circle around, get any explosives you’re able to make to us. We’ll watch for you.”

“Got it.” Ashara grunted, shouldering her pack.

“Nothing like mixing dangerous chemicals by night,” Mahliki murmured.

Basilard made his way around the doused fire, grimacing at the heavy scent of smoke hanging in the air, and found Hykur. He gripped the other man on the shoulder, hoping that would be enough to convey that he appreciated that the priest was here and approved of the plan to be a distraction. Basilard wished he had a way to say be careful too.

With a few soft words, Hykur led both teams of hunters away. They would refine their plan and find a way to be helpful once they were out of the camp. 

Basilard was aware of the others leaving too. Soon, he stood by himself, realizing with an unsettled pang of unease that he hadn’t kept anyone by his side to help on his quest. He clenched his teeth. He knew what he had to do—sneak into the Kendorian camp and find and kill Major Diratha. The thought of assassination still chilled him, but this night might be their only chance to rid his land of these invaders. He would do what he had to do. Or die trying. 

• • • • •

Darkness filled the forest, but Ashara could feel the eyes of the woodland creatures upon them. Usually, that would not bother her, but there was an unnatural chill emanating from the shadows that made her uneasy. She sensed an owl watching them from a bough overhead, its head swiveling to track their passage.

Mahliki paused and lowered the lantern she had lit to guide their way. Ashara would have preferred dark.

“Better keep moving,” she said.

“I’m trying to find that plant.”

“This isn’t the time for it. The others will have to make do with what they have. I can sense that someone’s watching us.” 

More correctly, she sensed that someone was monitoring them through the animals that were watching. She had no idea why. The group had split in four directions when Sicarius had announced that the Kendorians were coming. Ashara and Mahliki had headed toward the mountains, farther away from the canyon, figuring the shaman and his soldiers would choose one of the other groups to track, the people more likely to cause trouble. But she trusted her senses and knew that someone—or something—was after them.

“The shaman?” Mahliki asked.

“Tladik or some of his people. I’m not sure yet. If it’s Tladik, he may have gone after the other groups and sent a few owls to monitor us. I don’t want to circle back to look for him.” The soft gurgle of a stream reached Ashara’s ears. “Head for the water. If mundane people or animals are after us, then we can hide our trail in the stream. Even if a shaman is controlling the animals, they shouldn’t be able to follow our scent.”

“Practitioners have a lot of ways of finding people,” Mahliki said.

“I know. I’m hoping he’s busy with the others. Didn’t your assassin friend want to confront him?” 

“Sicarius isn’t exactly a friend. He’s a—an oddity.”

Ashara decided not to mention that a girl who carried tweezers, vials, sample dishes, and a microscope into the woods might be considered a tad odd as well. “In-laws usually are.”

“He’s not my in-law. Sespian and I are simply… exploring our compatibility.” 

“Are tongues involved?”

“You sound like Maldynado,” Mahliki said.

“I’m trying to distract you from worrying about the shaman.”

“Distract me? Or you?”

“Put that lantern out, will you? No need to make it easier for someone to find us.”

The darkness lay thick between the trees, and they had to grope their way toward the stream. No sooner had Ashara taken a step into the icy water than an unearthly tingle shot through her veins. More than the chill of the stream made her shiver.

“Trouble,” she whispered.

“I feel it,” Mahliki replied, stepping into the water. “Should we—” Her words broke off in a gasp. “Something grabbed my foot.”

Ashara reached out, intending to grasp her arm and steady her, but when she tried to step in that direction, she couldn’t lift her leg. An alarmed gasp escaped her own lips. The gurgle of the stream had stopped, the forest growing silent. Not so much as an insect buzzed. 

She leaned back to give herself leverage and tugged, but her foot did not budge. The water had somehow sealed around her ankle. What magic could have taken root so quickly? She tried to lift her back foot, which was still on the bank. That one rose easily enough. When she reached down to see what had gripped her, her knuckles bashed against something hard. And cold.

“Ice.” Ashara drew her dagger and poked at the hard substance all around her ankle, experimentally at first, but then she hacked, trying to break it. “Solid ice,” she added. The stream might only be four or five inches deep, but in an instant, it had frozen all the way through. 

“My brother could do something like this,” Mahliki said quietly as she shifted her weight and removed her pack. Both of her feet were locked in the stream, so she was doubly trapped. Not that having one foot free encouraged Ashara. It wasn’t as if she planned to cut the other off so she could escape. “But not from far away,” Mahliki added.

Ashara knew there were limits to a practitioner’s range and shivered in reluctant agreement. A powerful shaman might be able to sense their movements—such as when they entered the stream—and attack them like this from up to a mile away, but she feared this kind of accuracy meant Tladik was watching them from some nearby hill. She hadn’t heard anyone yet, but she doubted they would have much time alone.

“Why is he after us?” Ashara growled, hacking harder. 

The tip of her dagger bit into the ice, but it did nothing to crack it or loosen her foot. She risked poking closer to her moccasin, but worried she would cut herself, especially if the limb went numb and she couldn’t feel anything. Right now, her foot burned from the cold, her nerves alive with the sensation, but with the appendage encased in ice, that wouldn’t last for long. A new fear rushed into her heart, one that irrationally worried her more than the approach of a dangerous enemy. What if she couldn’t get free soon enough, and she lost her foot to frostbite? Everything she loved to do, roaming the world and seeing new places and collecting herbs and plants, required walking. 

“Basilard is the one who blew up their stuff,” she added, frustration making her words harsh. She didn’t want anyone after Basilard, either, but she couldn’t understand why Tladik had singled out her and Mahliki.

“Maybe.” Mahliki dropped her pack, glass clinking slightly. “But I’m the one who gave the Mangdorians a way to fight the blight.” She sniffed something in her hand. “I’m not sure if this is my calcium chloride or not. Nor am I sure I have enough to do anything. Do you have any alcohol, by chance?” Mahliki bent down, touching the ice.

“Sorry, I forgot my vodka. Or apple brandy. That’s what Turgonians drink, right? Does being drunk make losing your foot easier?” Ashara leaned back, annoyed that her dagger wasn’t proving useful. She knew her frustration was making her words harsh, but she couldn’t help it, not with fear fueling the emotion.

“I was thinking of something stronger, actually. Like rubbing alcohol. Don’t you clean wounds with something like that before you smear your salve on?”

“Oh. Yes, I have a little.” Ashara sheathed her dagger and shifted her bow and her pack from her shoulders. 

A branch snapped in the distance, in the direction from which they had come. It was followed by the sound of footsteps crunching on dry leaf litter. Lots of footsteps. The shaman had a platoon—wasn’t that what Sicarius had said? 

“Hurry,” Mahliki whispered. “I think this is the calcium chloride.” 

“Should I be cheering?” Ashara thrust her hand past a change of clothing and dried food rations until she found her first-aid kit and potions at the bottom. “Here’s the rubbing alcohol.”

“Good. Dribble some around your foot, then hand it to me. I’ll trade you the calcium. It’s melting my ice.”

Torches had come into view, a line of them weaving through the trees and heading toward the stream, but a surge of hope filled Ashara’s breast. “Like salt?” she whispered.

“Yes, but better. It’s hygroscopic.”

Ashara had no idea what that meant, but she was too busy dribbling alcohol around her ankle and above her foot to care. Careful to leave some for Mahliki, she capped it, said, “Here,” and handed the small bottle to her.

Mahliki handed an even smaller container back. “Use the rest of it. Apply it and smear it around. We’ll have to hope it works quickly enough.”

“What’s hygroscopic?” Ashara asked as she dumped crystals onto the ice. She tried not to worry that she could not feel—or move—her toes. The ice grew moist beneath her fingers, and more hope thrummed through her body. It was melting, but would it be fast enough?

“In this case, it means the substance draws moisture from the air and creates heat to accelerate the melting process.”

“I see someone,” an excited voice called out in Kendorian. 

Ashara cursed. Were they going to free their feet only to have the platoon already surrounding them? She tugged, hoping the ice had weakened enough to escape. Before, she had been locked down, unable to move her foot even a hair. Now, her ankle shifted from side to side.

Mahliki grunted softly, her body jerking. “One foot is out.” 

The soldiers’ faces were visible now, their long braids of hair bouncing on their chests as they strode through the underbrush. Ashara could not see Tladik yet, but he had to be among them. She lifted her bow and nocked an arrow. 

“Run downstream,” she whispered. “Not through the water. And be careful not to let your foot pause. He might have ways of grasping us with roots and other plants.”

“Yes, my brother does that too.” Mahliki grunted again, and Ashara hoped she had freed her other foot. Her own was looser, but she couldn’t lift it out yet.

Though she knew she would be vulnerable to return fire, she targeted one of the men in the lead. She couldn’t let them get close enough to surround her and Mahliki. They pressed forward, their torchlight flickering about their faces. Since Ashara was still in the dark, they couldn’t tell that she was aiming at them.

An image popped into her head, one of herself raising the bow to shoot the lead Kendorian only to have an owl swoop in and claw her eyes out. From somewhere outside of her body, she then saw Tladik striding in, plucking up Mahliki, and carrying her off. Right away, she knew her own mind had not made up those images. That recognition did not make the situation any more tolerable; Tladik was monitoring her thoughts and trying to influence her.

She tried to pinpoint his location, tracking him via the intangible trail he had left by touching her mind. It wasn’t the same as tracking prints in the mud, but she did get a sense of his direction. She shifted her bow toward a clump of bushes, bushes where he might be hiding. She wanted him to know she was not intimidated, but mostly, she wanted an opportunity to shoot him. He might have been a part of her training long ago, but she felt no loyalty to him.

Before she could verify she had found his hiding spot, an icy hand seemed to grip her heart. Pain crept into her chest, along with fresh fear. 

Aware of the soldiers marching closer, Ashara tugged at her leg one more time. Her foot came free. She leaped onto the bank, nearly stumbling because the limb was entirely numb. The pain in her chest grew sharper, but she kept her balance and loosed her arrow. Instead of targeting the soldiers, she aimed for the bushes where she guessed Tladik hid. 

The foliage stirred, but nobody cried out in agony. 

“I’m free,” Mahliki whispered.

“Go.” Ashara pushed her back, trying to point her downstream. She did not want to voice directions, not with the Kendorians close enough to hear. 

Mahliki took off, crossing the stream with a leap. A rifle cracked. 

“Not that one, you idiot,” someone ordered.

Mahliki did not slow down, so she must not have been hit. Ashara sprinted away in the same direction as Mahliki, fearing they would not be able to outrun these men. Normally, she would scramble up a tree, seeming to disappear, while her pursuers ran past below, but she could not trick these men while Tladik guided them. He would be like a magical bloodhound, impossible to lose.

More rifle shots rang out, and arrows whizzed through the air around them. Ashara kept her shoulders hunched and her head tucked. She doubted anyone back there could see them, but blind luck could kill a person as effectively as skill. 

Mahliki tripped, going down hard with a grunt. Ashara helped her to her feet. 

“You should leave your pack,” she whispered.

“Too much useful stuff,” Mahliki panted. Then her voice turned plaintive as she added, “And all my research notes for my paper.” She surged into a faster run than before, as if to prove that her gear wasn’t slowing her down.

Ashara had to sprint to keep up. It was hard to argue with the usefulness of Mahliki’s gear, not when her chemicals had just helped them out of that ice, but she worried it could make the difference in them being caught—or not. Not that the Kendorians seemed to want to catch Ashara. They wanted Mahliki—the shaman’s vision had shown her that much. They seemed content to shoot Ashara.

The sound of water came from ahead, the roar drowning out the gurgle of the stream they followed. It soon drowned out the crashing of boots and the yells of their pursuers too. That didn’t mean those pursuers weren’t still closing in, and if Ashara and Mahliki ran into a river that was too wide to ford, they could be trapped. Ashara wished she knew this terrain better. 

When they reached the river, they were forced to stop. Their stream poured into it, the two waterways joining and continuing downhill. Mahliki glanced about, then grabbed a sapling. Ashara thought they could ford the stream—it didn’t look to be more than three feet deep in the middle and about twelve feet across, but the memory of the ice made her halt, her toes scant inches from the water. Wood snapped as Mahliki broke the sapling off at the base. 

“Sorry tree,” she muttered, scooting back several steps from the river.

Before Ashara could ask what she was doing, Mahliki ran straight for the water. She leaped into the air while thrusting the slender tree into the river. Her new staff stuck in the bottom of the waterway, and Mahliki pushed off, the extra boost carrying her to the other side. Her pack almost made her lose her balance, but she managed to twist and keep hold of the top of the sapling. 

Ashara watched the dark water, expecting it to turn to ice. She could hear the shouts of the Kendorians again, closer than ever. Their torches were visible in the woods behind them. The water continued to rush past. Ashara did not know whether this river was too deep for Tladik to freeze, or if he was watching them so closely that he could tell that they had not entered it.

Mahliki pulled out the sapling and threw it back toward Ashara. The young branches shooting from its core did not make it quite as aerodynamic as a spear, and Ashara had to lunge to catch it before it fell into the water and was carried away.

“Up ahead,” someone yelled. “There they are.”

Ashara backed up, then emulated Mahliki’s leap over the river. While she was in the air over the water, an arrow sliced into the side of her shoulder, and agony tore through her body. Though the pain unbalanced her, she managed to land on both feet. She released the sapling and gritted her teeth, saying nothing about the wound. They couldn’t afford to slow down, and the injury would not bother her legs. She patted behind her shoulder and found the shaft of the arrow sticking out right away. Touching it sent a fresh rush of pain through her. It needed to be pulled out or broken off, but she was afraid she might pass out if she tried that here.

“Go,” she whispered, aware of the swarm of lanterns closing on the far bank.

Mahliki took off, following the now combined waterways. As they slipped over wet rocks and squished through mud, Ashara tried to come up with something that they could do. The fresh pain in her shoulder, along with branches and thorny briar plants clawing at her face, made it hard to think of anything except running. Roots and rocks rose, tripping them both, and Ashara could hear her own pained breaths wheezing in her throat. She could hear Mahliki’s gasps too. It wouldn’t take an expert tracker—or a magical one—to follow them now.

More streams joined the larger one, and the ground sloped downward. Up ahead, the night sky came into view, the trees thinning. 

“We’re coming to a drop off,” Ashara warned. She imagined leaping off the edge of a cliff, soaring like an eagle, until she splashed down in a pool far below. The thought of plunging into cold water to cool off sounded appealing. 

The edge came up more quickly and sharply than she expected. Mahliki grabbed her arm, planting a hand on her chest. It was a good thing, because Ashara might have jumped, thanks to that appealing image in her mind. But there was no inviting pool far below. The water tumbled over the edge of a thirty-foot drop, then flowed away, dancing around boulders, boulders that wouldn’t be at all appealing to land on. With an alarmed start, Ashara realized that thought—that image—had not been her own. Tladik had been trying to get her to leap to her death.

Mahliki said something in a language Ashara did not know—it sounded like a curse—then added, “You’ve got an arrow sticking out of your back.”

“I noticed.” Ashara spun in a circle, trying to figure out which way would be best to run. The river had grown too wide to ford—or vault across. They would have to follow the cliff. And if that cliff turned inward, they might be forced to backtrack toward the Kendorians where they would be trapped. “Pull it out. I need that arm to hold my bow when I shoot.”

She thought Mahliki might protest or prove squeamish. “I’ll cut the shaft off,” she said around heavy breaths as she tried to gather enough air to fill weary lungs. “I would do more damage trying to pull it out.” 

Before Ashara could object, Mahliki sliced through the shaft with a knife. Even that simple motion hurt, and Ashara was secretly relieved she hadn’t tried to pull it out.

“They’re coming,” Mahliki whispered, as if Ashara wasn’t all too aware of the boots crashing through the woods or the lanterns closing in. “Any idea about the terrain? Is there a way to circle back to the others?” 

“Go that way.” Ashara pointed along the cliff. It would take them in the opposite direction from the canyon and the others, but it was the only possible way. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Mahliki took off, moving quietly through ferns and brambles growing right up to the cliff’s edge. 

Instead of following, Ashara peered into the dark depths below. A half moon had risen during their flight, and it provided enough illumination to make out the bottom. She touched her shirt, half tempted to take it off and fling it below, in the hope of tricking the men into believing she had fallen. But Tladik would never be fooled. His presence stacked the odds, made the hunt unfair. 

Grimacing at the pain in her shoulder, Ashara slung off her bow and strode several paces into the ferns. She didn’t try to catch up with Mahliki. Mahliki was who these people wanted, either because of her role in fighting the blight or because she was President Starcrest’s daughter and could be used as a hostage. This may not have been Ashara’s fight in the beginning, but she had agreed to protect Mahliki when they had gone to the meeting place, and she couldn’t now imagine going back to explain to Basilard that she had lost his charge. Besides, Ashara doubted Tladik would let her go, even if she gave up the fight. 

She would try to slow him down and hope to give Mahliki a chance to escape. 

Ashara chose a position with the cliff to one side and a pine tree to the other, then turned to face the waterfall. She pulled her remaining arrows out of her quiver and laid them at her feet. She dropped to one knee, making herself as small of a target as she could while still being able to shoot. 

The first Kendorian came close enough for her to see through the fronds and leaves. Close enough for her to target. 

She waited for three more to run into view before shooting. They charged up to the drop off and peered over. She took the first soldier in the shoulder, and he crumpled, grasping at the arrow.

“She didn’t go down there,” came an irritated shout from farther upriver. Tladik.

As Ashara calmly launched more arrows, in the back of her mind, she allowed herself a hint of satisfaction at the fact that Tladik sounded tired and miserable. Maybe she would find her opportunity to shoot him. Maybe he would be too weary to raise a shield to protect himself.

Three soldiers fell before they realized where she was shooting from. Ashara expected them to swarm over her then, to rush her with swords and hack her down.

Instead, a great roar came from behind her, the source only a few feet away. She leaped to her feet and spun toward it, nocking another arrow. She was too late. The cougar sprang and slammed into her chest. Claws bit into her abdomen, and she tumbled backward, toward the drop. She released her bow and grabbed at ferns and grass, trying to find a way to catch herself. But the weight of the cougar took her over the edge. She toppled through the air, falling toward the sharp rocks below, her fate sealed. 

 


Chapter 17

Basilard avoided the patrols and made his way down one of the trails and into the canyon without being spotted, but halfway down, a zing of energy raced up his spine. It was like static electricity except much stronger. The charge took his breath away. He dropped into a crouch with his back to the cliff and drew a dagger. He didn’t think it had been a booby trap—that would have done more damage—but the shaman probably now knew an intruder was on the way down. Basilard hoped Sicarius had been correct in saying that the shaman had been in the hunting party up above. Then, he shouldn’t be close enough to come deal with his alarm. But it was possible more practitioners had come on those wagon trains and that one of them waited in the canyon.

Still crouching, Basilard squinted into the gloom below. This path led into the canyon over a mile south of the mining caves, so he couldn’t see any lights from the main encampment yet, but a number of scrubby bushes along the walls offered potential hiding spots. Boulders lined the bank of the river, too, a river with less water flowing through it than the day before. Basilard trusted that Sicarius would give him time to deal with the major before blowing up the dam, but he wished they’d had a few more minutes to finalize their plans before the group had been forced to scatter.

Listening intently, Basilard crept down the path. He heard nothing more than the gurgle of the water, but one of the bushes below moved infinitesimally. The breeze? Basilard was about thirty feet above the canyon floor. He took a few more steps, but worried he was making himself an easy target for an archer crouching in hiding. The bush trembled again. Not the breeze.

Basilard spotted a waist-high boulder protruding into the trail, one he would have to squeeze by carefully. He pretended to trip right in front of it. He lurched forward, arms flailing, and fell flat onto his stomach. Between the boulder blocking the view and his elevated height, those watching from below should struggle to make him out. Quietly, he slid over the side of the trail, careful not to brush any rocks free. He lowered himself, searching for a foothold. The wall was smoother than the place where he and the others had climbed out the night before, and his toes swept over sheer, vertical rock. Maybe this hadn’t been a good idea. They were sure to see him. He only hoped they would think he hadn’t fallen on purpose and that gravity was about to solve their problem.

Finally, with his arms stretched to their fullest, he found a thin ledge. He rested both sets of toes on it, found a crack for his fingers, then let go of the top. A rustling came from the bottom of the trail. He dropped quickly, turning the foothold into a handhold, then searching for another foothold. Another ten feet lower, and he could risk letting go and dropping.

Two men stood up. Even in the dark, Basilard could make out their silhouettes. They were turning sideways in archer stances. He found another foothold, then another, lowering himself as quickly as he could. Before he reached that ten-foot mark, he let himself drop, afraid that was all the time he had. He was right.

He did not hear the soft release of the bows over the rippling water of the stream, but he definitely heard one of the arrows crack off the rock he had just been holding on to. 

In the dark, it was hard to judge the distance to the bottom, but he had practiced jumps and landings often in his training with Sicarius. He anticipated the ground’s approach, coming down between two bushes, and threw himself into a roll as his feet touched. The rocky earth pummeled him, making him glad he hadn’t fallen from a greater height, but he managed to come up in a crouch ten feet away from the wall with nothing broken or twisted. 

Basilard darted behind a log, dropped to his belly, and crawled along its length, using it for cover. The archers would be searching for him in a heartbeat, and he could not let himself be found where they expected. At the end of the log, he rose to a crouch, using another bush to advance his position.

The crunch of pebbles shifting under someone’s foot alerted him to the archers’ approach. They were together, running toward the bushes right under the trail. They must not have seen him roll. He came around the bush, and it brought him out behind them. Knowing he would be in trouble if he hesitated, he leaped for one, his dagger in his hand. He grabbed the man’s long braid of hair, yanked his head back, and sliced the blade across his throat. 

The second man was already whirling toward him and lifting his bow. Wrong choice. They were too close, and Basilard knocked the weapon to the side, then lunged forward. The man’s hands were tangled up in trying to release the bow and grab a sword at the same time. Basilard didn’t give him the time to do so. He drove his dagger into the man’s chest. 

Basilard checked to make sure neither guard had survived and was able to cry out and warn others. A part of him hated how easily he returned to the ways of a pit fighter. He was glad his people weren’t there to see him. 

The sense that he was not alone came over him again. He crouched with his back against a shrub, watching and listening, expecting more Kendorians. But the pair of men moving quietly down the same trail he had used were familiar, their short hair cupping their heads instead of flowing down their back in braids or tails. 

“Leyelchek?” one whispered as they neared the bottom.

The shame Basilard felt over the easy way he had killed the guards almost kept him still, his legs frozen in the hope that his people wouldn’t see him—that they hadn’t seen him fighting. But he forced aside the useless emotion. The Mangdorians had come to drive out the Kendorians, and they believed he would be their guide in that matter. To leave them alone in the canyon of the enemy would be unthinkable.

He rose, stepping out of the shadows to join them. They nodded as if they had known where he was all along. Perhaps they had. His people might not be warriors, but they were excellent hunters.

Come, Basilard signed, though he knew the men would not see his hands. He touched their shoulders and pointed up the canyon. 

They headed for the encampment. Major Diratha would not go down as easily as the two watchmen, and reaching her without being noticed was unlikely.

• • • • •

The clangs that had echoed from the mines earlier had stopped, but the camp remained alert. Numerous people walked along the canyon floor on patrols, with bows or muskets in hand. Torches and lanterns burned on both sides of the river, driving back the night. Even those who were not on guard were awake, with men talking quietly in clumps, eyeing the outpost above and the darkness at both ends of the canyon. More voices came from within some of the still-lit tunnels. 

This was not the somnolent camp Basilard had hoped to sneak into during the dark hours before dawn; the shaman had forced this confrontation far too soon, and he worried that the guerrilla tactics Sicarius had spoken of would not work on those who were alert and ready for them.

“Perhaps we could hide here until they settle for the night?” Nakka, one of the young men accompanying Basilard, pointed to the half-collapsed mouth of a tunnel next to their group. 

They had sneaked as close to the camp as they could and crouched just outside of the influence of the lanterns, hiding behind a pile of debris next to the wall. A scrubby dygota bush rose at their backs, one of the few small shrubs that had not been cleared from the encampment. In this shaded spot, it did not receive much sun, and a few blooms remained on its leaves, the spicy-sweet scent reminding Basilard of childhood, since his mother had cooked the edible pods often. He had lost his parents to the Black Fever before his twentieth birthday, and it had been some time since he had thought of them, missed them, so the feeling of nostalgia surprised him. Perhaps it was that he did not want to wreak carnage and longed for a simpler time again, a time before he had been cast out by his people.

“Leyelchek?” Nakka asked softly.

Basilard shook his memories away, reminding himself that some of his people were here and needed his help. He pointed toward the camp. As soon as Sicarius deals with the shaman, he and Amaranthe will come down to blow up the dam. We can’t delay.

He was talking to himself, since they could not see his signs, but he trusted they would understand when he rose, a dagger in hand. He pointed across the river, touched their bows, and pointed again.

“You want us to provide a distraction?”

Basilard nodded. Stay in the shadows. Don’t let them find you. He waved back the way they had come, where the canyon hadn’t been cleared so assiduously and one could find hiding places. 

“But don’t get caught?” Nakka added dryly. 

Basilard nodded again. He did not want to take them into battle. They would be easily outmatched by soldiers. And as foolish as the thought was at this point, he did not want them to see him slitting the throats of human beings, either. It was one thing to want to fight for one’s country; it was another to have the enemy’s blood spattered across one’s chest.

“We’ll be careful,” Nakka said. “You be careful too. They’re clearly waiting for an attack.”

I know.

Staying close to the cliff, Basilard headed up the canyon, moving slowly and only when nobody seemed to be looking in his direction. Someone else might grow impatient or find the pace tedious, but it was no different from when a hunter drew close to the deer that was meant for the dinner table. 

Basilard spotted the large cave that he had thought would be collapsed after he had hurled the blasting sticks. The workers must have cleared it out again, because much of it remained open. He had hoped he had deprived the major of her access to the communication orb, but perhaps she had already called for reinforcements. Hoping he would find her there, perhaps without guards, he continued along the cliff, avoiding the pools of light from the lanterns.

A boom came from above almost directly overhead, and Basilard froze. 

“The outpost,” someone yelled.

A boulder slammed to the ground less than ten feet from Basilard. It broke into a thousand pieces with shards flying everywhere. He turned toward the cliff, lifting his arms to protect his head.

Rocks and charred logs crashed down from above. He scooted a few feet, finding a concave hollow in the rock that sheltered him somewhat.

The Kendorians were whirling to face the cliff top, some of them raising weapons and others scurrying back from the falling debris. Nobody fired—they were too far down to do anything, and Basilard doubted any targets up there were visible. Even from his spot directly below the outpost, he could tell that flames leaped, because the entire area above had grown brighter. Maldynado must have found a way to make use of his meager explosives. Basilard was glad and hoped he had done a great deal of damage, but the timing had been poor. He dared not continue sneaking toward the cave with so many faces turned in his direction. Still, some dust was rising up, thanks to all of the falling debris. Maybe with everyone looking up, they wouldn’t notice him following the base of the cliff.

“Look out,” came a Kendorian voice from across the river. “Saw someone with a bow.”

Basilard lifted his head. His archers. Several Kendorians turned in that direction. Someone fired a musket. Basilard’s stomach twisted at the idea of one of his young hunters being shot, but he had to thank them for the distraction.

He continued toward the cave, leaving the cliff only to skirt torches that leaned against the stone. The dust made his nostrils itch and his eyes water, but he kept his focus.

A bowman strode out of the cave and glanced in his direction. Basilard halted. He was between two torches, so mostly in the shadows, but not as fully as he wished. 

The man paused, frowning. He lifted an arm toward his quiver. Basilard threw the dagger in his hand. The blade sped through the air, invisible in the darkness, and slammed into the bowman’s chest as he was pulling out an arrow. The man went down without a sound.

Basilard wanted to sneak over and retrieve his dagger, but a shout came from the mouth of the cave. Someone must have seen the man go down. Pulling out two more knives, Basilard sprinted toward the entrance. When he was scant feet away, two soldiers with firearms leaped around the corner. 

Basilard turned his momentum into an attack, bowling into them and slashing before they could bring their weapons to bear. Shouts of surprise, rage, and then pain filled his ears. One man dropped before he could mount a defense, but the second reacted more quickly. He swung the butt of his rifle at Basilard’s head. Basilard ducked, but almost failed to realize the attack had been a feint, a distraction while the soldier yanked free a dagger of his own. At the last instant, Basilard blocked a blade stabbing for his gut. He dodged to the side while slashing at the man’s face with one blade. The soldier jerked his head back. Basilard darted in, slicing at the man’s torso. The weapon cut through the buckskin shirt and bit into flesh, but not as deeply as he had hoped. He had rushed the attack, knowing that he was vulnerable here, fighting at the mouth of the cave.

The rifle swiped toward his head again. This time as Basilard ducked, he lunged in fully, throwing his weight into the other man and taking him to the ground. They rolled, half wresting and half slashing, with Basilard trying to kill or disable his foe at the same time as he drove him away from the revealing light of the cave. Finally, chance favored him, and his opponent’s head struck a rock as they rolled. It stunned him for an instant, long enough for Basilard to take advantage. He rammed his elbow into the man’s face, further stunning him, then jammed his dagger into his chest. 

Worried everyone in the canyon knew he was there now, Basilard rolled to the side, his instincts—or maybe simple fear—driving him to get away from the battle scene. Those instincts served him well, for a weapon fired right as he scrambled away. A musket ball slammed into the downed soldier, the dying man gasping as this new assault tore into him.

Basilard sprang to his feet, targeting his new foe before he even saw who it was. In the light coming from the cave, he glimpsed a woman’s figure and a long earring with four beads on it. Major Diratha. She threw the musket at him as she yanked free her other weapons, a whip and a short sword.

Basilard jumped to the side, lifting an arm to knock the musket away. He saw it for the distraction it was and had two daggers out by the time Diratha launched her real attack, a snap from the whip. Basilard danced away before the leather thong could wrap around his ankle. 

Right away, he cursed himself for backing away. He needed to get in closer, not let her keep him too far back for knife work. He couldn’t hurt her from ten feet away. More, he would be an easy target for her men. The next time she cracked the whip, this time aiming for his face—or maybe to wrap it around his neck—he turned his duck into a roll, flinging himself across the earth toward her. He sprang up before she could take the opportunity to attack.

The crack of a musket came from nearby, and his heart hammered in his chest—he suspected he had just avoided being hit again. How long could his luck hold out? He had to deal with her and then escape back into the shadows. Indeed, even as he jumped up, stabbing with his dagger, he glimpsed several men in his peripheral vision, all advancing toward him, all with bows or muskets.

Diratha leaped back, avoiding his slashes. She was faster than he would have guessed and found the time and space to crack the whip again, even though he had attempted to deny her of both. The thong came in faster than his eye could track, wrapping around his dagger. With a quick yank, she tried to surprise the weapon out of his hand. He tightened his grip, anticipating the move, and slashed through the whip with his other blade. The sharp dagger glided through the leather, and the tension around his hand fell away. But before he could leap in, trying to close the distance again, feathers blurred past him and an arrow grazed the back of his neck. Fiery pain blasted down his spine. He jumped closer to Diratha, not letting the pain slow him down—indeed, he had more incentive than ever to finish the battle. Two muskets fired, following right after the bow attack. His quick dart forward had saved him from further punishment, but the major was waiting for him, and she stabbed at his chest with her sword. He recognized the feint, the lack of commitment behind her forward movement, and readied himself for her real attack, a slash toward his inner thigh. 

Basilard turned his body to avoid the cut and chopped down at her forearm with his dagger, hoping she would drop her own weapon. Again, she proved fast, and she almost withdrew her hand quickly enough to evade him altogether. But he clipped her fingers, drawing blood. She didn’t cry out—her face only grew grimmer and more intent—and she didn’t drop her sword. Instead, she slashed backward at him, reversing her balance and momentum with impressive speed. 

He jumped in closer, so her arm struck him instead of her sword, and he gripped her shoulder while slashing at her face. He received an elbow in his stomach, but did not release his grasp on her shoulder. As she had been, he was also feinting and whipped his dagger down to jam it into the unprotected flesh under her rib cage. 

She couldn’t stop her cry of pain this time, even though her first response was rage. She leaped at him, trying to grab him, thrusting wildly and angrily with her sword. Basilard wanted to leap back, to let her wear herself out, knowing she was losing blood and would succumb to the wound soon, but he forced himself to stay close, hoping her men wouldn’t shoot if they risked hitting her. He blocked the wild slashes, finding it easier now. In her pain and desperation, her swings became frenzied, not calculated. He found another opportunity to slip past her defenses. Not wanting to prolong her misery—or the fight—he cut her throat. Time to end this; time to hope whoever her second-in-command was would take this as a sign to leave forever.

The blow was a killing one. Before she dropped, Basilard spun toward the bowmen, knowing he would be an easy target for them now. But they had disappeared. He stared around, unable to believe they had abandoned their commander, but then he spotted them. Six men lay on the ground in a circle around him, their weapons in their hands but useless now. Four more soldiers were sprawled on the dusty earth farther back. They looked like they had been running to help when they had been shot or cut down.

Basilard couldn’t believe his archers had done this, not only because he had left them farther down the canyon and on the other side of the river, but because virgin warriors shouldn’t be so deadly, so accurate when slaying human beings. He was not surprised when a familiar black-clad figure came into view.

Sicarius. His short, blond hair was plastered to his head, and water dripped from his clothing. He was also breathing heavily, something rare for him. 

“We have to run,” he said before Basilard could ask what had happened. His tone was as emotionless as ever. He pulled throwing knives out of some of the fallen men as he added, “They had discovered the dam and were dismantling it. Amaranthe distracted them, leading them away, while I swam in and set the explosive. I attempted to extend the length of the fuse, but—”

A distant boom rolled down from upriver. Distance and the meandering nature of the canyon muffled the sound, but there was no doubt as to what it signified.

“Go,” Sicarius pointed back the way Basilard had come, though he retrieved the rest of his throwing knives.

My people, Basilard signed—he wasn’t sure if Sicarius saw. I have two archers down here. They might not realize what the explosion means. Can you yell to them?

A distant roar came to his ears, the promise of water washing down the canyon like a flash flood. 

“I’ll look for them,” Sicarius said, then raced toward the water while waving Basilard downriver. 

Basilard almost took off after him, not willing to let another risk his life and be delayed while he fled, but another gunshot came from the cave. He hadn’t been paying enough attention to the remaining men in the camp. The musket ball skimmed past so close it ripped a hole in the side of his shirt. Basilard whirled toward the cave, planning to sacrifice one of his daggers to throw if he must, but there were four archers there, in addition to the rifleman. 

Basilard dropped to the ground at the same time as arrows sped toward him. He rolled several times, angling for the shadows, then leaped to his feet and sprinted away. The back of his neck burned as he pumped his arms, a reminder of the last time he hadn’t dodged quickly enough. Arrows clattered off the rocks all around him, and one sliced through the side of his shirt, cutting away flesh and muscle. He gasped in pain but did not slow down. He zigzagged his path, trying to find the shadows. 

The arrows stopped sooner than expected, but he couldn’t find much relief in that, because that roar had grown in intensity. It was probably what had kept the soldiers from chasing him and continuing to fire. It made cold terror fill Basilard’s heart, even more so than being shot at. He had seen flash floods, knew how animals—or people—caught in them might be swept up by the powerful current and drowned as the water filled the canyon from wall to wall, offering no escape from its clutches.

He had lost track of Sicarius, so all he could do was run toward the trail and hope the others made it out, as well. 

The light behind him disappeared. At first, Basilard thought he had rounded a bend, but when he glanced back, he saw the truth. A ten-foot-high wave of water was rushing down the canyon. Already, it had reached those mines, dousing the torches, sweeping them into its flow. 

Basilard could see the familiar contours up ahead, the ones that denoted the trail leading out of the canyon. But the water was coming too quickly. He wasn’t going to make it.


Chapter 18

They hadn’t killed her.

As Ashara lay broken and battered among the rocks, each breath bringing a stab of pain as she stared up at the sky, she wondered why that was. Had they known her wounds were too severe and that she would die? Had Tladik wanted her to suffer for her betrayal? Had the rocks blocked their view of her, so they couldn’t shoot? And what had happened to the cougar? Had it been too injured to finish her off? Or had the shaman released his mental grip on it, letting it escape into the forest?

Whatever had happened, she was still alive, but everything hurt so badly that she didn’t want to move. She wasn’t even sure she could move.

Droplets from the waterfall spattered her face. She wasn’t sure whether it was a good thing or a bad thing that she wouldn’t die of thirst. She could lie there for a long time, bleeding and suffering, without dying. What were the odds of someone stumbling across her? Someone who would help? Had Mahliki seen her fall? She didn’t think so. Mahliki had been doing as Ashara ordered, running. Ashara hoped she had given the young woman enough of a lead to get away, but worried she had not. She hadn’t even found her chance to shoot Tladik.

A sensation trickled through her nerves, the feel of something tiny crawling across the back of her hand, the one that wasn’t in the water. An ant or some other tiny insect, she supposed. When she tried to look, a sharp pain stabbed at her skull, and she felt dampness under the back of her head. Her own blood pooling on the rock underneath her. Moving was definitely not a good idea. Besides, it was too dark to see anything except the stunted shrub growing out of the rocks next to her. A mountain rhododendron, perhaps, though its blooms had long since fallen away, so she could not identify it by scent. Not without using her talent. Her hand rested in the damp soil beneath it, so she supposed she could. But it would only make her head hurt more. And what was the point?

Mahliki. Ashara was convinced she hadn’t bought enough time for her to escape. Maybe she could use her talent to warn someone, Basilard or one of the others. 

But how? They were miles away by now, and none of them were stalkers or even practitioners. They wouldn’t hear any call she sent through the network of the forest. Even if they had been attuned to the trees, she doubted she could send a message that far. Still, she should try. To make sure they knew what had befallen Mahliki—and her. Mahliki might be more important, in the world’s view of life, but Ashara would selfishly hope she might lead someone to find her. 

She closed her eyes and wriggled her hand into the moist, loamy soil beneath the shrub. Not surprisingly, even her fingers hurt. The dirt stung her bleeding scrapes, and she thought her pinkie was broken. It wasn’t the only bone in her body that was. Resolutely, she focused on her hand, and then the roots beneath her hand, roots that touched the tips of the roots of the next bush over, which touched the roots of grasses, which touched the roots of a scrub oak farther down the river. 

One couldn’t send words through plants, but she could impart a signature and sometimes an idea. She struggled to share a simple message with the forest, of loss and of needing help.

The concentration required made her head throb, pulses of pain that matched her heartbeat. She knew that if she didn’t stop, she would pass out. But maybe that was all right. Then her body wouldn’t hurt. But she feared that her head wound would swell and that she might not wake up again, that her children would never know what had happened to her, that they would think she had abandoned them, that she hadn’t cared enough to come back.

Warm tears leaked from her closed eyes, trickling down the sides of her face. One more time, she sent her mental energy out through the network of roots, trying to imprint her message on the forest. And then, despite her fear that losing consciousness would mean death, she passed out.

• • • • •

Basilard was not going to make it to the trail before the flood washed over him. 

He raced toward the cliff face, hoping he could somehow climb above the water’s reach. He didn’t know if there would be time to scramble high enough up the rock wall, but he had to try. The wave of water roared closer, logs and people caught in its foaming clutches. As he sprinted for the cliff, he spotted a dark shadow at the base and remembered the half-collapsed cave he had passed on his way up the canyon. 

With no time to debate his choices, he veered toward it, almost diving into the hole. Maybe it was the wrong decision—maybe he would drown—but he was certain he didn’t have time to climb. If the water struck him while he hung on the cliff, he would be as hapless as a dandelion seed on the wind, torn from his perch and carried downriver.

He had no sooner leaped headfirst into the cave than the wall of water reached him. Basilard gulped in a huge breath of air an instant before it swirled into his hiding spot, the icy chill swallowing him. The current tugged at his legs and tried to pull him free.

At first, he braced his hands and feet on either side of the narrow tunnel, simply fighting to hold his position. He wedged himself in successfully, but the water was filling in the space around him and would soon reach the ceiling if it hadn’t already. And then what? He couldn’t hold his breath for long. 

He pushed one hand up the wall, fighting the tug of the current, trying to move deeper into the cave. Blackness surrounded him, and he couldn’t see a thing. He could only navigate by touch. Maybe the cave climbed upward, and he could find a spot higher than the water level, a spot where he could stick his head out and breathe. The current tugged off one of his moccasins before he could do anything about it.

As he inched along, his lungs starting to ache, he worried he would come to a dead end or that the tunnel would veer downward, where gravity would be his enemy. If he couldn’t find a pocket of air, he would have to risk turning around and exiting the cave, trying to swim in the raging water. 

His knuckles scraped against rock. Grimacing, he patted around, trying to tell if the tunnel had dipped down. No… It had ended. Without an air pocket.

Basilard backed up, fear curling through him as his burning lungs told him that he had been under for at least a minute. He maneuvered to the front of the tunnel far more quickly than he had crept in, letting the current tug at him and guide him toward the exit. But his moccasin jammed into something before he could swim free. He tried another spot, probing with the toes of his bare foot. They encountered wood. A log?

Confusion mingled with the fear already rampaging through his body. There hadn’t been a log before. He spun in the water, being carried downriver no longer his main concern. What if he couldn’t get out? 

He shoved at the log, but it had been jammed into the entrance of the cave. Precious air bubbles escaped his mouth. The urge to take a breath nearly consumed him, even though his brain knew that would be deadly. In the darkness, he groped above and below the log, trying to find a way around it. There wasn’t enough room at the top. But at the bottom… There. 

He thrust his arm through, the current outside tugging at his hand. He groped and found a rock to grip at the corner of the cave entrance, then pulled as he kicked and sucked in his belly, trying to squeeze himself through the gap. His shoulders were the broadest part. Frustration and the need for air made him frantic. He pulled harder, and his torso finally slipped free. 

His vigorous movement caused the log to fall away from its spot. It tumbled down, nearly crushing him. He rolled free, shoving it away, even as he was pulled out into the water. The current spun him around. He clawed at the water, trying to figure out which way was up, which way would lead to air. His hand tangled in the branches of some tenacious bush hanging onto the bottom, or perhaps that was the side of the canyon. He clenched down, grabbing the fragile handhold with all of his strength. The current continued to pull at him, but his grip kept him from being swept away. Now if he could just find some air…

He lifted his face in the direction he thought was hope, even though he knew he was too far underwater if he was holding a bush on the canyon floor. But to his surprise, his face broke the surface. His lungs spasmed, and gulping in that first breath of air hurt. He expected to swallow water along with it and tried to make his gasp tentative, but his deprived body did not listen. Fortunately, the river was quieter than he expected. The current that had clutched at him down below, trying to tear him from the cave, meandered past on the surface. The water even seemed to be lowering as he floated there, one hand entangled in the bush while he sucked in deep breaths of air. 

When he lifted his head, he realized what was happening. The great wall of water that had chased him down the canyon had peaked, then traveled past, leaving the quieter backwater in its wake. Backwater that was calming down and diminishing. His heel bumped against the ground, and he realized the level had already dropped to four feet or less. Without letting go of the bush, he righted himself, both feet touching down, rock and the root of the shrub under his bare foot.

A strange sensation traveled through him, a wave of unearthly awareness. It reminded him of a telepath’s link and had him looking around, wondering if that shaman might be about. In the darkness of night, Basilard could not make out much, but he could tell that the water still stretched across the canyon, from wall to wall. He doubted anyone else was standing close to him. All of the lanterns that had been lit before had disappeared, swallowed by the flood. Concern over whether Sicarius and the hunters had escaped the canyon touched him, but he pushed it aside for a moment, trying to understand what he was feeling. It wasn’t that sensation of being watched that he sometimes felt when the shaman was around, but more like a warning from a friend. Or even a cry for help. But he didn’t know any practitioners and certainly not any telepaths. 

With the current now riding about his hips and continuing to drop, Basilard released the bush and took a step in the mud, turning for a better view of the canyon downstream. As he did so, the sensation—the feeling of being called—vanished.

He almost dismissed it as a figment of his imagination, but a hunch made him reach back and grasp the bush again. Nothing happened. He patted the mud with his bare foot until he found that exposed root again. The warning pinged in his mind once more. This time, a distinct image came with it, of the shaman attacking Ashara and Mahliki, and of Ashara wounded and in pain, unable to move as she lay next to a waterfall. Basilard tried to focus on it, certain this was not some delusion his own brain had come up with—he hadn’t even been thinking of Ashara before—but it fragmented, like wisps of smoke driven away by the wind. 

That waterfall. It seemed familiar. He thought he had been to that spot before. 

A wave of regret washed over him. Basilard hadn’t meant to send Mahliki and Ashara into trouble; he had thought he was protecting them by directing them away from the rest of the party. Ashara. This wasn’t even her battle. It never had been. Basilard clenched his fist, wishing he was in front of Shukura now, so he could stab the man for sending her on his duplicitous errand. The idea of her stranded and in pain propelled him into motion. He had to find her. But if the shaman was after her, Basilard would need help. He needed to find Sicarius first.

Wishing he could cry out, calling the names of his comrades, Basilard was forced to push his way down the receding river in silence, the mud sucking at his feet, trying to ensnare him again. He hoped Sicarius had made it through the flood unscathed. He was the only one who might be able to kill that shaman.

 


Chapter 19

 

By the time morning came, Ashara was tired of lying around in pain and waiting for death. Her situation would not improve on its own. By the light filtering through the forest canopy, she spotted her pack a few feet away. It had fallen off as she had plummeted and appeared as battered as she. The containers holding her potions and salves might be broken, but she hoped some of her concoctions might be salvageable. The healing salve was not liquid, so even if its jar had been smashed, she should be able to scrape up some of the unctuous goo. She only hoped it would do something. It had been designed to help knit together cuts and sooth bruises, not heal internal injuries and broken bones, and she had no doubt that she had those. Pain in her back and her ribs stabbed her with each deep breath, and all she had to do was touch her abdomen to bring tears to her eyes. 

Ashara needed the attention of a healer far greater than she, but she had no idea where she would find one out here. She didn’t think she could walk. She couldn’t even reach her cursed pack. Trying to do so made her gasp with pain, and sweat soon broke out on her forehead. Still, she forced herself to lift her head and shoulders, to lean toward it. The flap was still tied closed, and she cringed at the idea of struggling with the buckle with her broken fingers, but she stretched toward it anyway.

Almost there. Almost there….

A pale-skinned hand dropped onto the pack before she reached it. Ashara was too wounded and weary to twitch in surprise—or bother admonishing herself for not hearing the owner’s approach. When she looked up, identifying Basilard’s concerned face above the hand, she slumped in relief. She didn’t know if he could do anything for her, but at least she would not die here alone.

Not taking his eyes from her, Basilard unfastened the pack and opened it. He grimaced at the mess he saw inside, but he must have known what she wanted, because he went straight for the salve, what remained of it. The jar had indeed broken. He pulled out the ceramic bottom, a lump of salve resting on it, and rested it on the rocks beside her, rocks that were stained by her blood. 

Lie back, please. Basilard pointed at the ground behind her, perhaps not believing she would understand. He cradled her shoulders, guiding her back into a reclining position.

A second man came into view, looking down at her from the other side of the stream. Sicarius. This time, Ashara did chasten her senses, irritated, despite everything, that she hadn’t felt their arrival. 

Basilard pointed at him, signed a few words that Ashara was too tired to track, then pointed up to the top of the waterfall. That reminded her that there was more at stake here than her injuries.

“Mahliki,” she whispered, wincing at the pain in her ribs that came with speaking. “Tladik—the shaman—has… platoon of men… I’m afraid they got her. Tried to give her time to escape… They didn’t want me. Only her.”

Sicarius listened to her, then climbed up the cliff beside the waterfall. From her position on her back, she could watch him scale it, almost gliding up the thirty feet as if the most perfect hand and footholds were helping him.

“They might have… picked him… to be a…” Ashara realized she had yet to mention her profession in the army and stopped herself. She did not want to confess that to Basilard, not now.

He touched a finger to her lips, the gesture surprisingly gentle—caring. Then he extricated his arm from behind her shoulders. Speaking hurts, yes? Do not hurt yourself. He pointed at her body in a couple of spots, and she interpreted the rest of his signs as an explanation that he would do what first aid he could for her.

“Smear me all over with that.” She twitched a finger toward the salve. “Please. And there’s a potion in there… if it’s not broken. Helps with stamina. Maybe… might help me. Also an arrowhead… in my shoulder.” She cringed at the idea of him digging it out, but she did not want the salve sealing the puncture wound and leaving the arrow inside.

Quite a list. Basilard smiled and went to work, applying the salve at the same time as he probed her gently, checking for internal injuries and broken bones. As much as she wanted to be strong, to pretend the wounds were nothing she couldn’t handle, she gasped often at the examination, and tears gathered in her eyes. Basilard paused to touch her face a few times, his fingers light, apologetic. It had been a long time since anyone had cared if he hurt her, but she was in too much pain to appreciate the sentiment.

She passed out again when he was removing the arrowhead. When she came to, she felt slightly better, the salve having started to work, but she still questioned whether she would be able to walk. 

You have a large gash on your scalp. Should I rub this in your hair? Basilard was almost comical, trying to sign and point at her head with clumps of the healing salve dangling from his fingers. It won’t turn your hair white or make it fall out, will it?

Ashara almost snorted, amused that he had saved this injury for last out of concern for her hair. 

“No,” she said. “None of the ingredients are harsh.”

Still, he hesitated. It will make a mess.

Feeling less weak now, she managed a smile. “A mess of my hair? More so than the blood already crusted in it? And however many twigs and leaves are sticking out of it?” 

Basilard matched her smile, making her realize how seldom she had seen the expression from him. He usually carried a glumness about him. Sort of a noble, I-am-doing-a-greater-duty-and-I-have-accepted-that-I-must-do-it glumness, but a glumness all the same.

Only three leaves, he signed.

“Three? That’s it? I thought I knocked my head against more branches on the way down.” 

The humor faded from his face, and she wished she hadn’t resorted to sarcasm. She should have found something lighter to say. He clearly wanted to make her feel better.

Basilard lifted her head slightly to apply the salve, and she gritted her teeth against the initial sting. 

There isn’t much left, he signed. But I think I saw the potion you mentioned.

“Good. After I drink it, could you help me over to that tree?” She twitched a finger toward a stout hemlock farther down the river. “I may be able to use its energy.”

I cannot tell if you have a spine injury, Basilard signed. You should not be moved until a healer can come.

“Oh, and when will that be?” They were a full day’s walk from his people, and she hadn’t seen anyone except Kendorians in the area.

I will send some of my hunters to find someone. The young priest with us may have some skills. His jaw tightened. Or I will find that shaman and force him to heal you.

“That’s not in his repertoire,” she said with a sigh. “I’ve met him before.”

You did not mention that. Basilard had found her potion, and he unstoppered it, then lifted her head gently so she could drink. 

“No, I have lots of secrets.” Ashara gazed past his shoulder at the hemlock. “I miss the days when I simply gathered herbs in the forest and brought home a few snared rabbits for dinner. Everything was much simpler then.”

Youth usually is. Basilard glanced back at the tree. It will help you heal?

“Sort of. I can draw on its energy to make my body’s systems work faster and more efficiently.”

Basilard studied her face for a moment, and she worried he would know that was a skill of a night stalker. She mentally braced herself for the accusation. There was not much point in denying it now. If he had found her because of the message she had sent, he already knew that she had more powers than she had admitted to before.

“Basilard,” Sicarius called down.

He stood at the precipice, a dagger in his hand, fresh blood on the blade. He must have found some Kendorians lurking up there, or perhaps he had finished off a dying man who had been left. From the hard way he always stared at her, Ashara wondered if he would have finished her off if he had been the one to chance across her, and Basilard had not been around. 

“They were not trying to hide their tracks.” Sicarius pointed along the cliff in the direction Mahliki had run. “They have a lead of several hours.” 

From the way he looked down, Ashara guessed he expected Basilard to join him.

Go, Basilard signed. I will catch up with you.

“Retrieving the president’s daughter should be our priority.”

Yes, it should. And Sicarius would need help to deal with the shaman. 

“Go with him,” Ashara said. “I understand.”

I will follow you when Amaranthe and the others catch up and can care for Ashara, he told Sicarius. Basilard’s hand gestures were firm, not inviting argument from either of them.

Sicarius stared down at him, his thoughts unguessable, but his face cool and hard. As always. Then, between one eye blink and the next, he was gone.

“Do you consider him a friend?” Ashara asked. Maybe she shouldn’t assume that Basilard would condemn a night stalker when he was walking around with an assassin, one who had to have killed far more people than she ever had. 

We are not enemies now. Something in Basilard’s face implied they might have been once. He is a dependable ally, if you can get him to care whether you live or die, but if not for Amaranthe, I doubt I would spend time with him.

“Ah.”

She should have known. Basilard’s morals would not allow him to claim an assassin as a friend. She closed her eyes as he slid his arms under her shoulders and legs, cradling her to his chest as he carried her to the tree. His tenderness made her lament that he would not likely claim a night stalker as a friend—or anything else, either.

“Basilard,” came a call from farther down the river. Ashara couldn’t see the speaker, but recognized Maldynado’s voice, and by the time Basilard reached the hemlock—he was being very careful carrying her—Maldynado came into view, along with Amaranthe, Jomrik, and several of the Mangdorian hunters. “What’re you doing?”

Basilard eased Ashara down and rested her so that her shoulders propped against the base of the hemlock. He signed to Maldynado, She wanted to lie next to the tree.

“Yeah? If I was that banged up, I’d want to lie in a hospital. Or maybe a pub. Preferably with a beautiful woman sponging my wounds and cleaning my aching body.”

“A beautiful woman such as Yara?” Amaranthe asked.

“Uhm, yes. Of course that’s who I was thinking of. Though she’s not known for gently sponging men. Or doing anything gently. I’m not entirely positive I’d want her to be my nursemaid.”

Basilard had been gentle, Ashara thought, then was immediately glad she had not voiced the words. Maldynado would mock him, and Basilard would wonder what she meant by the comment. 

I need to catch up with Sicarius, Basilard signed. He is on the shaman’s trail. Will you watch Ashara, Amaranthe? Until we’ve got the shaman and we’re… done? From the grim expression on his face, he didn’t know how he would achieve that doneness in a way that left him alive. 

Ashara wished she could comfort him, but Tladik would not be easy to kill, even with a skilled assassin helping.

• • • • •

Basilard, Jomrik, and the hunters jogged along the trail of churned mud and snapped branches for over an hour before catching up with Sicarius. Even then, it was clear Sicarius had wanted them to catch up. He stepped out from behind a tree, raising a hand.

What is it? Basilard sniffed the air and peered through the forest ahead. They had entered a valley that had never seen a logger’s axe, with thick trees dripping moss from branches bigger around than his thigh. A flutter of nerves taunted his belly.

The unexpected.

Sicarius tended toward the blunt, rather than the dramatically vague, so Basilard waited, anticipating more of an explanation. But Sicarius waved his fingers for them to follow, then strode ahead, not bothering to hide as he picked a route over logs and around trees. 

Basilard followed, growing aware of the silence of the forest around them as they continued up the valley. Nothing stirred in the leaf litter, and long minutes passed without a peep from the birds that must live in the branches. Had the Kendorians made so much noise that it had startled all of the creatures to silence? Basilard’s senses told him it might be more than that.

Shortly after, he spotted the first body. 

The man lay sprawled among the shiny green leaves of creeping salal stretching along the valley floor, the dense undergrowth nearly hiding him from sight. Basilard pushed aside a few branches, revealing his face, including sightless eyes and an expression frozen in horror. His throat had been torn out, not by a blade but by long claws. The width between the gashes made Basilard think of grimbals since even a bear paw would not be so large, but a musky, earthy scent clung to the man, as well, an unwelcome one that he remembered all too well. Makarovi. 

He licked his lips. He had hoped the shaman wouldn’t have access to any of them; he would have preferred never to see another one again.

“That’s one of their people, isn’t it?” Jomrik asked, scratching his stubbled jaw when he caught up and saw the corpse. 

“Leyelchek,” Hykur said. The hunters had spread out, alert as they scanned the foliage all around, but the young priest stared down at the body. “Something is not right here.”

Jomrik shouldn’t have understood him, since he and Hykur were speaking in different languages, but the soldier frowned as if to point out the obviousness of the statement.

Aside from the dead man? Basilard looked for Sicarius while he signed the question, but did not spot him. Sicarius always disappeared as easily in the forest as a hunter who had been born among the trees. I believe a makarovi killed him.

“Hm,” Hykur said.

You do not think so? Basilard pointed at the dead man and touched his nose. 

“Yes, I smell it.” Hykur stood. “I’m just not certain… Something isn’t right,” he repeated.

Basilard waited to see if he could explain further, but Hykur only shrugged. If the Kendorian shaman had been calling animals to attack again, Basilard could not feel too bad if the plan had misfired and some of his own people had been killed. It meant one less Kendorian that he and his allies would have to deal with to get Mahliki back.

He headed in the direction he had last seen Sicarius going. His step faltered when he spotted a second body, this one crumpled against the base of a tree, the man’s gut torn open and entrails spilled everywhere. Basilard swallowed, taking back his earlier thought. He wouldn’t wish such a death on anyone; it was not the soldiers’ fault they had been sent along to work with a shaman. 

The disemboweled man would not have died immediately from the gut wounds, but his throat had also been slit. A move of mercy? One that had been perpetrated by his comrades? Or had Sicarius done it? Basilard had never associated him with mercy, but he wasn’t cruel, either. He might have put the man out of his misery, especially if the Kendorian had asked for it.

“There’s another one,” Hykur said quietly, his eyes haunted as he gazed between the trees.

Two more, Basilard signed, spotting the first and then a second. One was a woman this time. He’d seen a few among the soldiers, in addition to Major Diratha, so he wasn’t surprised, but for some reason, it always bothered him more seeing women killed. Especially in such a vile fashion. These soldiers had also been slain by an animal—a makarovi.

After spotting a few tracks, the oversized bear-like paw prints of a makarovi, Basilard walked around, trying to figure out where the creature had come from—and where it had gone.

“The grimbals aren’t still around, are they?” Jomrik eyed the nearest body. “This doesn’t look like it happened that long ago.”

It wasn’t a grimbal, Basilard signed. And I think there was only one. His inspection revealed only the prints of one creature, one that had an out-turned digit with a missing claw that didn’t sink into the ground the way its other ones did.

Jomrik stared at his raised finger. “One? One did all of this?”

Makarovi are… formidable.

“I think I see their camp,” Hykur called softly. He had jogged ahead. 

Hykur jerked to a stop, reaching for his dagger, and Basilard tensed, but it was only Sicarius walking into view. He pointed and said something to the priest. Basilard hurried to catch up. By the time he did, he wished he had hung back. At least ten more bodies lay in a small meadow dotted by boulders. Blood spattered one of those boulders, so much that it was as if someone had thrown a bucket of dark red paint against the rock. 

The air smelled of butchered meat. Basilard had seen death often enough, especially in the last few years, but his belly roiled with queasiness. Trying not to inhale through his nose, he took several deep breaths to calm his stomach.

“They’re all Kendorians,” Jomrik said, this time addressing Sicarius. “What in their ancestors’ wildest nightmares happened?”

“They were attacked,” Sicarius said. Neither the sight nor smell of carnage ever seemed to bother him.

“These the deductive skills that got you the job working for intelligence?” The way Jomrik snapped at Sicarius surprised Basilard, until he noticed the distressed expression on the corporal’s face. He was probably sick and struggling for control of his stomach—and his fear—too.

Sicarius ignored the barb. “Makarovi. I’ve only seen one so far.” He pointed to a track in a mud puddle in the grass, then looked to Basilard.

Basilard nodded in agreement.

“It didn’t stop to feed on the females,” Sicarius noted, bending to touch something dark on the ground. 

“Feed on?” Jomrik asked. “What do you mean?”

Sicarius’s fingers came away with black powder on them. One of the soldiers must have spilled some in his hurry to load a musket, a musket that wouldn’t have done much against the shaggy fur and thick hide of a makarovi.

“They prefer the taste of female organs and will target women above all other prey,” Sicarius said. “It’s why our people worked so assiduously to drive them out of our land in centuries past.”

We worked hard to do that, too, Basilard signed. There shouldn’t be any this far south, but we’ve already seen that the shaman can draw creatures to him from far away.

“But why draw one here to attack his own people?” Sicarius asked.

Maybe it got away from him, Basilard suggested. Or he controlled it for a while and then grew too tired. It might have been more resistant to the mental sciences than usual.

Sicarius gazed around at the carnage. “It seems like he would have found the mental reserves to fight it off when it started doing this.”

Basilard spread his hands. He didn’t have an answer. He looked to Hykur, wondering if he might have some ideas, but the young priest was clenching a twine and wood talisman that hung around his neck and shaking his head slowly as he stared around the clearing. If he had any ideas, he wasn’t sharing them.

“Female organs,” Jomrik said slowly, his lips curling with horror. He seemed to still be recovering from the revelation. Then a new horror dawned in his eyes. “That means it might go out of its way to chase Mahliki?” 

Sicarius did not say anything, but his face appeared grimmer than usual. “I will search for her tracks.” 

I’ll look too. Basilard ran around the perimeter of the meadow, moving as quickly as he could without risking missing signs. He hated the thought of returning to Starcrest and having to explain that his daughter had died horribly at the claws of a monster from his homeland. More than that, he would mourn Mahliki’s loss as a person, one who had learned his language almost overnight and who had never been anything but friendly to him.

He halted, spotting an old trail bearing fresh tracks. He crouched, tracing the outline of a boot with his finger. As tall as Mahliki was, she did not have smaller feet than her captors, but he recognized the make of Turgonian footwear, the sole harder than that of the moccasins the Kendorians wore. Normally, finding a sign that she had been alive only a few hours earlier would have heartened him, but he could tell from the distance between the prints that she had been running when she had made them. Deep claw marks promised the makarovi had also come down this trail, heading in the same direction as Mahliki. In spots, its big tracks trod right over hers. 

Basilard waved for the others, signing that they had to hurry.

 


Chapter 20

 

“Are you sure you don’t want us to carry you?” Maldynado asked. “Or make a litter and drag you along? You look like a walking corpse.”

Ashara felt like a walking corpse. One with a limp and a back that throbbed in pain with every step. Basilard had splinted her broken fingers before climbing up after Sicarius, but there wasn’t much to do about the broken ribs out here. She had regained some strength from her salve and from the tree—she had focused most of the borrowed energy into fusing cracked vertebrae—but it would take days, if not weeks, before she healed fully. If she ever did. Given the way she had landed, she was lucky she could walk at all. The concerned glances Amaranthe and Maldynado kept sending her way made her wonder if she should take them up on the offer to be carried. But the ground was uneven and tangled with undergrowth, and they weren’t following a trail. Being toted across it wouldn’t be much more comfortable than walking. She would probably get dropped every time someone tripped over a root.

“Your eye is so puffy, I can barely see it.” Maldynado squinted at her face from the side. “The cut is bleeding again, and you’re limping.”

“Thanks for the list of deficiencies. I did fall off a cliff, you know.” 

“You shouldn’t do that in the future. It’s not a recommended method of avoiding a shaman’s wrath.”

“I didn’t know there were recommended methods.”

“Bribery, pleading, and hurling explosives can work,” Amaranthe said. “Not all at the same time, mind you, but they’re human beings. Sometimes, it makes more sense to talk to them than run around dodging their firepower.”

“Since you’re an expert, maybe you should be helping the others deal with him instead of escorting me.”

A grimace crossed Amaranthe’s face, though she hid it quickly, and Ashara realized that was exactly what she would have preferred to be doing. But she said, “Sicarius, Basilard, and the others can handle him. Besides, you don’t know where you’re going.”

“We’re heading toward the highway.” After the wild run, it had taken Ashara a while to find her bearings, especially with clouds hiding the sun, but she recognized the peaks surrounding them and could tell which direction they were walking.

“Yes, but you don’t know where our lorry is parked, and our driver doesn’t know who you are. He might decide you’re with the rest of the Kendorians and that he should shoot you.” 

Ashara almost said that she could handle one Turgonian soldier—or at least avoid being shot by one Turgonian soldier—but in her condition, she doubted she could dodge a drunk grandmother swinging a broom. “I’ve heard stories of medical care in Turgonia. Maybe I’ll just crawl into a cave and let nature heal me.”

“Sounds lonely,” Maldynado said. “And Basilard would be upset with us if we left you in a cave.” He didn’t bother hiding the longing gaze he cast back toward the woods they had left. It seemed he would rather be fighting a shaman too. Crazy Turgonians.

“Do we need to worry about pursuit?” Ashara asked. “Basilard had weeds hanging from the back of his shirt and looked like he was caught in a flood.”

“He was,” Amaranthe said. “As was the entire Kendorian encampment. A lot of people and equipment were swept downriver, and many of their supplies should be ruined. Sicarius and his new Mangdorian friends only kept from being swept away by climbing the cliff walls. A few Kendorians managed to do that, too, but most went downriver with their gear. We left before we could see if they would try to regroup and return, or if they would head back across the border, but we’re hoping for the latter, of course. Their commander was killed. Their shaman is… obviously still a problem.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Their fledging outpost was also utterly destroyed,” Maldynado said, sounding smug. “Did you know that a single squirrel-chewed blasting stick can make a sufficient fuse in the presence of kegs of black powder?”

“I could see that.”

Ashara put a hand on a fir tree for support as she stepped over a large log but paused, a sense of wrongness coming over her. She couldn’t tell if it was coming from the fir or from the forest itself. Or maybe her own intuition had been set off by some magic or menace in the area. The birds were chirping, but she couldn’t dismiss her feeling. 

“Something wrong?” Amaranthe asked quietly, glancing into the trees around them.

“I’m not sure. Can you give me a second?” With her hand still on the bark, Ashara dropped her chin and closed her eyes. She did not feel comfortable using her power in front of these Turgonian witnesses, but that intuition told her that she had better do it, regardless.

Barely aware of Amaranthe and Maldynado murmuring to each other, Ashara stretched her senses out, using the network of roots once again, seeing more than she ever could have with her own limited power. That disquiet came to her through the link, from the animals crouching or running across those roots, from the birds sitting in the branches above them. In this area of the woods, there did not seem to be danger, but a couple of miles away and farther up the mountain, something was happening. A scene flashed into her mind, one of bloodied and fallen men, one of a huge, shaggy beast on a rampage. 

The intensity of the images made Ashara gasp and stumble back from the tree. Scarcely seeing anything around her, she would have fallen over the log, but Maldynado gripped her shoulders to steady her.

“What is it?” Amaranthe asked.

“I… I’ve never seen one before, but I think that was a makarovi.”

Amaranthe sucked in a quick breath and met Maldynado’s eyes. They seemed to exchange some silent communication, but Ashara was too busy trying to push the image of the mauled soldiers and of the creature out of her mind to worry about it.

“The others need our help,” she managed to say. Based on the grisly stories she had heard of makarovi, she did not know if this one had been acting of its own accord or if it was being controlled, but she suspected Tladik was responsible. 

Ashara thought Amaranthe and Maldynado might question her vision, but maybe Basilard wasn’t the only one who had figured out that she had a few talents other than archery. 

“Where?” Amaranthe asked.

“This way.” Ashara turned up the slope, hastening her pace even though it hurt. Her vision of the makarovi had been brief, but she’d had the sense that it was after something, that it was on the hunt.

“Should we have a plan?” Maldynado asked Amaranthe. They were letting Ashara lead, but they were staying close, too, with their firearms in hand.

“Probably,” Amaranthe said. “It’s a shame we’re out of blasting sticks.”

“I’m not sure those work as well on makarovi as they do on dams.”

“I’m assuming the shaman is controlling it. We’ve seen him using everything from grimbals to owls.”

“Cougars,” Ashara said, though she wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation. She was focusing on walking through the pain and finding the makarovi before it found Mahliki—if it hadn’t already. She hoped Basilard and the others were on the trail too.

“A cougar? Is that how you ended up falling?” Amaranthe asked.

“It pushed me over the edge.”

“Hm, he definitely spends time in the minds of a lot of animals. I wonder if there’s a way to use that against him.” 

“I didn’t think to bring any catnip,” Maldynado said.

“Shortsighted,” Amaranthe murmured.

“It veered down from the higher ground,” Ashara said after touching another tree, trying to update herself on the creature’s location. She couldn’t sense Mahliki or the others, but the makarovi created such terrified emotions within the wild animals that it left an imprint on the forest. “We’re not that far.”

“Wish we weren’t that far from the lorry,” Maldynado said. “I’d rather face it from inside some steel walls. Preferably, moving steel walls that are outrunning it while we fire cannons back at it.”

Ashara did not point out that a steam vehicle would be useless out here in this roadless terrain. She wouldn’t have minded steel walls and cannons, either. She had no idea how they would kill a makarovi, especially when she didn’t know if she could draw her bow right now; she just knew that they couldn’t let it have Mahliki or kill any more people without trying to stop it.

A bone-shaking, unearthly roar emanated from the forest ahead of them. It made Ashara shudder—and grab an arrow to nock. Broken fingers or not, she would have to try and shoot. 

“Can we circle around and find some high ground?” Amaranthe asked. “Maybe a spot where we can shoot at it and it can’t reach us?”

Ashara thought of the tree she and Mahliki had shared a few days earlier. She did not know if that would be enough of a deterrent to stop a makarovi—it might tear a trunk up from the roots with its massive strength. But perhaps they could find an outcropping of rocks or a big boulder to climb up. She wished she had personal experience fighting the creatures and knew what they were capable of.

“We can try.” Normally, Ashara would run ahead to check, but she only pointed in a direction that would let the others circle around the location where the roar had originated. She couldn’t move faster than they could and admitted to fear seeping into her blood. She didn’t want to chance facing a makarovi alone, not right now. “That way.”

Another roar came from the trees up ahead. She couldn’t see the source yet, but her ears told her that the creature hadn’t moved far from where it had made the first cry. She also didn’t think it was facing in their direction. So what was it roaring at?

“Watch my back,” she whispered and touched a tree again, hoping nature would share another vision with her. And also hoping that this one wouldn’t include mangled corpses. 

For a moment, Ashara saw only the creases in the bark of the pine tree under her hand. Then her mind settled enough, and she had her vision. She glimpsed a thick stand of fir and hemlock and a looming pile of granite boulders. Her first thought was that she had located the high ground that Amaranthe wanted, but the makarovi loomed right in front of the boulders, standing on its hind legs, towering twenty feet. With massive paws, it was cutting at the rocks, tearing away shards as if its claws were unbreakable axes.

Ashara’s stomach sank. There could only be one reason for its obsession. It had someone trapped. Mahliki. Ashara wanted it to be someone else, one of the shaman’s companions, but she knew with otherworldly certainty that it wasn’t. Her head sagged. Mahliki might have somehow evaded Tladik, but she hadn’t escaped his latest minion.

Someone shook her shoulder, pulling her from her trance. 

Ashara lowered her hand and took a breath. Mahliki wasn’t dead yet. There was still hope.

“She’s trapped inside a small cave in some rocks,” Ashara whispered. “I’m not sure how long she has until the makarovi forces its way in, but I did see a cliff rising up in the background. Maybe we can climb up and shoot at it from the top.” As she spoke, she was already moving. Though it rattled her aching body, she forced herself into a run. There was not much time.

Grim-faced, Amaranthe and Maldynado did not argue. They followed her, keeping up easily, glancing toward the sounds of the roars as they circled widely around the spot. The scrapes and squeals of claws gouging rock were also audible now. 

When Ashara saw the cliff with her own eyes, it did not impress her. It would take them to about twenty feet above the makarovi, the ledge about even with the top of the jumble of boulders it was attacking, but it would not take any fancy climbing to reach the top. They ran up a slope on one end, a move the makarovi could replicate once it noticed them attacking. Ashara hoped the creature was too obsessed with reaching Mahliki to leave the rock pile—and that she or one of the others could luck into a killing shot. Her experience shooting the grimbals on the highway did not lead her to believe that would be easy. The grimbals seemed small next to this dark, shaggy predator. But maybe if she could catch it in the eye…

“Dear ancestors, that is one ugly monster,” Maldynado whispered, dropping to one knee at the edge of the overlook. His rifle was already loaded with the six bullets it could hold, and he laid a small pile next to his knee for quick reloading. 

Amaranthe didn’t respond, simply raising her own weapon to aim. A few trees stood between the makarovi and their ledge, but they could see it clearly—and smell its musky stench as if it were inches away instead of meters. Unfortunately, they were to its side, so they couldn’t target the eyes. Ashara lifted her bow, the grip awkward with two fingers held straight with a splint. Her aim would be awful, but maybe she could draw its attention, so the others could strike for the eyes.

She shot first, loosing an arrow that glanced off the boulders beside its head. It didn’t even turn toward them. She cursed the abysmal aim and tore off the splint and bandages with her teeth. She would rather deal with the pain than poor aim.

By now, Maldynado and Amaranthe were firing. Their bullets thudded into the creature’s thick fur, but it gave no indication of being hurt or even that the projectiles were piercing its hide. Surprisingly, spatters of blood marked the grass and rocks beneath its feet. Had they been there all along? Was the makarovi doing bodily damage to itself by clawing at the granite?

Amaranthe struck the creature in the ear. For the first time, it spun toward them, snarling as it waved its paws in the air and looked about until it spotted them. Ashara loosed an arrow, aiming for its eye, a dark, bloodshot eye that stared right at her. It almost seemed as if the creature recognized her, and there was a cold intelligence glittering in there that chilled her to the core.

Her arrow whizzed past its head without doing any damage. For the first time, she noticed blood dripping onto the rocks underneath the makarovi. A long gash had been cut through the fur of its torso, and there might have been other injuries too. The dark, thick fur made it difficult to tell.

“It’s already injured,” Amaranthe said. 

“Wish I could say I did that,” Maldynado said as his rifle cracked again. Smoke hazed the air around them, and the smell of gunpowder almost overrode the pervading musk stench.

“It must have been the Kendorian soldiers,” Ashara guessed, grimacing as another arrow went astray, bouncing harmlessly off the makarovi’s leg. “My aim is lizard dung. Shoot for that big cut. Maybe it’ll be more vulnerable there.”

Before the others could comply, the makarovi dropped to all four legs. 

“Maybe it heard our plan,” Amaranthe said, “and doesn’t approve.”

The creature left its spot in front of the cave and raced toward the slope that Ashara and the others had come up. 

“Or maybe it just wants to eat us.” Maldynado grabbed his spare bullets and jumped to his feet. “Mahliki,” he yelled, “if you’re in there, now’s your chance to escape.”

“Escape where? She’s in a safer place than we are.” Amaranthe glanced toward the trees, none of which were that stout, then pointed farther along the ledge. “Maybe we can go down the other way, join her in there.”

“Uh.” Maldynado’s upper lip wrinkled, showing what he thought of the idea of trapping himself in a cave.

Ashara didn’t think much of it, either, but she doubted she could climb a tree with her injuries. The cave might be their best bet. They could continue to shoot at the creature through the narrow entrance.

A small tree snapped, knocked to the ground as the makarovi charged up the slope. There was no time left to plot strategies. Ashara joined the others in running for the far side of the cliff. She hadn’t scouted in that direction and hoped there was a place to climb down. An image of being trapped, her back to a drop-off, flashed through her mind.

They pushed through a canebrake. Ashara hoped the dense growth would slow down the makarovi, but it might mow right through.

Amaranthe outpaced them and called back with a quick, “Hurry! Over here.”

Ashara’s battered body did not want to hurry, but the fear coursing through her veins gave her the strength to ignore the pain. She pushed and squeezed through the dense canes and almost tripped over a hidden log. Maldynado, who had stayed behind her, caught her and righted her. She gritted her teeth and reminded herself this was not the time to be annoyed that she needed help.

Amaranthe had found a way down, but it was much steeper than the slope they had used to come up. Roots dangled over the edge of a rock face. 

The snarling breaths and crashes of heavy feet tramping the canebrake not that far behind encouraged Ashara to drop to her belly and squirm over the edge without comment. Amaranthe did the same, while Maldynado fired a couple of shots.

“Don’t hesitate, Mal,” Amaranthe said, not slowing. Like Ashara, her hands found holds quickly, and they descended so rapidly that rocks flew free. They almost lost their grips more than once. “It might jump down.”

“I might jump down too.” As Maldynado slung his rife on his back and slithered over the side, dozens of small rocks pelted Ashara and Amaranthe on the heads. “You’ll catch me, right?”

Focused on climbing, Amaranthe did not answer. Ashara did not, either, taking a moment to glance down. Another ten feet. Any other time, she would jump that, but she did not want to risk hurting herself further. They had to run twenty-five meters to reach the pile of boulders.

An ear-splitting roar came from the top of the ledge. Something hot spattered Ashara’s face. Blood? Saliva? She didn’t check. She only descended more quickly.

True to his suggestion, Maldynado leaped from his perch up above them, risking the fifteen-foot drop. Amaranthe jumped down, too, and they landed together, both swinging their rifles up to shoot.

Ashara skimmed down the last eight feet and turned, racing for the boulders. She hated leaving the others but knew they could run faster than she could right now. Besides, her bow was even more useless than their rifles.

“It’s jumping,” Maldynado yelled.

“Move,” Amaranthe barked.

From the sounds of their footsteps, Ashara knew they were catching up with her. So long as the makarovi wasn’t. She ran around the base of the rock pile, the jumble of the massive boulders reaching far over her head. She slowed down when she reached the torn up ground and rock litter that the creature had left. Where was the cave? She squinted at the uneven rock formation. From the ground, she couldn’t see it, but it had to be up there.

Another roar came from the cliff, this one sounding pained as well as enraged.

“It hurt itself,” Maldynado said.

“Enough to slow it down?”

“Uh, doesn’t look like it. Go, go.”

“I’m going.” Amaranthe raced past Ashara and leaped onto the rock face, climbing like a monkey. “Mahliki?” she called as she ascended. “Are you in there? Don’t shoot. We’re coming in.”

Ashara did not point out that Mahliki hadn’t been shooting anything even when the makarovi had been trying to come in. The eyes of the forest had told her Mahliki was in there, but Ashara worried she was hurt, maybe unconscious. 

Above her, Amaranthe slithered through a crevice. It looked more like a slender fissure than a cave. As Ashara continued to climb, she worried that whatever gap lay between the rocks wouldn’t be large enough for all three—four—of them to hide in. What then?

From the rocks below her, Maldynado cried out, something between an exclamation of alarm and a curse. It turned to a yelp of pain. Injured or not, the makarovi had caught up with them. 

It reared up, its head as high as Ashara, but Maldynado was its target. It had clawed a gash in his calf and was pulling its arm back for a swing at a more vital target. Maldynado was trying to hold the rifle, using it as a club to deflect those swipes, even as he clung to the rock face. The makarovi knocked the weapon aside with so much power that it flew all the way back to the cliff. 

Hanging onto the side of the rocks below the crevice, Ashara could not use her bow to help. Though she feared it was a waste, she pulled out her knife and threw that, aiming for the creature’s eye. The blade hit but not before the makarovi squinted its heavy lids shut. They proved as thick and impenetrable as the rest of its hide, and the dagger fell away. But her attack, feeble as it was, gave Maldynado the few seconds he needed to scramble up the rocks. 

He gave her an unexpected boost on his way up, and Ashara nearly tumbled through the crevice and into the shadows beyond it. Though she had to sacrifice more skin wriggling through the narrow passage, she hurried to crawl inside and get out of the way. Maldynado nearly tumbled in on top of her. A little sunlight had been slanting inside, but the appearance of the makarovi’s shaggy head at the entrance blocked it out. Ashara groped her way deeper, finding a larger cave than she had guessed.

“Mahliki?” Amaranthe asked from farther inside. “Are you…?”

“I’m here, yes.” A pained sigh came from the back. “I’m not sure there’s room, but you’ll have to come in.”

“Good to see you too,” Amaranthe said.

“There’s plenty of room,” Maldynado said. One of those huge claws stabbed through the entrance, swiping for him again. He scooted farther inside, bumping into Ashara. “Maybe not plenty.”

“I have a trap up there,” Mahliki said. She sounded tired and frustrated. “If you stay there, tons of rock will drop on your head when I trigger it.”

“That probably won’t feel good.” 

“It’s not designed to, no.”

Ashara crawled back, banging her knee on the lumpy ground and scraping her elbows on the jagged sides of the crevice. “We’ll be safe back here?”

Mahliki did not answer. Rock cracked, and Ashara glanced over her shoulder in time to see the makarovi sheer away a head-sized chunk from the entrance. Already, the opening was tall enough for the creature to enter; all it needed to do was widen it. 

“Mahliki?” Amaranthe asked. “I’d like to know the answer to that question too.” 

“Me too. Because I’m not seeing a back door here.” Maldynado bumped against Ashara in his effort to put more space between himself and the entrance. The makarovi kept sweeping in with its arm, trying to snag someone. 

Mahliki sighed again. “There’s not a back door. I didn’t have much of the explosive mixture I made, so I could only apply it to the rocks in the ceiling over the entrance. Also, someone’s standing on my fuse. If that thing makes its way in here, I have to be able to light that and hope I’ve listened to enough of my brother’s engineering lectures to have made my trap correctly.” 

“And hope it crushes the makarovi without crushing us?” Amaranthe asked.

“That’s the goal, yes.”

“Are the odds of that good?” 

Mahliki’s hesitation did not fill Ashara with hope. “You shouldn’t have come for me. Not so soon, anyway. I wasn’t expecting anyone else when I designed this. I thought maybe I would be able to hide in the back and survive the crash… and that someone would figure out what happened and be able to dig me out before I ran out of air.”

Ashara leaned her head against the cool rock beside her, trying not to think about the way the makarovi kept chiseling away at the entrance and trying not to think about how there would now be four people inhaling that limited air. If they survived the dropping of however many tons of rock into the tiny cave. Ashara did not like their odds.

• • • • •

“Over here,” Sicarius said from behind Basilard and to the left of the tracks they were following. 

Basilard paused. He had been leading the way, following the makarovi prints that were trampling all over Mahliki’s prints, with Jomrik and most of the Mangdorians trailing behind. Now and then, some of the hunters had jogged off to the side, often to identify another fallen Kendorian soldier. They had never gone far. They kept wiping their palms and watching the woods uneasily. Hykur’s face remained graver than a lost harvest, but he had yet to share whatever thoughts were swirling through his mind. 

The makarovi went this way. Basilard pointed along the route he had been following, trying to direct Sicarius back toward it. As did Mahliki. 

“A fight happened over here.” Sicarius pointed at mangled bunchberry plants and disturbed dirt. “I believe these are the shaman’s prints, heading in that direction.” He nodded toward a stand of evergreens.

It’s more important to find Mahliki. Besides, how would you know which moccasins belong to the shaman?

“He runs with a strange lope, almost as if he’s emulating a wolf.” Sicarius strode farther from the trail.

Basilard was tempted to sign that he would continue on and Sicarius could catch up to him, but Hykur, frowning deeply, jogged off the path too.

“Someone’s out there,” he said. “Alive. I think…” He bit his lip, looking young as he turned uncertain eyes toward the trees around them.

Even though Basilard wanted to continue, the rest of the group was following Sicarius. Reluctantly, Basilard followed too. If whoever was alive out there was close enough for Hykur to sense, they should not have to travel far to find him. 

After only a few more steps, Sicarius stepped around an ancient cedar and stared at something near the base. It only took Basilard a few seconds to reach him, but Sicarius had already taken out his black dagger. He strode toward what turned out to be a man lying on the ground, his long gray hair spread on the earth, his eyes closed. 

“It’s the shaman,” Hykur said. “He’s alive.”

Wait, Basilard signed and lunged for Sicarius.

Had Sicarius already decided on killing the man, Basilard never would have caught him in time, but he was able to grip Sicarius’s forearm. Sicarius did not react. His gaze was darting about, as if he sought traps in the undergrowth. Basilard immediately did the same. Finding the shaman unconscious and defenseless was too easy. It had to be a trap.

“Mahliki was here.” Sicarius pointed at a faint print in the dirt and pine needles near the shaman, then knelt, touching his finger to a grayish powder.

Did she do something to him? Basilard asked.

“Perhaps.” Sicarius vigorously shook the powder off his finger as soon as he’d had a sniff.

He stepped away from Basilard and bent over the shaman, the blade in his hand, his intent clear.

To let the man wake up would be foolish, but Basilard winced at the idea of killing someone in cold blood, even an enemy. Wait, we should question him.

“About what?” 

Where Mahliki went and—

Sicarius’s gaze jerked to the side. 

Before Basilard could look in that direction, Sicarius ducked and bowled into him. They both tumbled to the ground, but Sicarius had already leaped to his feet by the time Basilard’s back hit the earth. A flash of tawny fur flew past above him, and he understood the reason for the knockdown. 

Pulling out a dagger of his own, Basilard rose to a crouch, waiting to see what Sicarius attacked. If the shaman’s malaise had been a ruse and he was controlling the cat, killing the Kendorian made the most sense. Sicarius must have thought so, too, because he lunged for the reposing man, not interested in waiting further or questioning him. But his dagger struck an invisible shield several inches from his target’s chest. 

The shaman’s eyes sprang open.

“Look out,” one of the hunters barked, loosing an arrow. Several other bows twanged, and arrows sped toward the cougar.

The great cat had missed Basilard, thanks to Sicarius’s quick actions, but it had turned and was charging toward Sicarius now. Two arrows stuck out of the cougar’s side, but it did not slow down. Basilard braced himself, poised to slash at the cat as it came in. As he prepared, he caught sight of more animals among the trees. Two more great cats, a pack of wolves, and a grizzly bear were converging on the shaman. To protect him.

Another hunter’s arrow thudded into the cougar’s shoulder. Without pausing, the powerful predator leaped into the air, claws raking toward Sicarius. His back was to the cat, but he knew it was there, for he rolled to the side. Basilard slashed at the cougar as it flew past, and his blade cut into its flank. It wasn’t as tough to wound as the grimbals, but with all of the predators in the area racing in to attack, Basilard did not know if that mattered. Especially since the shaman was getting to his feet.

Protect us from the animals, Basilard signed, hoping some of the hunters would see him. He and Sicarius needed to focus on the shaman, to figure out a way through his shield. 

Ignoring the cougar, Sicarius slashed at the shaman again, aiming for his face. Trying to break his concentration so he would lower his barrier? It was not a bad idea, since most practitioners could only maintain their defenses if they maintained their concentration, but this shaman must have seen hundreds of battles in his lifetime. His experience showed on his calm face. Sicarius’s blade only glanced off his invisible barrier. 

The cougar turned and charged toward him again. It favored the limb with the pierced shoulder, but it clearly was not ready to flee. Two more arrows thudded into its side, but then a hunter ordered everyone to focus on the bear crashing through the undergrowth. That would be even harder to bring down.

Leaving the shaman to Sicarius for the moment, Basilard jumped around him to head off the cougar. Though limping and bleeding from several arrows, it sprang, claws raking for his face. He ducked low and lunged forward, coming up beneath it as it soared overhead. Those claws sliced through the air only an inch above him, but he avoided them in time. His new position gave him access to the beast’s belly, and he thrust his blade in even as the cat’s momentum carried it past him.

He whirled in time to see the cougar land and to see Sicarius flung backward, not by beast but by man. Basilard ran in, stabbing for the shaman’s side with the bloody dagger. But the barrier deflected it, sending a jarring jolt up his arm. Everything he had heard claimed that practitioners could not attack and defend themselves at the same time; this one must have some Made device tucked in a pocket, something that generated a shield. If that was true, how were they supposed to get through it to kill him?

“Stand side by side,” a hunter called. “Make a ring around them. Don’t let the animals through.” 

“We’re running low on arrows.”

“Just keep shooting. Hykur, can you do anything to help? Turn the animals away?”

“I tried. He’s too powerful. I can’t countermand him. I—” Hykur was cut off amid the snarl of wolves.

Basilard maneuvered around to the back of the shaman, stabbing again, hoping he might break the man’s concentration but hoping more that he would find a way through the shield. Maybe he would spot what was generating it. For now, he had the freedom to look, since the cougar had finally collapsed and the shaman was focused on Sicarius, a hand raised, his eyes intent. 

After being flung to the ground, Sicarius had risen to one knee, but he appeared stuck in the pose. His face was a mask of stone, but his body was tense as he fought some mental attack.

Basilard slashed with frustration, knowing that all he had to do to stop all of this and give his comrades respite was slay this man. But the invisible barrier did not fall. He backed away, searching for another option. He glimpsed all of the predators surrounding them, many with arrows sticking out of their sides, but many more unwounded. He didn’t have much time to come up with something. His people were running out of arrows, and few of them had other weapons more powerful than knives.

“Leyelchek,” Hykur panted, sweat dripping down the sides of his face. “What can I do? I turned one away, but there are too many. He’s too strong.”

I don’t know. I’m thinking, Basilard signed, then ducked into a deep squat as a new cougar leaped out of the trees. The animals seemed to focus on whoever was closest to the shaman. Basilard thought about scooting away, but then Sicarius would be the target, and he was locked in a mental battle. He might not see another attack coming. Can you try distracting him with a mental attack? 

Hykur’s eyes widened. “I’ve never tried to hurt a person through his mind. Or any other way.”

Think of him as an animal—a rabid animal about to ravage your village. No, wait. Basilard had spotted a leaf-shaped pin fastened to the shoulder of the shaman’s shirt. It wasn’t glowing or flashing or doing anything else to proclaim that it might be magical, but the rest of the man’s decorations were beaded and embroidered into his clothing. Does that pin feel Made to you? Can you tell? He looked hopefully at Hykur. He remembered that Akstyr had been able to tell if items were magical from a distance.

“Look out,” someone behind Basilard barked.

He spun as he dropped, raising his dagger, expecting a wolf or cat sailing toward his head. It was the bear, and it plowed straight toward Sicarius. 

Sicarius had managed to rise to his feet and take a step toward the shaman, but he was still locked in a staring contest with the man. The arrows bristling from the bear’s hide did not slow it at all. 

Basilard gripped the hilt of his dagger in his teeth and leaped at it. His fingers sank into the thick fur, and he pulled himself up to straddle the creature. The bear paused inches from Sicarius and reared up. It shook itself like a dog, trying to fling Basilard from its back. 

He managed to grab his dagger, but he could barely hang on. His legs threatened to fly free. He tried to find an angle that would let him cut the bear’s throat, but its neck was much thicker than a human’s, and it was bucking like a snake having a seizure. On his first attempt, his blade glanced off the animal’s shoulder. It reared up again, swatting behind its head. Basilard ducked massive paws while struggling to keep his grip and not lose his knife.

Though he was busy with his own troubles, he wanted to make sure the bear wasn’t in a position to maul Sicarius, so he risked checking over its shoulder. He almost took a paw in the face, but he glimpsed Sicarius still standing, his black dagger raised but unmoving. The shaman was also unmoving. Sweat dripped from the Kendorian’s chin, but that was the only sign that he was working hard, straining. How many animals could he control? Was this taxing him to the point that he might break? As the bear spun around, flailing at its unwelcome rider, Basilard saw one more thing: the leaf-shaped pin. It was glowing red, as if a hot iron had been applied to it.

Basilard ducked a slashing paw and gripped the fur on the back of the bear’s head. This time, he managed to get his blade around its neck, slicing through tender flesh. The animal roared and hurled itself to the ground. Surprised, Basilard barely managed to leap free before he was crushed by its thousand-pound bulk. Though his instincts told him to get back, grab a bow, and shoot at it from a distance, he didn’t have a range weapon. While it was rolling back to its feet, he jumped in again. This time, he landed higher on its back so he could reach its throat more easily. He sank his blade through flesh and muscle. 

The bear reared up again, momentarily giving Basilard a view of the shaman. Their enemy cried out, tearing at the leaf-shaped pin. He spun with fury in his eyes and flung a hand toward Hykur. 

The air crackled with lightning, and energy wrapped all around the young priest. His skin charred and burned in the second it took for Sicarius, freed from the shaman’s grip, to leap forward and slice a dagger across his throat. Basilard was not sure who screamed, but it filled his ears as the bear spun, trying to buck him off again. He plunged his own weapon into the creature’s neck, this time to the hilt. Blood gushed over his hand, and he knew he had finally struck an artery. The bear reared up as if it, too, had been struck by lightning, its body stiffening. With only one hand wrapped in its fur, Basilard lost his grip and was flung several feet. 

He tried to turn the fall into a roll to absorb the energy, but his back slammed into a log. It halted his momentum with bone-crunching finality. He gasped, but for several seconds, his stunned lungs couldn’t draw in air. By the time he could breathe, the forest had grown silent. Only a few rustlings sounded as the remaining animals ran away from the men they had been attacking.

“Hykur?” someone asked softly, warily.

Basilard closed his eyes. Even though he had only glimpsed the shaman’s attack, he feared it had been deadly. Hykur had been busy doing as Basilard asked, rather than defending himself. Had he known such a simple action might result in his death? He must have. And he had done it anyway. 

Basilard could only hope that his death meant something, that they had won some victory here today. With the shaman gone and so many soldiers and supplies washed down that canyon, maybe the Kendorians would give up, at least for now. 

Sicarius approached, stopping by the log. Basilard’s back hurt—everything hurt—and he had not gotten up yet. Lying on his back and staring up at the branches seemed less painful.

“Your reflexes are slower than they used to be,” Sicarius said, looking down. “You have been neglecting combat and exercise since becoming a diplomat. You should resume your training at once.”

Basilard gaped up at him. I stopped that bear and probably saved your life, and you’re complaining about my reflexes?

Sicarius tilted his head. “I am offering to assist with training that would help remediate a deficiency.”

Is that what you do with Amaranthe when you should be thanking her for helping you?

“I often offer her assistance.” Sicarius lowered a hand, helping him up.

She’s a very understanding woman, Basilard signed.

“Yes.”

 


Chapter 21

 

“It’s almost time,” Mahliki whispered. 

As if they didn’t know. As if they weren’t all staring at the makarovi’s flashing claws, at the way chunks and shards and boulders tumbled away from the crevice, allowing in more light. Soon, the creature would be allowed in too. Already, its fetid breath washed over them, mixing with its musky scent and making Ashara’s stomach roil. She wished she could back up more, but she was already pressed against the lumpy rock wall. 

Someone must have tried to shift farther from the entrance, because Mahliki grunted in pain. She had not divulged the extent of her injuries, and the poor lighting made it impossible to see, but Ashara had brushed against her earlier and felt the dampness of blood seeping through her shirt.

“So cozy in here,” Maldynado said over the relentless scraping of claws. “It will be even more fun when the ceiling caves in.”

“Your elbow is jammed in my apple basket,” Mahliki said.

“My elbow? That can’t be the right body part.” Maldynado shifted away from her, not that there was much room for shifting far.

“If it was a different one, I would have done something more vehement than commenting on it.” Mahliki’s humor sounded forced. 

Ashara sympathized. She wiped sweat from her brow. It was hot and close in the cave, and her entire body ached.

“Vehement?” Maldynado asked. “Truly? Exuberant is usually the response the ladies give me.”

A rifle thundered near Ashara’s ear. The makarovi let out a soft grunt as the bullet struck its jaw, but despite its injuries, it seemed largely impervious to the ammunition. Arrows would be even more useless, though it hardly mattered. Like Maldynado, Ashara had lost her weapon in the scramble to hide in the cave. Amaranthe had been shooting periodically, trying to slow the creature down.

“I’m low on ammunition,” she said. 

“It’s not doing anything, anyway,” Maldynado said.

“I know. But I keep hoping Sicarius will hear the noise and show up to help. You would think they would have found Mahliki’s trail by now.”

“Assuming they didn’t run into the shaman.”

Amaranthe fell silent. Ashara had been hoping for rescue, too, but did the others even know about the makarovi? Or were they tracking the shaman? He should be nearby if he was controlling the makarovi, but Ashara didn’t know the extent of his powers, other than that his talents were far greater than the average practitioner’s. He might be a hundred meters away or five miles away. Still, the sound of those rifle shots ought to travel far in the quiet forest. 

“About that shaman,” Maldynado said. “How did you get away from him?”

“I don’t think I did,” Mahliki said.

“What do you mean?” Amaranthe asked.

“He and his men captured me last night, and I couldn’t do anything to escape. I do appreciate you trying to buy me time to do so, Ashara.”

Ashara grunted. As if being knocked off a cliff by a cougar counted as buying anyone time.

“But they didn’t take my pack away from me. Nobody else wanted to carry it. After the group stopped to rest, I worked my way into it, which wasn’t easy with my wrists bound. I pulled out some of the fungi I’d been dehydrating.”

“Fungi you’d been dehydrating,” Maldynado said. “I wonder how many other women in the world say such things.”

“Not the ones whose apple baskets you’re usually fondling, I’m sure,” Amaranthe said, then fired again. Her bullet struck the makarovi square in the nose, and it backed away for the first time, letting out something between a roar and a sneeze. “Should have aimed for that before,” she muttered.

“I’m only fondling Yara’s basket right now, and you’re right: talk of fungus drying doesn’t usually come up.”

“Ashara,” Mahliki said, “do you remember how I said the spores might act as neurotoxins to humans?” 

“Vaguely,” Ashara said, her gaze toward the entrance. The makarovi had not reappeared. Had Amaranthe’s shot hurt it badly? Or had it sensed someone coming? She believed the hole might be large enough for it to crawl through now, but if it had been injured badly enough, maybe it couldn’t climb up.

Ashara inched forward, tempted to stick her head outside to check. If one of them could slip away and find the others, Basilard’s young priest friend might be able to break the shaman’s hold on it.

“I’d made a powder to examine when I got home,” Mahliki said, “but I decided to throw it in the shaman’s face, in the hope that he would inhale it and it might affect him like a drug. It was a vain hope, but from my own brief interactions with it—remember how it made me lightheaded?—I thought it might be particularly virulent. I managed to fling some in his face when he didn’t have any protective measures activated. We were walking through the woods, and he didn’t realize I’d gotten my hands free. He had just smiled and said something about calling in help to deal with those tracking him.”

Ashara grimaced as she listened, imagining that makarovi chasing after Basilard. What if it already had? What if there wasn’t any help coming, because the rest of the team had already been dealt with?

She took a couple of steps toward the exit. The makarovi still hadn’t reappeared, and she couldn’t hear its grunts and growls. The stench hadn’t gone away, but like that of a skunk, it might linger long after it left the area. 

“As I said, I wasn’t expecting much,” Mahliki continued, “but he surprised me—and his men—by tipping over backward and thudding to the ground with his eyes rolled up in his head.”

“He’s lying unconscious somewhere?” Maldynado asked. “That can’t still be true, or his beast wouldn’t be after us.”

“I’ve had a sense a couple of times of an unlikely intelligence from the makarovi,” Mahliki said. “I wondered if he was linked with it when I hit him, and it caused… I’m not sure if this can happen, but maybe he got stuck in the link, seeing the world through the makarovi’s eyes.”

“Powerful shamans can do that,” Ashara said. “I’m not sure about getting stuck, but I’ve heard of some of them dying because they abandoned their own bodies and were so caught up in being in the form of some powerful predator that their human bodies were killed. It would be dangerous to link so intimately with something with such strong predatory instincts as a makarovi.”

“Dangerous, how?” Amaranthe asked.

“You might lose yourself in the link, start seeing your allies as dinner. Maybe the fungus—”

A shadow blotting out the sunlight was Ashara’s only warning. The makarovi lunged through the cave opening, snarling and reaching for her. 

Caught halfway to the exit, she threw herself backward in a clumsy roll. Sharp claws slashed through the back of her shirt, and fresh pain assaulted her as her skin split open. Someone grabbed her, hauling her farther back. She glimpsed orange flame flashing across the floor of the cave, and then a thunderous boom pummeled her ears. 

Rocks slammed down. Dust clogged the air, flowing down Ashara’s throat and making her gag. She turned her face toward the back wall as utter darkness filled the cave, the opening blocked. She couldn’t see anything, and her stunned eardrums could not hear anything except a dull roar. She had no idea if the makarovi was trapped or if it had escaped in time. She had no idea if they would ever escape.

• • • • •

The stink of the makarovi came to them first. Basilard increased his speed, darting around Sicarius to take the lead, even though he did not have a weapon suitable for fighting such a creature. None of them did. With his hand clenched around his dagger, he ran through the trees, only glancing at the tracks on the ground. He saw debris littering the earth next to a towering rock pile up ahead, but almost missed the significance and ran past. 

“Stop,” Sicarius said at the same time as a glance at the trampled earth told Basilard that something had happened here. 

A tangle of makarovi prints had decimated the grass and churned the ground into mud. Blood spattered some of the rocks, which were gouged and scraped and dented. One rock had been hurled into a nearby tree so hard that it was embedded in the bark.

“It didn’t walk away from here,” one of the hunters said, pointing at the tracks and circling the area. 

“Something happened up there.” Sicarius gazed up at the rock pile.

Basilard touched a hand to a bloodstained boulder, an ominous feeling settling over him. Then he pulled himself atop it, climbing carefully, looking for what he assumed the makarovi had been looking for. 

“There may have been a cave.” Sicarius had backed up and was gazing higher up the boulder mound. 

May have been? Basilard did not want to imagine that a cave might have existed, offering shelter to Mahliki, and was now gone. Taking her with it? Or had the makarovi pulled her free? He hadn’t looked too far around the clearing, not wanting to chance across her mutilated corpse.

Basilard spotted what may have once been an opening in the rock face, but only crumbled rock lay within it. Nonetheless, he pulled himself up toward the gap, wondering if there might be some way in that he couldn’t see from his angle. But when he drew even with the bottom of the crevice, it wasn’t a way in that revealed itself to him. The tip of a shaggy limb stuck out from underneath the boulders, its long, sharp claws curled over the lip of the rock.

He flinched, as if the creature might slough off the debris and leap out at him. 

“What is it?” a hunter called up.

Death, Basilard signed. It wasn’t explanatory, but it was one of the signs he could make with one hand. Since he was clinging on a vertical surface, that was all he could manage. 

“Whose?”

“The makarovi,” Sicarius said, though he was still on the ground and shouldn’t have been able to see the paw. Maybe he had spent more time reading the tale of the prints. “It would have had to be lured in there.”

That was what Basilard was afraid of. He banged the hilt of his dagger on a rock, then leaned his ear against the cool stone. Nothing except the wind rustling through the trees answered him. He tried one more time, striking the rock harder. 

Three faint clinks sounded from within the boulder pile. A surge of hope filled his chest. 

Basilard waved for the others to come and help, then started pulling out rocks without bothering to explain why. Surely they would understand. Besides, he needed his hands for more than signing. Who knew how much air Mahliki had or how injured she was? If the rockfall had killed something as indestructible as a makarovi…

Sicarius joined him before his thoughts could grow darker. Jomrik climbed up right behind him. Until they cleared out the entryway of the cave, there was not much room for them to work—indeed, all three of them were hanging off the side of the boulders and pawing at rocks with one hand. There wasn’t any room for the Mangdorians to join them. But they soon had more of the entrance revealed, and two of them could stand inside while shoving boulders through the crevice and down the hill.

“See if there’s a way in from the other side,” Sicarius told the Mangdorians, speaking in their own language.

“What?” Jomrik asked in Turgonian.

Sicarius repeated himself.

“Good idea. Considering that someone went to so much effort to bury this makarovi, it seems a shame to unbury it. And it’s stinking like a skunk run over by a lorry and left out in the sun for a week.”

Basilard kept shoveling rocks aside, not pausing to respond. Sicarius, who could have spoken as he worked, did not respond, either. His face never revealed his thoughts, but his eyes were intent and focused. As cool and indifferent as he always was, even he would not wish to inform Sespian or Starcrest that Mahliki had died while out on a mission with him.

The Mangdorians succeeded in levering some of the boulders off the back side of the big rock pile, but in the end, the first moan of life came from Basilard’s side, from somewhere beyond the smashed and quite dead makarovi. 

“Mahliki?” Sicarius asked, a slightly puzzled tone to his voice. The moan had sounded masculine rather than feminine.

“She’s here somewhere,” Maldynado said, his words coming out as a groan. “Under me. I think.”

Sicarius grew still. “Amaranthe?”

“She’s under me too.”

Sicarius hadn’t been slow before, but now he grew less methodical and almost frenzied as he pulled at the boulders. Basilard struggled to match his pace, digging around rocks they couldn’t move and pushing away those they could. Jomrik stood in the entrance and rolled their debris outside.

After a few more minutes, they succeeded in finding Maldynado’s arm, then pulling him out of the rubble. The rocks had been piled to the ceiling on top of the makarovi, but fewer boulders layered the back of the cave, a good thing because Maldynado and Amaranthe weren’t the only ones buried. Mahliki came out next, and Basilard’s chest tightened with concern when he saw Ashara, her eyes closed, her face a rictus of pain. She had already been injured, damn it. What had she been doing here, battling the makarovi?

Darkness had fallen by the time Sicarius and Basilard helped all four of their battered friends down to the ground. One of the Mangdorians lit a fire in the shelter of a cliff. The wind picked up, and brooding clouds promised rain. So long as his comrades survived their ordeal, Basilard would gladly suffer monsoons. 

He pulled two of the hunters aside. Will you return to the gathering and find a healer willing to come?

He could see hesitation in their faces, then one of them replied, “It might be that nobody will come with us, now that we’ve… made our choice. None of us ever expected to return home again.”

Ask anyway, Basilard signed firmly, even though he felt sympathy toward the young men because he knew exactly what kind of reception they could expect. And he knew that in a way, he had helped lead them to it, to becoming fighters instead of tricksters. Someday, he might regret it, especially after he had time to dwell on the consequences, but not today. Also, tell them of Hykur. He must be buried. 

That sobered the hunters, and they did not object further. “We will see to it, Leyelchek.”

“A healer, yes,” Maldynado said from the fire. He, Mahliki, and Ashara had collapsed around it, all injured and weary. Amaranthe sat against the cliff wall, slumped beside Sicarius, leaning on his shoulder for support. “Perhaps a pretty woman who will gently sponge the blood and grime from us as she attends our wounds.”

“Is that all you can think about, Maldynado?” Mahliki asked. “Pretty women?”

“It’s not any worse than what you think about. We weren’t on the ground for more than three seconds before you were asking if anyone had seen your pack.”

“My samples are in there, all my tools, my research.”

“Yes, all incredibly boring things, far less interesting than pretty women. Besides, you all should be thanking me for saving your lives.” Maldynado waved one dusty arm flamboyantly as he spoke. “It was I who remained conscious and was able to respond to that tapping on what was almost our burial cairn. I was the one who tapped back and let them know we were in there.”

“I was conscious,” Amaranthe said. “I would have tapped back if you hadn’t been on top of me with your knee in my apple basket.”

Sicarius narrowed his eyes toward Maldynado.

“That wasn’t my knee,” Maldynado said, losing his flamboyance under that stare, “but I promise you, I didn’t enjoy it at all.”

“Someone is going to have to explain to me what exactly an apple basket is,” Ashara mumbled.

Basilard laid a couple of thick branches on the fire and squatted next to her. You’ll have to return to the republic with us to further your education in Turgonian euphemisms. 

He signed it as a joke, but he watched her face for a reaction. She had endured so much out here; would she have any interest in returning? Would she be able to? Once Ambassador Shukura heard that she had helped them instead of hindering them, he might attempt to make her life difficult. Basilard intended to explain everything to the president, in the hope that he could do something about the Kendorian. Of course, Basilard would also have to explain that he was no longer the Mangdorian ambassador. Would Starcrest have any reason to help him in any manner once he learned that?

“With us?” Ashara asked. “Are you going back?”

At least long enough to report the happenings between Kendor and Mangdoria. Basilard grimaced. And to inform the president of my dismissal. 

“Aw, Bas, you’ll always have a job with us if you want one,” Maldynado said, apparently seeing no reason not to eavesdrop on a private conversation.

I didn’t realize you were in the position to employ people, Basilard signed, but managed a smile to go with the gestures. Even if Maldynado was a snoop, Basilard appreciated the sentiment. There hadn’t been time yet to think about what he would do next with his life, and he truly had no idea what he might be qualified for. If he stayed here, he would walk the mountains alone, as an outcast. If he stayed in Turgonia, only a handful of people would understand him, most of who were busy with their own careers. How could he find employment if nobody could interpret his sign language?

“I know lots of people,” Maldynado assured him. “Lots of people who would love to do me favors.”

“Women people?” Amaranthe asked.

“Naturally. I’m sure I could find a business owner who could use a chief of security.”

Basilard grimaced again, this time at the idea of being consigned to a life that involved violence. He caught Ashara watching him, but couldn’t quite read the expression on her face. Mostly, she appeared to be tired and in pain. He wished he could do something for her.

“Perhaps an assistant chef, Basilard?” Amaranthe suggested.

“I don’t know.” Maldynado scratched his jaw. “Not everybody appreciates a man who forages for his weeds in disreputable alleys.”

They’re herbs, not weeds, Basilard signed, reflexively responding to the old argument. 

The idea of working in a culinary capacity was more intriguing than spending his days as a security guard, but it also sounded a touch… sedate. Like something he might be interested in trying in another twenty years, after he had seen more of the world and had a few more adventures. He snorted at himself. After the madness of the last week, was it crazy that he longed for employment that involved adventures? Probably so.

“If they’re growing where people throw their refuse and where dogs water them, they’re weeds,” Maldynado said.

I will consider my employment opportunities this fall. Basilard nodded at Maldynado to let him know he appreciated the help, if not the condemnation of foraged herbs. I must first aid Ashara with a problem, if she is still interested in my assistance. He raised his eyebrows in her direction. 

Ashara raised her brows in return. Had she not expected him to bring this up again? He certainly owed her a favor for her help this past week. A number of favors.

“I will have to heal fully before thinking about that,” Ashara said slowly. “And make sure I have a home that is suitable for, uhm—” She glanced at her audience. Mahliki had found her dusty, smashed pack and was rooting in it, and Amaranthe and Sicarius were murmuring to each other, but Maldynado watched brightly, seeming to think he was a part of the conversation. “Yes,” Ashara said, “I will return to Turgonia with you, for now.”

Basilard meant to nod but found himself smiling, pleased that she would come back with them. He hoped she might find a future that was better than her past. He wasn’t sure what to hope for when it came to himself. 

 


Epilogue

 

The sound of voices came through the door, but Ashara could not hear what they said.

“You don’t think he’s getting in trouble, do you?” she whispered. 

Basilard stood beside her in one of the wide hallways of Montichelu Manor, the one that happened to run past the president’s office. He kept plucking at the fringes of his buckskin shirt. Ashara had also been resisting the urge to fidget. She understood why Basilard had been ordered in to see the president, but why her? And how much would he know about her when she walked into his office? He’d had plenty of time to do some research—or have some research done—on who she was. Ashara might have helped out with Mahliki’s mission, but she doubted the president would like what he found in her past. 

I don’t think so, Basilard signed. Their voices aren’t raised.

“I’ve had plenty of superiors initiate disciplinary action upon me without raising their voices.”

Basilard arched his eyebrows in her direction. Oh? Were you a troublemaker?

“I had an independent streak. The army doesn’t like that.” Though it was probably what had led to her being chosen for the night stalkers. That was one position where being able to work independently had been valued.

That sounds like a yes.

She didn’t deny it. His eyes had an appealing twinkle as he signed the words. She wondered if he would look at her in such a friendly manner if he found out about her former profession. Or when he found out. Which might be soon if the president mentioned it in this interview. Maybe she should tell him her last secret before someone else did.

Before she could contemplate that further, the door opened. Corporal Jomrik strode out wearing his black dress uniform. On the way in, he had been mopping sweat from his brow with his handkerchief and scrubbing his hand through his hair. Now, his back was straight, his chin was up, and his eyes gleamed as he thrust his chest toward them, perhaps trying to draw attention to the new medal dangling there.

You don’t look too upset, Corporal, Basilard signed. 

“Must mean the cost of that lorry isn’t coming out of his salary,” Ashara said.

“Not this time. And it’s sergeant now.” Jomrik stepped forward and clasped Basilard’s hands. “Thank you for putting in a recommendation for me.”

You’re welcome, Basilard signed when he had his hands free again.

Jomrik saluted them smartly and strode down the hall. 

“I didn’t realize you’d spoken to the president already.” Ashara eyed the open doorway. Jomrik hadn’t shut it behind him, and nobody else had come forward to do so. That probably meant they were next.

I haven’t, but I sent ahead that report I was working on while you and Mahliki were in the village with the healer. It seemed easier to write out some of the news than explain it all in person.

Ashara had no doubt of that, but she suspected that report had come about more because Basilard had been trying to keep himself busy while the injured were attended to, especially since he had not been invited to stay in the village. He hadn’t been out in the woods alone—Maldynado, Amaranthe, and Sicarius had camped with him—but he couldn’t have found it that restive. Ashara had seen him once, up on a ridge, watching over his daughter and a group of children running races and practicing with bows. She’d thought about going up to talk to him, but Elwa had beaten her to it, leaving the village to have a long conversation with him. Ashara had been too far away to hear any of it, but she hoped Basilard had not been hurt further by her words. Whatever had transpired, he had seemed eager to leave when Ashara and Mahliki were well enough to do so. She hadn’t caught him looking back over his shoulder too many times on the trip to the highway.

“What did you tell him about me?” Ashara asked. “I don’t suppose I’ll get a medal.”

Do you want one?

“I’d settle for not being shot.”

Basilard’s brow wrinkled. Why would you expect that? Because you worked for Shukura? The Turgonians haven’t shot him yet.

Ashara did not want to explain that, in addition to being a criminal in her own country, she had killed a few Turgonian operatives, back when she had worked along that border. She hoped Starcrest had no way to know it had been her specifically, but his intelligence people would know that Kendorian night stalkers had been responsible. Her association with them might condemn her, even if her specific deeds were unknown.

“He has diplomatic immunity,” was all Ashara said.

Basilard lifted his hands to respond, but a male voice called out to them first.

“Basilard, you’re next. Bring your friend.”

Your friend? Ashara tried to decide if that sounded promising or ominous. 

She let Basilard lead the way inside. By habit, she checked the room for danger before turning to face the man waiting for them. Though spacious, the office was more practical than ostentatious, with windows that overlooked the gardens. The large desk was set so that it wouldn’t be in the line of fire, should some sniper visit those gardens with a rifle. The tall, silver-haired man behind it was leaning against the wall instead of sitting in the chair. He appeared fit, and his height and intent eyes gave him an intimidating presence even though he wore relaxed attire devoid of weapons. Since he had been a military officer, Ashara assumed he could still be quite dangerous.

Starcrest nodded to each of them as they entered. Sicarius stood in the corner of the office, also leaning against the wall, his arms folded across his chest in a manner similar to Starcrest’s. She didn’t know if he was to be part of the debriefing, if he had already given his own report, or if Starcrest liked having him there for security purposes. His expression did not give anything away when Ashara looked at him.

“Let’s have the story, Basilard.” The president waved to the two seats in front of his desk. 

Basilard walked up to one but did not sit down. Ashara did not know if that invitation extended to her. So far, the president had only glanced in her direction. She preferred to stand, especially since Sicarius would be at her back if she chose one of those chairs. She didn’t expect him to attack her, but it was hard not to feel an itch between one’s shoulder blades when an assassin lurked in the background.

You read my report, sir? Basilard signed.

“Yes, it was very diplomatic. Feel free to give me the non-diplomatic version.”

Ashara found a wall of her own to lean against while Basilard signed the story. She fought the urge to squirm whenever her name came up and Starcrest looked her way. Since her hip and back still ached from that damned fall, squirming would only hurt.

Mostly, Starcrest listened—or watched Basilard’s signs—instead of speaking. A couple of times, he asked Sicarius for clarification on something Basilard had not seen, so Ashara understood why he was there. She still hadn’t figured out why she was there. Because Basilard had mentioned her in his report? Because she was to be questioned about the Kendorian presence in Mangdoria? Because he planned to turn her over to her old government?

“So you have no duties back home in your nation?” Starcrest asked, speaking for the first time in several minutes. 

Basilard had finished his tale. He shook his head. No.

“Then you need a job.”

Basilard gazed back at him, blinking a few times. I am capable of surviving in the wilderness without employment indefinitely, sir, but… one does hope to find more to do than simply surviving. 

“And do you feel the same way, Ashara Longbow?” Starcrest looked at her.

Ashara almost fell over, both because she had never given any of them her surname and because he hadn’t spoken to her the entire time she had been in the room. But she couldn’t find his knowledge surprising. Hadn’t she just been thinking that he must have researched her by now?

“I suppose I would agree with that.” Ashara caught herself almost calling him sir but reminded herself that he wasn’t her military or political leader. She wasn’t a citizen here.

“I understand you are attending the university here, a course for those who wish to become entrepreneurs.”

“Yes.” She licked her lips, uncomfortable because he was gazing at her and also because she couldn’t imagine what he was leading up to. He couldn’t mean to offer her a job. Could he? What kind of job could she possibly be qualified for? She was still struggling to read the language here, and she had over a year left until she might have a partial degree at the university. 

“Is attending our university your true wish, or were you seeking a route toward citizenship?” Starcrest asked.

Ah, he was familiar with that loophole. Of course he would be. He probably knew everything about… everything. Wasn’t that a requirement of the office? 

“Citizenship, sir.” 

Damn, how had that sir slipped out? He had that military air about him that demanded respect.

“Because you can’t go home.” Starcrest said it like he already knew the answer.

“Not easily, no.” Ashara wondered if she should have pretended to have some more grandiose reason for wanting citizenship here, something more than, Well, you’re the closest country to my children that’s willing to take people in.

“All right. You’re a citizen.” Starcrest waved a hand at her. “Do you want a job?”

“I… what?” Even if she had been wondering if he had jobs in mind, his hand waving her into citizenship made her falter. Was that even legal? Legitimate? Shouldn’t someone be recording the minutes of the meeting—and the creation of new citizens—into some official file?

“I’m told you have unique skills that would make you a valuable field agent.” Starcrest glanced at Sicarius, who gazed back, his expression bland. Basilard appeared as startled as Ashara. That was somewhat encouraging. She hated to be confused and off balance by herself.

“A field agent?” Ashara asked. “Someone who works for your intelligence department?”

“That’s right. Are you interested?”

“You want me to work for you? The enemy of my people? Doing work that might make me go against Kendor?” She knew she should stop gaping with her mouth open, but she couldn’t believe this was happening. How could he ever trust her? Did he think that she would attack those she had once served with if she came face to face with them?

“Are they making you a better offer?”

“Uh.” No, they wanted her dead.

Starcrest turned one palm up, his fingers spread. “We wouldn’t send you to assassinate your government leaders or anything of that nature. I’m certain the desert city-states and our restless overseas friends are busy enough to keep numerous agents employed.”

Restless overseas friends? The Nurians? They weren’t friends with anyone. 

“Even so, I have… family members in Kendor,” Ashara said. “I wouldn’t want my actions to put them in jeopardy.”

“Basilard said he offered to help you retrieve your children.”

“Oh.” Ashara should have been paying more attention to his gestures. She looked at him now and found him smiling and nodding encouragingly.

“I could send other operatives, as well.” Starcrest glanced at Sicarius again.

Ashara almost gagged on the idea of strolling into her homeland with him. Indeed, she had to clear her throat before she could speak. “I would have to think about it, sir.”

“Good. Do so. Let me know.”

Let him know? Should she stroll up to the front door of the building, knock, and ask for a tea party with the president? Or would it be a cider party here? The Turgonians did love their apple beverages.

“Out of curiosity,” she added, because he had turned back toward Basilard and she burned with more questions. She asked the most pertinent one. “Am I still a citizen, or does that depend on whether I accept the offer?”

“I’ll check with the finance office, but I believe it depends more on whether you start paying taxes or not.”

Ashara was trying to decide if that was a joke or not when Basilard smiled at her and signed, You’ll definitely be needing a job.

“You too, Basilard,” Starcrest said. “Same offer. A job and citizenship here if you want it. I’m willing to throw in a signing bonus, a shipment of food to your people to help them get along until their trees have healed. You can put your name on it, so they know who they have to thank for it.” Starcrest’s brief smile had a wolfish quality to it.

Basilard lifted his hands, but they hung in the air as he groped for the words he wanted.

“If you don’t want citizenship,” Starcrest said, “I’m not opposed to employing a foreigner, but you would have to swear an oath of fealty to the office for the term of your employment.”

Basilard’s smile faded, and he gazed out the window. His nation had turned its back on him, but it still was not an easy decision, to renounce one’s citizenship. Ashara understood.

I accept, Basilard finally signed.

“Good. I should warn you that keeping the job requires that you perform adequately for your supervisor,” Starcrest added, glancing at Ashara too.

Supervisor? 

Once again, Starcrest looked toward the silent statue in the back of the room. 

Sicarius would be their supervisor? He had wanted to leave Ashara to the vultures when he had been tracking Tladik. 

“She may insist they cause explosions in order to receive optimal marks,” Sicarius said in a deadpan voice.

“I thought she was doing less of that now,” Starcrest said.

“She doesn’t always mention the explosions in her reports.” Sicarius’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly in censure. “And she cleans up her mess afterward.”

“That I believe. My wife says she starts organizing the clutter on her desk any time she reports to the intelligence office.”

Who are they talking about? Ashara signed to Basilard, since his eyes were twinkling. He couldn’t be as mystified as she was. 

Amaranthe. 

Is she Sicarius’s supervisor? Ashara had gotten the sense that they were friends and maybe lovers—though it was hard to imagine the taciturn assassin with a lover—but she wouldn’t have guessed that Amaranthe outranked him. 

The idea maker. Basilard winked, then added, You realize everyone in this room can understand these signs, right?

Ashara noticed that Sicarius and Starcrest were looking in her direction now and flushed. Yes, of course. I didn’t want to interrupt their talking. And maybe she had hoped to appear less foolish by sneaking in the question just for Basilard…

“It’s good that you’ve learned his hand language so quickly,” Starcrest said. “You can work together on missions.” 

Ashara met Basilard’s eyes. She might not have decided anything yet, but the idea of working with him had a certain appeal. 

Starcrest tapped a decorative ship’s chronometer sitting on the corner of his desk, then headed for the door. “You’ll have to excuse me. I have a meeting with some diplomats.” The look he gave Ashara wasn’t anything as blatant as a wink, but something about the way his eyelids shifted made her certain he was on his way to see Shukura. Would he perhaps deal with him in such a manner that he wouldn’t bother her again?

She hoped that was the case. But either way, she would have to retrieve Jiana and Khanrin soon. She couldn’t leave them where they might be harmed because of work she did here.

“Are there people here who watch after children?” she found herself wondering aloud, as it occurred to her that this agent job the president had in mind might entail her leaving the city for extended periods of time. Back home, her mother-in-law could have been counted on for taking care of the children, but who did she have here? 

A young shriek, followed by an excited string of words in Nurian echoed through the door Starcrest had left open when he walked out. A black-haired girl raced down the hallway, waving a meterstick like a sword. Ashara leaned out to see who her victim was. The girl was charging after Starcrest himself, who pretended he didn’t hear the attack coming until the last moment. Then he turned and swooped up his assailant, tactfully disarming her while depositing her on his shoulders for a ride. She giggled amenably, grabbing his head for a handhold. They disappeared around a corner.

“The wooden sword would not have been an inappropriate gift,” Sicarius said. “She seems more inclined to battle than artistry.” 

Sespian will be disappointed, Basilard signed.

“Parents don’t always get the children they expect, but that is not grounds for disappointment.”

You’re right, Basilard signed. Ashara, there are many people here who can watch after children. The Starcrests, in particular, seem to adopt anyone who enters their orbit. I believe they feel the need now that their children are mostly grown.

The idea of having the president of Turgonia as a babysitter had a mind-numbing effect, and Ashara did not know how to respond.

“Come,” Sicarius said and strode for the door.

“Where are we going?” Ashara glanced at Basilard, who shrugged back.

“To begin your training.”

Basilard did not have the ability to vocalize a groan, but from the expression on his face, she was fairly certain he wanted to.

 

THE END
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